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This is a dark age, a bloody age, an age of daemons and of sorcery. 
It is an age of battle and death, and of the world’s ending. Amidst all of the fire, 
flame and fury it is a time, too, of mighty heroes, of bold deeds and great courage.

 

At the heart of the Old World lie the lands of men, ruled over by 
bickering tribal chieftains. It is a land divided. In the north. King Artur of the 
Teutogens surveys his rivals atop the mighty Fauschlag Rock, whilst the berserker 
kings of the Thuringians know only war and bloodshed. It is to the south that men 
must look for succour. At Reikdorf dwell the Unberogens, led by the mighty King 
Bjorn and his fated son, Sigmar. The Unbergens seek a vision, a vision of unity. 
The enemies of man are many and if men cannot overcome their differences and rally 
together, their demise is assured.

 

To the frozen north, Norsii raiders, barbarians and worshippers 
of Dark Gods, burn, slay and pillage. Grim spectres haunt the marshlands and beasts 
gather in the forests. But it is in the east where dark forces are moving, and the 
greatest threat lies. Greenskins have ever plagued the land and now they march upon 
the race of man in their numberless hordes with a single purpose—to eradicate their 
foes forever.

 

The human kings are not alone in their plight. The dwarfs of the 
mountains, great forge smiths and engineers, are allies in this fight. All must 
stand together, dwarf and man for their mutual survival depends on it.


 




 




 
 

BOOK ONE

Forging the Man

 

 

When the sun rests.

And the world is dark.

And the great fires are lit.

And the ale is poured into flagons.

Then is the time to sing sagas as dwarfs do.

And the greatest of sagas is the saga of Sigmar, mightiest warrior.

Harken now, hear these words.

And live in hope.


 
 

—<ONE>—

Battle’s Eve

 

 

The faint sound of songs and proud boasts guided the two boys as they
scampered across the hard earth of the darkened settlement towards the longhouse 
at its centre. Their movements were furtive and cautious as they negotiated 
their way between high, timber walled buildings, and past the fish drying racks 
and the warm walls of the smithy. Neither boy wanted to be discovered, 
especially now that guards had been set on the walls and night had fallen.

Despite the threat of a beating at this trespass, the excitement of their 
intrepid raid into the heart of Reikdorf threatened to give both of them away.

“Be quiet!” hissed Cuthwin as Wenyld clattered against a previously unseen
pile of planed timber, stacked against the woodworking store.

“Quiet yourself,” returned his friend, catching the timber before it could
fall as both boys pressed their bodies flat against the wall. “There’s no stars
or moon. I can’t see a thing.”

That at least was true, allowed Cuthwin. The night was utterly dark, the 
hooded braziers on the settlement’s walls casting a crackling orange light out
into the forests beyond Reikdorf. Sentries circled the settlement within the 
ring of light, their bows and spears trained on the thick forests and darkened 
shoreline of the Reik.

“Hey,” said Wenyld, “did you hear what I said?”

“I heard,” said Cuthwin. “It’s dark, yes. So use your ears. Warriors aren’t
quiet the night before riding to war.”

Both boys stood as still as the statue of Ulric above Reikdorf’s gate, and let 
the sounds and smells of the night wash over them, each one telling a story of 
the village they lived in: the groan of settling iron as Beorthyn’s forge cooled
and creaked from a day’s work, producing iron swords and axe blades; the sounds
of wives speaking with low, worried voices as they wove new cloaks for their 
sons, who rode to battle at daybreak; the whinny of stabled horses; the sweet 
smell of burning peat, and the mouthwatering aroma of cooking meat.

Over it all, Cuthwin could hear the open wash of the river as a constant 
rustle of water against the mud flats, the creak of wooden fishing boats as they 
moved with the tide, and the low moan of wind through the hung nets. It sounded 
sad to him, but night in the land west of the mountains was often a time of 
sadness, a time when the monsters came from the forests to kill and devour.

Cuthwin’s parents had been killed last summer by the greenskins, cut down as
they fought to defend their farmstead from the blood-hungry raiders. The thought 
made him pause, and he felt his hands curl into fists as he pictured the 
vengeance he would one day take on the savage race that had taken his father 
from him, and had seen him eventually brought to Reikdorf to live with his 
uncle.

As though feelings of anger concentrated his hearing, he heard a muted sound 
of laughter and song from behind thick timbers and heavy, fortified doors. 
Firelight reflected on the walls of the grain store at the settlement’s heart as
though a door or shutter had been opened, and from which spilled raucous sounds 
of merriment.

For a brief moment, the marketplace at the centre of Reikdorf was 
illuminated, but no sooner had the light come than it was gone. Both boys shared 
a look of excitement at the thought of spying on King Bjorn’s warriors before
they rode out to do battle with the greenskins. Only those who had reached the 
age of manhood were permitted within the walls of the king’s longhouse before
battle, and the mystery of such a thing simply had to be explored.

“Did you see that?” asked Wenyld, pointing towards the centre of the village.

“Of course I did,” replied Cuthwin, pulling Wenyld’s arm down. “I’m not
blind.”

Though Cuthwin had lived in Reikdorf for less than a week, he knew the 
secrets of the town as well as any young child did, but in such complete 
darkness, without any visual landmarks beyond knowing where they stood, the 
village was suddenly unfamiliar and strange, all its geography unknown.

He fixed the brief image the light had given him, and took Wenyld’s hand.

“I’ll follow the sounds of the warriors,” he said. “Hold on to me and I’ll
get us there.”

“But it’s so dark,” said Wenyld.

“Doesn’t matter,” said Cuthwin. “I’ll find a way around in the dark. Just
don’t let go.”

“I won’t,” promised Wenyld, but Cuthwin could hear the fear that crept into
his friend’s voice. He felt a little of it too, for his uncle was no slouch with
the birch when punishment was to be meted out. He pushed the fear aside, for he 
was an Unberogen, the fiercest tribe of warriors north of the Grey Mountains, 
and his heart was strong and true.

He took a deep breath, and set off at a jog towards where the light had 
reflected on the walls of the grain store, following a remembered path where 
there was nothing to trip him or make a noise. Cuthwin’s heart was in his mouth
as he crossed the open marketplace, avoiding spots where the light had shown him 
pitfalls or broken pottery that might crunch underfoot. Though he had only the 
briefest glimpse of the route he had to take, the image was imprinted on his 
memory as firmly as the wolves on one of King Bjorn’s war banners.

His father’s teachings in the dark of the woods returned to him, and he moved
like a ghost, silently weaving through the market square, counting his strides 
and pulling Wenyld after him. Cuthwin pulled up and slowed his steps as he 
closed his eyes and let his ears gather information on his surroundings. The 
sound of merrymaking was louder, and the echoes of it on the walls were forming 
a map in his head.

Cuthwin reached out, and he smiled as he felt his fingers brush the stone 
wall of the longhouse. The stones were square-cut and carved, hewn by dwarf 
miners from the rock of the Worlds Edge Mountains, and brought to Reikdorf as a 
gift to King Bjorn when spring had broken.

He remembered watching the dwarfs with a mixture of awe and trepidation, for 
they had been frightening, squat figures in gleaming armour, who paid little 
heed to the people around them, speaking to one another in gruff voices as they 
built the longhouse for the king in less than a day. The dwarfs had stayed no 
longer than necessary, and had refused all offers of help in their labours, all 
but one marching into the east as soon as the work was complete.

“Are we here?” whispered Wenyld.

Cuthwin nodded before remembering that Wenyld wouldn’t be able to see him.

“Yes,” he said, his voice low, “but be quiet. It’ll be a week emptying the
privies if we’re caught.”

Cuthwin paused to let his breathing even out, and then began edging along the 
length of the wall, feeling ahead of him for the corner. When it came, it was as 
smooth and as sharp as an axe blade, and he eased himself around it, glancing up 
as the clouds parted and a bright glitter of stars sparkled in the heavens above 
him.

The extra light glistened on the walls of the dwarf-cut stone as though they 
were filled with stars, and he took a moment to admire the incredible 
craftsmanship that had gone into their making.

Along the length of the wall of the longhouse, Cuthwin could see a wide 
doorway fashioned from thick beams of timber, and embellished with angular bands 
of dark iron and carvings of hammers and lightning bolts. Shutters above them 
were fastened tightly to their frames, not so much as a gap wide enough for a 
knife blade between the timber and the stone.

Through the shutters, Cuthwin could hear the muted sounds of carousing 
warriors, the clatter of ale pots, the sound of rousing war songs and the 
banging of swords upon shield bosses.

“Here,” he said, pointing to the shutter above him. “We’ll see if we can get
a look in here.”

Wenyld nodded and said, “Me first.”

“Wy should you go first?” asked Cuthwin. “I got us here.”

“Because I’m the oldest,” said Wenyld, and Cuthwin couldn’t fault his logic,
so, he laced his fingers together to form a stirrup like those used by the 
horsemen of the Taleuten.

He braced his back against the stone wall and said, “Very well, climb up and
see if you can work the shutter open far enough to see something.”

Wenyld nodded eagerly and set his foot in Cuthwin’s hands, placing his hands
on his friend’s shoulders. With a grunt, Cuthwin boosted Wenyld up, turning his
head to avoid a knee in the face.

He opened his stance a little to spread Wenyld’s weight, and craned his neck
to see what his friend was doing. The shutter was wedged firmly within its 
frame, and Wenyld had his face pressed against the wood as he squinted along the 
joints.

“Well?” asked Cuthwin, closing his eyes as he strained to hold Wenyld. “What
do you see?”

“Nothing,” replied Wenyld. “I can’t see anything, the wood’s fitted too
closely together.”

“That’s dwarf craft for you,” said a strong voice beside them, and both boys
froze.

Cuthwin turned his head slowly, and opened his eyes to see a powerful 
warrior, outlined by starlight, and as solid as if he was carved from the same 
stone as the longhouse.

The sheer physical presence of the warrior took Cuthwin’s breath away, and he
released his grip on Wenyld’s foot. His friend scrabbled for a handhold at the
edge of the shutter, but there was none to be had, and he fell, knocking the 
pair of them to the ground in a pile of acute embarrassment. Cuthwin shook free 
of his cursing friend, knowing that he was to be punished, but determined to 
face the warrior without fear.

He rolled quickly to his feet, and stood before their discoverer, his 
defiance turning to awe as he stared into the open, handsome face. Blond hair 
shone like silver in the starlight, kept from the warrior’s face by a headband
of twisted copper wire, and his thick arms were bound by iron torques. A long 
bearskin cloak flowed from his shoulders, and Cuthwin saw that beneath it the 
warrior was clad in shimmering mail, bound at the waist by a great belt of thick 
leather.

A long-bladed hunting knife was sheathed at his belt, but it was the weapon 
hanging beside it that captured Cuthwin’s full attention.

The warrior bore a mighty warhammer, and Cuthwin’s eyes were drawn to the
wide, flat head of the weapon, its surface etched with strange carvings that 
shimmered in the starlight.

The warhammer was a magnificent weapon, its haft forged from some unknown 
metal and worked by hands older than imagining. No man had ever forged such a 
perfect weapon of destruction, nor had any smith ever borne such a fearsome tool 
of creation.

Wenyld sprang to his feet, ready to flee from their discovery, but he too was 
held rooted to the spot at the sight of the awesome warrior.

The warrior leaned down, and Cuthwin saw that he was still young, perhaps 
around fifteen summers, and had a look of wry amusement glittering in the depths 
of his cold eyes, one of which was a pale blue, the other a deep green.

“You did well getting across that market square in the dark, boy,” said the
warrior.

“My name is Cuthwin,” he said. “I’m nearly twelve, almost a man.”

“Almost,” said the warrior, “but not yet, Cuthwin. This place is for warriors
who may soon face death in battle. This night is for them and them alone. Do not 
be in too much of a rush to be part of such things. Enjoy your childhood while 
you can. Now go, be off with you.”

“You’re not going to punish us?” asked Wenyld, and Cuthwin dug an elbow into
his ribs.

The warrior smiled and said, “I should, but it took great skill to get this
far without being seen, and I like that.”

Despite himself, Cuthwin felt inordinately pleased to have earned the 
warrior’s praise and said, “My father taught me how to move without being seen.”

“Then he taught you well. What is his name?”

“He was called Gethwer,” said Cuthwin. “The greenskins killed him.”

“I am sorry for that, Cuthwin,” said the warrior. “We ride to do battle with
the greenskins, and many of them will die by our hand. Now, do not tarry, or 
others with less mercy than I will discover you, and you’ll be in for a
beating.”

Cuthwin needed no second telling and turned from the warrior, sprinting back 
across the market square with his arms pumping at his side. The stars were out, 
and he followed a direct route from the longhouse towards the storehouse at the 
edge of the market square. He heard running steps behind him and risked a glance 
over his shoulder to see Wenyld swiftly following. The older boy quickly 
overtook him, a look of frantic relief plastered across his face as they rounded 
the corner of a timber-framed storehouse.

The boys pressed their bodies against the building, lungs heaving, and wild 
laughter bursting from their throats as they relived the thrill of capture and 
the relief of escape.

Cuthwin darted his head around the storehouse, remembering the fierce 
strength of the warrior who had sent them on their way. There was a man who 
feared nothing, a man who would stand up to any threat and meet it with his 
warhammer held high.

“When I am a man I want to be like him,” said Cuthwin when he had got his
breath back.

Wenyld doubled up, the breath heaving in his chest. “Don’t you know who that
was?”

“No,” said Cuthwin, “who was it?”

Wenyld said, “That was the king’s son. That was Sigmar.”

 

Sigmar watched the boys run off as though the Olfhednar themselves were at
their heels, smiling as he remembered attempting to sneak up to the old 
longhouse the night before his father had led the Unberogen warriors into battle 
against the Thuringians. He had not been as stealthy as the young lad he had 
just sent on his way, and vividly remembered the thrashing the king had 
administered.

He heard unsteady footfalls behind him. Without turning, he knew that 
Wolfgart, his closest friend and sword brother, approached.

“You were too soft on them, Sigmar,” said Wolfgart. “I remember the beating
we got. Why should they not learn the hard way that you don’t try to spy
on a warriors’ Blood Night?”

“We were caught because you couldn’t hold me up for long enough,” Sigmar
pointed out, turning to see a heavily muscled young man clad in mail and swathed 
in a great wolfskin cloak. A long-handled sword was sheathed over his shoulders, 
and unkempt braids of dark hair spilled around his face. Wolfgart was three 
years older than Sigmar, his features handsome and his skin flushed with heat, 
rich food and plentiful drink.

“Only because you broke my arm the year before with a smelting hammer.”

Sigmar’s gaze fell upon Wolfgart’s elbow, where five years previously, his
rage had overcome him after the older boy had bested him in a practice bout and 
he had swung his weapon at the unsuspecting Wolfgart. Though long forgiven, 
Sigmar had never forgotten the unworthy deed, nor had he quickly forgotten the 
lesson of control his father had taught him in the aftermath of the bout.

“True enough,” admitted Sigmar, slapping a hand on his friend’s shoulder and
turning him back towards the long-house. “You have never let me forget it.”

“Damn right!” roared Wolfgart, his cheeks red with ale flavoured with hops
and bog myrtle. “I won fair and square, and you hit me from behind!”

“I know, I know,” said Sigmar, leading him back towards the door.

“What are you doing outside anyway? There’s more drinking to be done!”

“I just wanted some fresh air,” said Sigmar, “and haven’t you had enough to
drink?”

“Fresh air?” slurred Wolfgart, ignoring the latter part of Sigmar’s comment.
“Plenty of fresh air to be had on the morning. Tonight is a night for feasting,
drinking and giving praise to Ulric. It’s bad luck not to sacrifice to the gods
before battle.”

“I know that, Wolfgart. My father taught me that.”

“Then come back in,” said Wolfgart. “He’ll be wondering where you are. It’s
bad luck to be apart from your sword brothers on a Blood Night.”

“Everything is bad luck to you,” said Sigmar.

“It’s true. Look at the world we live in,” said Wolfgart, leaning against the
side of the longhouse to vomit down the dwarf stonework. Glistening ropes of 
matter drooled from his chin, and he wiped them clear with the back of his hand. 
“I mean, think about it. Everywhere a man looks there’s something trying to kill
him: greenskins from the mountains, the beast-kin in the forests, or the other 
tribes: Asoborns, Thuringians or Teutogens. Plagues, starvation and sorcery: you 
name it, it’s bad luck. Proves that everything is bad luck, doesn’t it?”

“Someone had too much to drink again?” said an amused voice from the doorway
to the longhouse.

“Ranald shrivel your staff, Pendrag!” roared Wolfgart, sinking to his
haunches, and resting his forehead against the cool stone of the longhouse.

Sigmar looked up from Wolfgart to see two warriors emerge from the warmth and 
light of the longhouse. Both were of ages with him, and clad in fine hauberks 
and tunics of dark red. The taller of the pair had hair the colour of the 
setting sun, and wore a thick cloak of shimmering green scales that threw back 
the starlight with an iridescent sheen. His companion wore a long wolfskin cloak 
wrapped tightly around his thin frame, and bore a worried expression upon his 
face.

The tall warrior with the flame-red hair, addressed by Wolfgart, ignored the 
insult to his manhood, and said, “Is he going to be well enough to ride
tomorrow?”

Sigmar nodded and said, “Aye Pendrag, it’s nothing a brew of valerian root
won’t cure.”

Pendrag looked doubtful, but shrugged, and turned to his companion in the 
wolfskin cloak. “Trinovantes here thinks you should come inside, Sigmar.”

“Afraid I’ll catch cold, my friend?” asked Sigmar.

“He claims he’s seen an omen,” said Pendrag.

“An omen?” asked Sigmar. “What kind of omen?”

“A bad one,” spat Wolfgart. “What other kind is there? No one speaks of good
omens now.”

“They did of Sigmar’s coming,” said Trinovantes.

“Aye, and look how well that went,” groaned Wolfgart. “Born into blood, and
his mother dead at the hands of orcs. Good omens, my arse.”

Sigmar felt a stab of anger and sadness at the mention of his mother’s death,
but he had never known her and had nothing but his father’s words to connect her
to him. Wolfgart was right. Whatever omens had been spoken of his birth had come 
to naught but blood and death.

He leaned down, hooked an arm under Wolfgart’s shoulders, and hauled him to
his feet. Wolfgart was heavy and his limbs loose, and Sigmar grunted under the 
weight. Trinovantes took Wolfgart’s other arm, and between them they half
carried, half dragged their drunken friend towards the warmth of the longhouse.

Sigmar looked over at Trinovantes, the young man’s face earnest and aged
before its time.

“Tell me,” said Sigmar, “what omen did you see?”

Trinovantes shook his head. “It was nothing, Sigmar.”

“Go on, tell him,” said Pendrag. “You can’t see an omen and then not tell
him.”

“Very well,” said Trinovantes, taking a deep breath. “I saw a raven land on
the roof of the king’s longhouse this morning.”

“And?” asked Sigmar, when Trinovantes did not go on.

“And nothing,” said Trinovantes. “That was it. A single raven is an omen of
sorrow. Remember when one landed on Beithar’s home last year? He was dead within
the week.”

“Beithar was nearly forty,” said Sigmar. “He was an old man.”

“You see,” laughed Pendrag. “Aren’t you glad we warned you, Sigmar?
You must stay home and let us do the fighting. It’s clearly too dangerous for
you to venture beyond the confines of Reikdorf.”

“You can laugh,” said Trinovantes, “But don’t say I didn’t warn you when
you’ve an orcs arrow through your heart!”

“An orcs couldn’t skewer my heart if I stood right in front of it and let it
take a free pull on its bow,” cried Pendrag. “In any case, if it’s the gods’
will that I die at the hands of an orcs then it will be with its axe buried in 
my chest and a ring of its dead friends around me. I won’t be slain by some poxy
arrow!”

“Enough talk of death!” roared Wolfgart, finding new strength, and throwing
off the supporting arms of his friends. “It’s bad luck to talk of death before a
battle! I need a drink.”

Sigmar smiled as Wolfgart ran his hands through his unruly hair, and spat a 
glistening mouthful to the earth. No one could go from drunken stupor to 
demanding more ale as quickly as Wolfgart, and despite Pendrag’s worries, Sigmar
knew that Wolfgart would ride as hard and skilfully as ever on the morrow.

“What are we all doing out here?” demanded Wolfgart. “Come on, there’s
drinking yet to be done.”

Before any of them could answer, the howling of wolves split the night, a 
soaring chorus from the depths of the darkened forest that carried the primal 
joy of wild and ancient days as it echoed through Reikdorf. Yet more howls rose 
in answer as though every pack of wolves within the Great Forest had united in 
one great cry of challenge.

“You want an omen, my brothers,” said Wolfgart. “There’s your omen. Ulric is
with us. Now, let’s get inside. This is our Blood Night after all and we’ve
blood yet to offer him.”

 

Sparks flew from the cooking fire like a thousand fireflies as another hunk
of wood was hurled into the deep pit at the centre of the great longhouse of the 
Unberogen tribe. Heat from the fire and the hundreds of warriors gathered in the 
great hall filled the longhouse, and laughter and song rose to the heavy beams 
that laced together overhead in complex patterns of support and dependency.

Dwarfs had built this longhouse for the king of the Unberogens in recognition 
of his son’s courage and the great service he had done their own king, Kurgan
Ironbeard, by rescuing him from orcs. Sturdy stone walls that would endure 
beyond the lives of many kings enclosed the warriors as they gathered to offer 
praise and blood to Ulric and carouse on what, for many, would be their last 
night alive in Reikdorf.

Sigmar threaded his way through the crowded hall towards the raised podium at 
the far end of the longhouse, where his father sat on a carved, oak throne, two 
men standing at his sides. To his father’s right was Alfgeir, the Marshal of the
Reik and king’s champion, while on his left was Eoforth, his trusted counsellor
and oldest friend.

The sights, sounds and smells of the great hall overwhelmed Sigmar’s every
sense: sweat, songs, blood, meat, ale and smoke. Three enormous boars turned on 
spits before a tall wooden statue of Taal, the hunter god, their flesh crackling 
and spitting fat into the fire. Though he had eaten enough to fill his belly for 
a week, the scent of roasting meat made his mouth water, and he smiled as a mug 
of beer was thrust into his hand.

Wolfgart immediately found more drink, and began an arm wrestling contest 
amongst his fellow warriors. Trinovantes fetched a plate of food and some water, 
watching Wolfgart with studied worry, while Pendrag sought out the squat, 
bearded dwarf sitting in the corner of the hall, who watched the revelries with 
unabashed relish.

The dwarf was known as Alaric, and had come down from the mountains with 
Kurgan Ironbeard in early spring with the cartloads of hewn stone for the new 
longhouse. When the construction work was complete, the dwarfs had left, but 
Alaric had remained, teaching the Unberogen smiths secrets of metalworking that 
had provided them with the finest weapons and armour of the western tribes.

Sigmar left his friends to their diversions, knowing that every man must face 
his Blood Night in his own way. Hands clapped him on his shoulders as he passed, 
and roaring warriors wished him well on the journey into battle, or boasted of 
how many orcs they would slay in his name.

He joined with their boasts, but his heart was heavy as he wondered how many 
would live to see another day like today. These were hard, sinewy warriors with 
the hunger of wolves, men who had fought beneath his father’s banner for years,
but would now ride beneath his. He looked into their faces as he passed, hearing 
their words, but not the sense of them.

He knew and loved these warriors as men, as husbands and as fathers, and 
every one of them would ride into battle by his command.

To lead such men was an honour, an honour he did not know if he was worthy to 
bear.

Sigmar put aside such melancholy thoughts as he emerged from the throng of 
armoured warriors to stand before his father. Raised up on his throne, King 
Bjorn of the Unberogen tribe sat between two carved statues of snarling wolves, 
and was as intimidating a figure as ever, despite his advancing years.

A crown of bronze sat upon his brow, and hair the colour of iron was bound in 
numerous braids that hung about his face and neck. Eyes of flint that had 
resolutely faced the many horrors of the world stared out with paternal 
affection at the warriors gathered before him as they offered praise to Ulric 
that he might grant them courage in the coming battles.

Though his father would not be riding to war with them, he wore a mail shirt 
fashioned by Alaric. The quality of the shirt was beyond the skill of any human 
smith, but had taken the dwarf less than a day to make. Across the king’s lap
was his feared axe, Soultaker, its twin blades red in the firelight.

As Sigmar approached the throne, Alfgeir gave him a brief nod of 
acknowledgement, his bronze armour gleaming gold, and his unsmiling face 
apparently carved from granite. Eoforth bowed to Sigmar, and took a step back, 
his long robes singular in a room full of armoured warriors, his sharp intellect 
making him one of the king’s most trusted advisors. His counsel was both noble
and fair, and the Unberogens had many times benefited from his foresight and 
wisdom.

“My son,” said Bjorn, waving Sigmar to stand beside him. “Is everything well?
You look troubled.”

“I am well,” said Sigmar, taking his place at his father’s right hand. “I’m
simply impatient for dawn. I hunger to put the Bonecrusher to the sword and 
drive his army back into the mountains.”

“Curse his name,” said Bjorn. “That damn greenskin warlord has been the
scourge of our people for years. The sooner his head is mounted above this 
throne the better.”

Sigmar followed his father’s gaze, feeling the weight of expectation upon him
as he saw the many trophies mounted on the wall above the throne. Orcs, beasts 
and foul horrors with great fangs, curling horns and loathsome scaled skin were 
rammed onto iron spikes, the wall below stained with the blood of their deaths.

Here was the head of Skarskan Bloodheim, the orcs that had threatened to 
drive the Endals from their homelands, until Bjorn had ridden to the aid of King 
Marbad. There was the flayed hide of the great, nameless beast of the Howling 
Hills that had terrorised the Cherusens for years, until the king of the 
Unberogen had tracked it to its hideous lair and taken its head with one mighty 
blow of Soultaker.

A score of other trophies surrounded them, each one with an accompanying tale 
of heroism that had thrilled Sigmar as a youth, crouched at his father’s feet,
and which had stirred mighty, heroic longings in his breast.

“Any word from the riders you sent south?” asked his father, and Sigmar put
aside the thought of trying to equal his father’s deeds.

“Some,” said Sigmar, “and none of it good. The orcs have come down from the
mountains in great numbers, but it seems they are not going back. Normally they 
come and they raid and kill, and then they go back to the highlands, but this 
Bonecrusher keeps them together, and with every slaughter more flock to his 
banner every day.”

“Then there is no time to waste,” said his father. “You will do the land a
great service as you earn your shield. It is no small thing to reach manhood, 
boy, and as far as tests of courage go, this is a big one. It is only right that 
you should feel fear.”

Sigmar squared his shoulders before his father’s stem gaze, and said, “I am
not afraid, father. I have killed greenskins before, and death holds no fear for 
me.”

King Bjorn leaned close and lowered his voice so that only Sigmar could hear 
him. “It is not fear of death that I speak. I already know that you have faced
great peril and lived to tell of it. Any fool can swing a sword, but to lead men 
in battle, to hold their lives in your hands, to put yourself in a position to 
be judged by your fellow warriors and your king: it is right you should fear 
these things. The serpent of fear gnaws at your belly, my son. I know this, for 
it twisted in my gut when Redmane Dregor, your grandfather, sent me out to earn 
my shield.”

Sigmar looked into his father’s eyes, both a misty grey, and saw true
understanding there and an empathy with what he felt. The knowledge that a 
warrior king as mighty as Bjorn of the Unberogen had once felt the same thing 
made him smile in relief.

“You always did know what I was thinking,” said Sigmar.

“You are my son,” said Bjorn simply.

“I am your only son. What if I should fail?”

“You will not, for the blood of your ancestors is strong. You will go on to
do great things as chieftain of the Unberogen when the grass grows tall on my 
tomb. Fear is not something to turn away from, my son. Understand that its power 
over a man comes from his willingness to take the easy course of action, to run 
away, to hide, and you will defeat it. A true hero never runs when he can fight, 
never takes the easy course over what he knows is right. Remember that, and you 
will not falter.”

Sigmar nodded at his father’s words, staring out over the warriors, who
filled the longhouse with song and raucous merrymaking.

As if sensing his scrutiny, Wolfgart leapt onto a trestle table groaning with 
mugs of beer and heaped with plates of meat and fruit. The table bent 
dangerously under his weight as he swept his mighty sword from its sheath and 
raised it high in one hand. The sword was aimed straight and unwavering towards 
the roof, an incredible feat of strength, for the weight of his weapon was 
enormous.

“Sigmar! Sigmar! Sigmar!” roared Wolfgart, and the chant was taken up by
every warrior in the longhouse. The walls seemed to shake with the power of 
their voices, and Sigmar knew he would not let them down. Pendrag joined 
Wolfgart on the table, and even the normally quiet Trinovantes was caught up in 
the mood of adulation that swept the hall.

“You see,” said his father, “these men will be your battle-thanes on the
morrow, and they are ready to fight and die by your command. They believe in 
you, so draw strength from that belief, and recognise your own worth.”

As the chant of his name continued around the hall, Sigmar watched as 
Wolfgart lowered his sword and drew the blade across his palm. Blood welled from 
the cut, and Wolfgart smeared it upon his cheeks.

“Ulric, god of battle, on this Blood Night, give me the strength to fight in
your name!” he shouted.

Every warrior in the hall followed Wolfgart’s example, drawing blades across
their skin, and offering blood to the harsh, unforgiving god of the winter 
wolves. Sigmar stepped forward to honour the blood of his warriors, drawing the 
long-bladed hunting knife from his belt, and slicing the blade across his bare 
forearm.

His warriors roared in approval, banging the handles of their swords and axes 
upon their chests. As the cheering continued, the table Wolfgart and Pendrag 
stood upon finally collapsed under their combined weight, and they were buried 
in splintered timbers and plates of boar meat, and drenched in beer. Roars of 
laughter pealed from the walls, and yet more mugs of beer were emptied over the 
fallen warriors, who took Trinovantes’ outstretched hands and struggled to
their feet with bellows of mirth.

Sigmar laughed along with his warriors as his father said, “With such
stout-hearted men beside you, how can you fail?”

“Wolfgart is a scoundrel,” said Sigmar, “but he has the strength of Ulric in
his blood, and Pendrag has a scholar’s brain in that thick skull of his.”

“I know both men’s virtues and vices,” said his father, “just as you must
learn the hearts of those who will seek to counsel you. Draw worthy men to you, 
and learn their strengths and their weaknesses. Keep only those who make you 
stronger, and cut away those who weaken you, for they will drag you down with 
them. When you find good men, honour them, value them and love them as your 
dearest brothers, for they will stand shoulder to shoulder with you and hear the 
cry of the wolf in battle.”

“I will,” promised Sigmar.

“Together, men are strong, but divided we are weak. Draw your sword brothers
close and stand together in all things. Swear this to me, Sigmar.”

“I swear it, father.”

“Now go and join them,” said his father, “and come back to me after the
fighting is done, either with your shield or upon it.”


 
 

—<TWO>—

Astofen Bridge

 

 

Booming war drums beat the air with the raucous tattoo of the orcs horde as
they hurled their bodies at the log walls of Astofen. A seething green mass of 
armoured bodies surrounded the river settlement, the reek of their unwashed 
flesh and the primal ferocity of their battle-cries filling the air with a 
terrifying sense of impending doom.

“They can’t hold much longer,” said Wolfgart, lying on his front beside
Sigmar in the long grass of the gently sloping hill, a league to the east of the 
besieged town. “The gate’s already buckling.”

Sigmar nodded and said, “We have to wait for Trinovantes.”

“If we wait much longer there will be no town to save,” said Pendrag, all but
invisible, swathed in his scaled green cloak.

“If we attack before he is in position then we are lost,” said Sigmar. “The
orcs are too many for us to fight head on.”

“There’s no such thing as too many orcs,” snarled Wolfgart, his hands balled
into angry fists. “We’ve ridden for days without sign of the greenskins, now
here they are before us. I say we sound the war horns and Morr take the 
hindmost!”

“No,” said Sigmar. “To fight such a host on equal terms is to die, and I have
no intention of returning to Reikdorf upon my shield.”

Despite his words to Wolfgart, Sigmar longed to ride with his banner 
unfurled, the wind in his hair and the clarion call of war horns in his ears, 
but he knew he must restrain his urge to slay greenskins for now.

Concealed behind the ridge of the eastern hills, the Unberogen horsemen had 
the element of surprise, for the orcs’ attention was firmly fixed on the
embattled settlement before them, but surprise would not be enough to defeat 
this horde, for surely a thousand or more greenskins surrounded the town.

Astofen sat among a series of low, rocky hills on the banks of a fast-flowing 
river of the plains that poured from the towering peaks of the Grey Mountains to 
the south. To see such an open landscape had come as a shock to the young men 
raised in the forests, when they had ridden from the trees only a day 
previously, and Sigmar had not dreamed that the land in which he lived was so 
vast.

The town’s palisade walls were formed from thick logs, the ends of which were
sharpened into points, and which boasted defensive towers at each corner. 
Hoardings formed from planks and wetted hides protected a walkway that ran 
around the edge of the ramparts, and from here the men and women of Astofen 
shouted their defiance as they hurled heavy spears into the heaving mass of 
green bodies.

Sigmar watched with fierce pride as each missile felled an orcs, but saw that 
such deaths were making no difference to the ferocity of the attack. The 
greenskins were an undisciplined rabble, fighting without apparent cohesion or 
plan, but one look told Sigmar that simple brutality and numbers would carry the 
day without difficulty.

Scores of spindle-limbed goblins sent flaming arrows over the timber walls of 
the town, and many of the closely huddled buildings within were ablaze.

Hulking orcs with green skin so dark that it was practically black waited 
beside a ramshackle battering ram that sat on splayed wheels, and looked as 
though a blind man had constructed it. Beside the battering ram, heavy wooden 
catapults lobbed a variety of missiles at the town: rocks, flaming pitch or even 
howling orcs with cleavers.

Thin lines of black smoke were etched against the sky from hundreds of fires, 
and grisly totems had been driven into the hard earth with crude fetishes and 
bloody trophies dangling from great, horned skulls. The orcs horde was easily 
the largest force of greenskins any of them had ever seen. Each creature was 
heavily muscled, armoured, and armed with huge blades and a ferocious thirst for 
battle that was unmatched in all but the most frenzied berserker.

At the centre of the horde, an enormous orc in dark armour waved a monstrous 
axe, and even from this distance it was clear that the creature must surely be 
the host’s master.

“Come on, Sigmar,” hissed Wolfgart. “Unleash us!”

“Do you want to die?” asked Pendrag. “We have to wait. Trinovantes will not
fail us.”

Sigmar fervently hoped that Pendrag was right as he looked along the rutted 
earth road that led from Astofen’s gate and followed the course of the river as
it bent southwards towards a sturdy stone bridge a league away. Beyond the 
bridge, the road petered out past a line of trees, and the landscape opened into 
plains of hard, scrubby grass and scattered copses.

He shielded his eyes from the sun, and ignored Wolfgart’s impatient bristling,
hoping to see a waving banner, but there was nothing, and he silently willed his 
friend to hurry.

“As Ulric wills it,” whispered Sigmar, chewing his bottom lip as he watched
the fighting unfold below, knowing that if they did not attack soon, Astofen 
would be lost.

Sigmar returned his attention to the town below as the orcs leader hurled his 
great axe at the gate, and a roaring bellow of unleashed fury rose from the 
greenskin horde. The booming of the drums rose in tempo, and the armoured tide 
of orcs surged towards Astofen.

Grunting, sweating orcs pushed the wobbling battering ram forwards, its 
carved head wrought in the form of a giant fist. More flaming arrows arced over 
the horde, and the clash of iron blades against one another rang like a war cry 
to the brazen gods of battle.

“There!” cried Pendrag. “Look! By the bridge!”

Sigmar’s heart leapt as he followed Pendrag’s shout and saw a green banner
fluttering in the wind before a stand of trees to the east of the bridge.

“I told you!” laughed Pendrag, leaping to his feet, and sprinting back to his
horse.

Sigmar pushed to his feet with a wild war cry, and followed Pendrag, with 
Wolfgart right on his heels. Two hundred Unberogen horsemen waited out of sight 
of Astofen, their mounts whinnying impatiently, and their faces alive with the 
prospect of battle. Spear tips gleamed in the noonday sun, and the bronze rims 
of wooden shields shone like gold. Pendrag vaulted onto the back of his horse, 
and swept up Sigmar’s banner, a streaming triangle of crimson cloth with the
device of a great boar emblazoned upon it in black.

The sunlight caught the richness of the colour, and to Sigmar’s eyes it
seemed as though the banner was a sheet of blood, bound to a spear. He gripped 
his dapple grey stallion’s mane and swung himself onto its back.

Sigmar’s heart beat wildly, and he laughed with the sheer joy of the waiting
being over. The agony of watching his people suffer and die was at an end, and 
the orcs would pay for their ill-advised aggression. Sigmar slid a long spear 
with a heavy iron point from the quiver slung around his horse’s neck, and
accepted his shield from a nearby warrior.

He lifted shield and spear high as Wolfgart began chanting his name.

“Unberogens!” roared Sigmar. “We ride!”

 

Sigmar dug his heels into his mount’s flanks, and the beast surged forwards
as eager for the fight as he. With a howling war cry, his warriors followed him, 
and lifted their own spears high as Wolfgart blew a soaring, ululating blast of 
the war horn.

His horse crested the rise before him, and he leaned forward over its neck as 
it thundered downhill. He threw a glance over his shoulder as his warriors came 
on in two ragged lines, one after the other. Their armour gleamed, and brightly 
coloured cloaks were streaming out behind them like the wings of mighty dragons.

The ground shook with the hammer blows of their hoof beats, and Wolfgart blew 
the war horn again and again, its valiant note easily carrying through the air. 
Sigmar rode hard and fast, urging his mount to greater speed as the tempo of the 
battle ahead paused and both orcs and man turned to see what fate rode towards 
them.

Cheers erupted from the timber walls of Astofen as its defenders saw the 
hundreds of riders galloping to their rescue. Sigmar gripped the flanks of his 
horse with his knees, lifting his shield and spear high for his following 
warriors to see.

In disdain for the foe before him, Sigmar had eschewed armour, and rode 
without mail or plate to protect him. Like a savage warrior of a forgotten age, 
Sigmar rode tall in the wind, his hair a golden stream behind him, and the 
muscles of his chest pumped for battle.

The roaring of the orcs grew louder with every passing heartbeat. The wall of 
hard, green flesh and armour drew closer. Shields were turned to face them, each 
one decorated with leering faces, fanged maws or crude tribal symbols, and long 
spears were thrust towards the riders. Arrows and javelins flew from Astofen 
with renewed hope as the warriors rode onwards, and the giant orcs at the centre 
of the horde bellowed and roared, his orders accompanied by sweeps of a great 
spear with a haft the thickness of Sigmar’s arm.

The orcs were so close that Sigmar could smell the rank odour of their 
unclean bodies, and see the terrible scars of tribal markings worked into the 
flesh of their arms and faces. The eyes of the orcs were a hot red, deep set in 
blunt, porcine faces with enormous fangs jutting from their lower jaws.

Just as it seemed that the thundering line of horsemen must surely crash into 
the jagged wall of iron, Sigmar hurled his spear with all his might. His throw 
was true, and the heavy iron tip smashed through an orcs shield to impale its 
bearer. The sharpened tip exploded from the orcs’ back and plunged into the
greenskin standing behind it. Both fell to the ground as a hundred more spears 
slashed through the air, and orcs fell by the dozen. Sigmar gripped his horse’s
mane, and pulled hard to the side while pressing his knees against its flanks.

The stallion gave a snort of protest at this harsh treatment, but wheeled 
immediately, and galloped along the length of the orcs line, less than a spear’s
length from the enemy blades. Sigmar howled in triumph as black-shafted arrows 
leapt from goblin bows, but flew wide or over his head.

He heard a whooping yell, and saw Pendrag behind him, a trio of arrows wedged 
in the timbers of his shield, yet Sigmar’s crimson and black banner still held
proudly aloft. His friend’s face was alight with savage joy, and Sigmar gave
thanks to Ulric that neither Pendrag nor the banner had fallen.

The orcs line was still a solid wall of shields and blades, but already 
Sigmar saw that it was beginning to buckle as orcs sought to get to grips with 
the horsemen.

Another thunder of hooves announced the arrival of the second line of 
Unberogen horsemen, and Sigmar saw Wolfgart charging at their head. Each 
horseman carried a short, recurved bow, the strings pulled taut and arrows 
nocked as they controlled their wild ride with pressure from their thighs.

Wolfgart blew a strident note on the war horn, and a hundred goose feather 
fletched arrows flew straight and true into the orcs line. All found homes in 
green flesh, but not all were fatal. As Sigmar wheeled his stallion once more, 
and drew another spear, he saw many of the orcs simply snap the shafts from 
their bodies, and hurl them aside with bestial roars of challenge. Another 
volley of arrows followed the first, before Wolfgart’s warriors wheeled their
mounts around violently and rode away.

This time the greenskins could not restrain themselves, and the line of 
shields broke apart as orcs charged wildly from their battle line in pursuit of 
Wolfgart’s riders. Spears and arrows gave chase, and Sigmar yelled in anger as
he saw wounded warriors fall from their mounts.

Wolfgart’s horse pulled to a halt beside Sigmar, and his sword-brother put up
his war horn to draw his great sword from the sheath across his back. Wolfgart’s
face was a mirror of his own, with a sheen of sweat and teeth bared in ferocious 
battle fury.

Pendrag rode alongside, his war axe unsheathed, and said, “Time to get
bloody!”

Sigmar raked back his heels and said, “Remember, two blasts of the horn and
we ride for the bridge!”

“It’s not me you need worry about!” laughed Pendrag as Wolfgart urged his
mount forward, his huge sword swinging around his head in wide decapitating 
arcs.

Sigmar and Pendrag thundered after their friend as the pursuing mob of orcs 
drew near. The re-formed Unberogen horsemen followed their leaders, charging 
with all the fury and power they were famed for, a howling war cry taken up by 
every warrior as they hurled their spears, before drawing swords or hefting 
axes.

More orcs fell, and Sigmar skewered a thick-bodied orcs, who wore a great, 
antlered helmet, the spear punching down though the creature’s breastplate and
pinning it to the ground. Even as the spear quivered in the orcs’ chest, Sigmar
reached down and swept up his hammer, Ghal-maraz, the mighty gift presented to 
him by Kurgan Ironbeard earlier that spring.

Then the two ancestral enemies slammed together in a thunderclap of iron and 
rage.

The charging horsemen hit the orcs line like the fist of Ulric that had 
flattened the top of the Fauschlag rock of the Teutogens in the north. Shields 
splintered, and swords cleaved orcs flesh as the bone crushing force of the 
charge crashed through the scattered greenskins.

Sigmar swung his hammer, and smashed an orcs skull to shards, the thick iron 
of its helmet no defence against the ancient runic power bound to the weapon. He 
smote left and right, each blow crushing heads, and splintering bone and armour. 
Blood sprayed his naked flesh, his hair thick with gobbets of orcs blood, and 
the head of his hammer dripping with the gruel of their brain matter.

Axes and notched swords rang from his shield, and his horse snorted and 
stamped with its hooves, kicking with its back legs to stove in the ribs and 
skulls of goblins that sought to hamstring it with cruel knives.

“In the name of Ulric!” shouted Sigmar, urging his mount deeper into the
disorganised mass of orcs, and laying about himself with mighty sweeps of his 
hammer.

At the centre of the horde, Sigmar could see the enormous orcs that led this 
furious horde, the warlord known as Bonecrusher. Its massive bulk was clad head 
to foot in armour forged from sheets of dark iron, fastened to its flesh with 
great spikes. A horned helmet covered its thick skull, and bloodied, yellowed 
fangs jutted from its oversized, pugnacious jaw.

It seemed that the beast was aware of him too, for it jabbed its thick spear 
towards him, and the press of orcs warriors around the Unberogens grew thicker 
and more vicious. With every stroke of his hammer, Sigmar knew their time was 
running out, and he risked diverting his attention from immediate threats to see 
how his sword-brothers fared.

Over to his right, Wolfgart’s great sword swept left and right, hewing half a
dozen orcs to ruin with every blow. Behind him, Pendrag’s mane of hair was as
red as the banner he carried, the curved blades of his axe cleaving through 
armour and flesh with deafening clangs and thuds. That Pendrag also carried 
Sigmar’s banner seemed not to hamper him at all, and it too was a weapon, the
iron point at its base smashing through helmet visors or punching through the 
tops of unprotected skulls.

Sigmar wheeled his horse, sending one orc sailing backwards with a mighty 
underarm swing of Ghal-maraz, and crushing another’s chest with the return
stroke. All around him, Unberogen warriors were cutting a bloody path through 
the orcs, but for all the carnage they caused, the orcs had the numbers to soak 
up such death without flinching.

Hundreds more were pushing forwards, and as the furious impetus of the charge 
began to diminish, Sigmar could see that the orcs were massing for a devastating 
counterattack. Packed in like this, with their backs to the walls of Astofen, 
the orcs would eventually overwhelm them.

Unberogen warriors were being dragged from their mounts one by one, and 
horses fell screaming as goblins opened their guts with quick slashes. The noose 
was closing in, and it was time to make their escape.

“Wolfgart!” shouted Sigmar. “Now!”

But a knot of howling orcs, their axes and swords tearing at his armour, 
surrounded Sigmar’s sword-brother. Without a shield, Wolfgart’s hauberk was
battered, and links of chain mail hung dripping from his body in weeping sheets 
of iron rings. His sword hacked and cut, but for every orcs that died, another 
two stepped in to fight.

“Pendrag!” cried Sigmar, lifting his bloody hammer.

“I’m with you!” answered Pendrag, urging his mount onwards with the banner
held high.

Together, Sigmar and Pendrag charged into the creatures attacking their 
sword-brother, hammer and axe forging a gory path through the orcs. Sigmar’s
hammer smashed the head from an orc’s shoulders, and he shouted, “Wolfgart, blow
the horn!”

“Aye, I know!” replied Wolfgart breathlessly, putting his sword through the
chest of the last of his attackers. “What’s the rush? I would have killed them
all in time.”

“We don’t have time,” said Sigmar. “Blow the damned horn!”

Wolfgart nodded, and switched to a one-handed grip on his sword, before 
lifting the curling ram’s horn from the loop of chain around his waist and
giving voice to two sharp blasts.

“Come on!” bellowed Sigmar. “Ride for the open ground across the bridge.”

Barely had the echoes of the war horn faded when the Unberogen had turned 
their horses and were riding hard for the south with practiced skill. Sigmar 
waved his hammer, and shouted, “For Ulric’s sake ride hard, my brothers!”

The horsemen needed no encouragement, leaning low over their mounts’ necks as
the orcs howled in triumph at their enemy’s flight. Sigmar held his horse from
riding alongside its fellows as he scanned the battlefield to make sure that he 
left none of his warriors behind.

The ground before Astofen was littered with the detritus of battle: bodies 
and blood, screaming horses and shattered shields. The vast majority of the dead 
were orcs and goblins, but too many were armoured men, their bodies already 
being sliced apart by knife-wielding goblins, or bludgeoned unrecognisable by 
roaring orcs.

“Are we waiting for something in particular?” asked Pendrag, his horse
nervously flicking its head, as the orcs gathered for the pursuit. Orcs captains 
bellowed orders at their warriors, and lumbering mobs of greenskins with axes 
held in each fist set off towards the retreating Unberogen horsemen.

“So many dead,” said Sigmar.

“Two more if we don’t move now!” shouted Pendrag over the roar of charging
orcs.

Sigmar nodded, turned his horse to the south, and let loose a mighty curse on 
the heads of greenskins everywhere as a spiteful volley of arrows sliced through 
the air. He heard the despairing cry of the folk of Astofen as he rode south, 
their hopes of salvation dashed as cruelly as if they had never come.

“Have hope, my people,” said Sigmar. “You are not abandoned.”

 

Deep within the shadows of the trees on either side of the bridge,
Trinovantes watched the retreating horsemen with a mixture of excitement and 
sadness. Too many of the horses galloped towards his position without their 
riders, and he felt an aching sadness in his heart as he recognised many of the 
mounts and recalled which riders they had borne.

“Stand ready!” he shouted. “And Ulric guide your thrusts!”

Beside him, twenty-five warriors in heavy hauberks of mail and plate stood 
with thick-shafted spears with long, stabbing blades. These were the heaviest, 
strongest men in Sigmar’s force, thick of limb and stiff of back: men for whom
the concept of retreat was as unknown as compassion was to an orcs. Another 
twenty-five were hidden in the trees across the road: fifty men with very 
specific orders from their young leader.

Trinovantes smiled as he remembered the pained smile upon Sigmar’s earnest
face as Trinovantes had stepped forward when Sigmar had asked for a volunteer to 
lead this desperate mission.

“I’m counting on you, brother,” Sigmar had said, taking him to one side
before the battle. “Hold the orcs long enough for us to rearm and reforge our
strength, but only that long. When you hear a long blast of the war horn, get 
clear, you understand?”

Trinovantes had nodded and said, “I understand what is expected of us.”

“I wish—” began Sigmar, but Trinovantes had interrupted him with a shake of
his head.

“It has to be me. Wolfgart is too wild, and Pendrag must ride at your side
with the banner.”

Sigmar had seen the determination in his face, and said, “Then Ulric be with
you, brother.”

“If I fight well, he will be,” said Trinovantes. “Now go. Ride with the wolf
lord at your side, and kill them all.”

Trinovantes had watched Sigmar return to his men, and raised his sword in 
salute before swiftly leading his hundred men around the eastern hills, hidden 
from the orcs, until they had reached this place of concealment on the other 
side of the bridge.

Looking at the faces of the men under his command, he saw tension, anger and 
solemn reverence for the fight to come. A few men kissed wolf-tail talismans, or 
blooded their wolf-skin pelts with cuts to their cheeks. There were no jokes, no 
ribald banter or ludicrous boasts, as might be expected from warriors about to 
do battle, and Trinovantes understood that every one of them knew the importance 
of the duty they were about to perform.

Retreating Unberogen horsemen rode south towards the bridge in ragged groups 
of three or four, scattered and tired from the frenetic battle. Their arrows and 
spears were spent, and their swords bent and chipped from impacts with orcs 
weapons and shields.

Their shields were splintered and their armour torn, but they were unbowed, 
and rode with the soul of the land surging through them. Trinovantes could feel 
it, a thrumming connection that was more than simply the thunder of approaching 
horsemen.

In the last few moments left to him before battle, he instinctively 
understood the bond between this rich, bountiful land and the men who inhabited 
it. From distant realms they had come in ages past, and carved a home amid the 
wild forests, taming the earth and driving back the creatures that sought to 
keep them from what the gods had seen fit to grant them.

Men tended the land, and the land returned their devotion tenfold in crops 
and animals. This was a land of men, and no greenskin warlord was going to take 
that which they had worked and fought to create.

The sound of hooves rose in pitch, and Trinovantes looked up from his 
thoughts to see the first of Sigmar’s warriors riding hard across the timbers of
the bridge. The structure was ancient and dwarf-made, the timbers pale and 
bleached by the sun, laid across stone pillars decorated with carvings long 
since worn smooth by the passage of centuries.

Horsemen rode across the bridge, pushing hard for the fresh weapons that 
Trinovantes and his men had stacked beyond the trees further south. Scores rode 
past, their horses’ flanks lathered with sweat and blood.

“Who would have guessed Sigmar would be the last to quit the field of battle,
eh?” shouted Trinovantes as he saw Wolfgart, Pendrag and Sigmar riding at the
rear of the galloping horsemen.

Grim laughter greeted his words, and Trinovantes snapped down the visor of 
his battle helmet as he saw the orcs pursuing the riders with relentless, 
single-minded purpose. Obscured by the dust clouds thrown up by the riders, they 
looked like misshapen daemons of shadow, their bodies hunched, and only the 
inextinguishable coals of their eyes distinct. Despite their graceless, thick 
limbs and monstrously heavy iron armour, their speed was impressive, and 
Trinovantes knew that it was time to perform his duty to the king’s son.

He hefted his axe, the blades polished and bright, and kissed the image of a 
snarling wolf worked into the spike at the top of the shaft. He lifted the 
weapon towards the sky, and felt a cold shiver as he saw a single raven circling 
above them.

The last of the horsemen rode across the bridge, and Trinovantes looked down 
in time to see Sigmar staring straight at him. As the moment stretched, he felt 
the simple gratitude of his friend fill him with strength.

“Unberogens, we march!” he shouted, and he led his men onto the road.

 

Sigmar spat dust as he halted his horse with a sharp jerk of its mane, and
circled the cache of spears and swords left beyond the bridge by Trinovantes. 
The weapons were stacked in such a manner as to naturally form the horsemen up 
into a wedge aimed at the bridge, and Sigmar saw Trinovantes’ touch in the
cunning of the design.

“Hurry!” he cried, leaping from his horse and accepting a skin of water from
a warrior with bloody arms. He drank deeply, and emptied the rest over his head, 
washing the blood from his face as he heard the roar of charging orcs and the 
clash of weapons behind him.

Sigmar wiped a hand over his dripping face, and pushed through his warriors 
to better see the furious combat raging at the bridge.

Sunlight flashed on stabbing spears, and Sigmar saw the proud green of 
Trinovantes’ banner borne aloft in the heart of the battle. Orcs war-cries rose
in bellicose counterpoint to the shouted oaths to Ulric, and though the spearmen 
fought with iron resolve, Sigmar could already see that their line was bending 
back under the fearsome pressure of the attack.

“Get fresh spears and swords, and remount!” shouted Sigmar, his voice filled
with fiery urgency. “Trinovantes is buying us time, and we won’t be wasting it!”

His urgings were unnecessary, for his warriors were swiftly hurling aside 
their bent and broken swords, before rearming themselves with fresh blades. 
Every man knew that this time was being bought with the lives of their friends, 
and not a second was wasted in idle banter.

The name of Ulric was roared, warriors offering the kills they had made to 
the fearsome god of battle, and Sigmar let them rejoice in the exultation of 
battle and survival.

Pendrag nodded to him, Sigmar’s banner stabbed into the earth as he ran a
whetstone over the blades of his axe. “Trinovantes?”

“Holding,” said Sigmar, angrily wiping the head of Ghal-maraz with a ragged
scrap of leather, unwilling to allow the orcs blood and brain matter to foul its 
noble face a second more.

“How much longer?” asked Pendrag.

Sigmar shrugged. “Not long. They must sound the retreat soon.”

“Retreat?” asked Pendrag. “No, they won’t be retreating. You know that.”

“They must,” said Sigmar, “or else they will be lost.”

Pendrag put out his hand, and stopped Sigmar’s furious cleaning.

“They won’t be retreating,” repeated Pendrag. “They knew that. As did you. Do
not dishonour their sacrifice by denying it.”

“Denying what?” bellowed Wolfgart as he rode to join them, his expression
eager as though they fought a skirmish against disorganised bandits instead of 
blood-maddened orcs.

Sigmar ignored Wolfgart’s question, and looked deep into Pendrag’s eyes,
seeing an understanding of what he had ordered Trinovantes to do in the full 
knowledge of what that order entailed.

“Nothing,” said Sigmar swinging the heavy length of Ghal-maraz as though it
weighed nothing at all.

“King Kurgan’s weapon is earning its name,” said Wolfgart.

“Aye,” said Sigmar. “A kingly gift, right enough, but there’re more skulls to
be split before this day is out.”

“True,” agreed Wolfgart, hefting his great sword meaningfully. “We’ll get to
them soon enough.”

“No,” said Sigmar, swinging back onto his horse, and looking north to the
battle raging at the bridge, “it won’t be soon enough.”

 

Blood pooled in Trinovantes’ boot, a deep wound in his thigh washing blood
down his leg, and sticking the wool of his tunic to his skin. An orc’s cleaver
had smashed his shield to kindling, and cut into his leg, before he had gutted 
the beast with a swipe of his axe.

His arms felt as though they were weighted down with iron, his muscles 
throbbing painfully with the effort of the fight. Screams and roars of hatred 
echoed deafeningly within Trinovantes’ helmet, and sweat ran in rivers down his
face.

The warriors with him fought with desperate heroics, their spears stabbing 
with powerful thrusts that punched between the gaps in the orcs’ crude armour
and into their flesh. The pale, dusty ground beneath their feet was dark and 
loamy with blood, both human and orc, and the air stank of sweat and the coppery 
promise of death.

Spears and axes clashed, wood and iron broke apart, and flesh and bone were 
carved to ruin with no quarter asked or given from either side.

The warrior next to Trinovantes fell, an orc’s blade smashing through his
shoulder and cutting deep into his torso before becoming stuck fast in his 
chest. The orc’s fought to drag its weapon clear, but the jagged edge of the
sword remained wedged in the man’s ribs. Trinovantes stepped in, his leg on fire
with pain, and swung his axe in a furious two-handed swing that smashed into the 
orcs’ open jaw, and cleaved the top of its skull away.

“For Ulric!” shouted Trinovantes, channelling all his hatred for the orcs
into the blow.

The body swayed for a moment before dropping, and Trinovantes screamed as his 
injured leg threatened to give way beneath him.

A hand reached out to steady him, and he shouted his thanks without seeing 
who helped him. The noise of battle seemed to grow louder, the cries of dying 
men and the exultant roars of the orcs sounding as though they were bellowed 
right in his ears.

Trinovantes stumbled, dropping to one knee as his vision greyed, and the 
clamour of the fighting suddenly diminished from its previous volume to 
something heard as if from a great distance. He planted the blades of his axe on 
the ground as he tried to force himself back to his feet.

All around him, the warriors of the Unberogen were dying, their blood 
spurting from opened bellies or torn throats. He saw an orc’s lift a wounded
spearman and slam his body down on the stone parapet of the bridge, almost 
breaking him in two before hurling his limp corpse into the river.

Goblin archers on the bridge loosed shafts into the midst of the battle, 
uncaring of which combatants their arrows hit. Trinovantes felt the warmth of 
the wet ground beneath him, the sun on his face and the coolness of the sweat 
plastering his body beneath his armour.

However, for all the death around him, there was heroism and defiance too.

Trinovantes watched as a warrior with two spears punched through his back 
spread his arms, and leapt towards a group of orcs forcing their way past the 
flanks. He knocked three of them from the bridge to drown in the river. 
Sword-brothers fought back to back as the numbers of Unberogens thinned, while 
the orcs pressed across the bridge with even greater ferocity.

A spear thrust towards him, and instinct took over as the sights and sounds 
of battle returned with all their vicious din. Trinovantes’ axe smashed the
blade from the spear shaft, and he pushed to his feet with a cry of rage and 
pain. He swayed aside from the blunted weapon, forcing down the pain of his 
injured leg, and swinging his axe at his attacker.

His blade cut the orcs’ arm from its body, but its charge was unstoppable,
and its sheer bulk carried him to the ground. Its blood sprayed him, and he spat 
the foul, reeking liquid from his mouth.

Too close for a proper strike, he slammed the haft of his axe against the 
orcs’ face, the fangs splintering beneath the blow. The orcs’ head snapped
back, and Trinovantes rolled from beneath it, rising to one knee, and hammering 
his axe into its skull.

Shrieking pain exploded in his back, and Trinovantes looked down to see a 
long spear jutting from his chest, the blade wider than his forearm. Blood 
squirted from either side of the metal, his blood. He opened his mouth, but the 
weapon was wrenched from his body, and with it any breath with which to scream.

Trinovantes dropped his axe, strength and life pouring from him in a red 
flood. He looked around at the scene of slaughter, men dying and torn apart by 
orcs as they finally could stand no more.

His vision dimmed, and he slumped forwards, his face pressed into the bloody 
ground.

His axe lay beside him, and with the last of his strength, he reached out and 
curled his fingers around the grip. Ulric’s halls were no place for a warrior
without a weapon.

The squawking cry of something out of place penetrated the killing sounds of 
slaughter, and he lifted his head to see a large raven sitting on the stone of 
the bridge, the depthless dark of its eyes boring into him with an unflinching 
gaze.

Despite the carnage, the bird remained unmoving, and Trinovantes saw his 
banner flutter in the wind behind it, the green fabric bright against the 
brilliant blue of the sky.

The pain fled his body, and he thought of his twin brother and older sister 
as he lay his head down upon the rich earth of the land he had fought and died 
to protect. He heard a distant rumble through the ground, a rising thunder of 
drums, a sound that made him smile as he recognised its source: the sound of 
Unberogen horsemen on the charge.

 

Sigmar saw Trinovantes fall to Bonecrusher’s spear, and let out an anguished
howl of anger and loss. The orcs were across the bridge and had fanned out past 
the trees in a ragged line of charging bodies. After the hard fight at the 
bridge, any cohesion to their force was lost, and though Trinovantes and his men 
were dead, they had reaped a magnificent tally of orc corpses.

The orcs were in the grip of their battle lust, and Sigmar saw Bonecrusher 
desperately trying to form his warriors into a fighting line before the horsemen 
reached them.

However, it was already too late for them.

Riding at the tip of a wedge of nearly a hundred and fifty horsemen, Sigmar 
rode with fire and hate in his heart, Ghal-maraz held high for all to see. The 
ground shook to the beat of pounding hooves, and Sigmar scented the sure and 
certain tang of victory.

Pendrag rode to his right, the crimson banner snapping in the wind, and 
Wolfgart was on his left, his blade unsheathed and ready to take more heads.

Sigmar gripped the mane of his stallion tightly. The great beast was tired, 
but eager to bear its rider back into battle.

Arrows leapt from bows, and spears filled the air as the Unberogen riders 
loosed one last volley before impact.

Orcs fell before their spears and arrows, and cries of triumph turned to 
bellows of pain as Sigmar’s charge hit home.

The wedge of Unberogen horsemen cleaved through the orcs, weapons flashing 
and blood spraying as they avenged the deaths of their brothers in arms. 
Sigmar’s hammer smote orcs skulls, and crushed chests as he screamed his lost
friend’s name.

Strength and purpose flowed along his limbs, and whatever he struck, died. No 
enemy in the world could stand before him and live. Ghal-maraz was an extension 
of his arm, its power incredible and unstoppable in his hands.

Blood sprayed the air as the Unberogen riders trampled orcs, easy meat now 
that their numbers were thinned and they were scattered. With room to manoeuvre, 
the horsemen were in their element, charging hither and thither, and killing 
orcs with every spear thrust or axe blow. Orcs were crushed beneath iron-shod 
hooves, smashed into the ground as the horsemen circled and charged again and 
again, now that they had the open ground in their favour.

Sigmar killed orcs by the dozen, his hammer sweeping out and crushing the 
life from them as though they were little more than irritants. His stallion’s
flanks were drenched in orcs blood, and his iron-hard flesh dripped with their 
gore.

At the centre of the host, Sigmar saw the mighty orcs who led the greenskins. 
Unberogen warriors surrounded Bonecrusher, eager to claim the glory of killing 
the warlord, but its strength and ferocity were unmatched by any orcs his men 
had fought, and all who came near it died.

“Ulric guide my hammer!” shouted Sigmar, urging the stallion towards the
furious melee surrounding Bonecrusher. He leapt piles of orcs bodies, smashing 
aside those greenskins foolish enough to get in his way with wild, magnificent 
sweeps of his hammer.

The battle around him faded until it was little more than a backdrop to his 
charge, a muted chorus to accompany his performance. His every sense turned 
inwards until all he could hear was the roar of his breath and the frenetic 
pounding of his heart as he rode towards his foe.

Bonecrusher saw him coming, and bellowed a challenge, bloody foam gathering 
at its fanged jaws as it spread its arms wide. Its spear was aimed towards 
Sigmar’s horse, and as the stallion leapt the last pile of corpses, Sigmar
released its mane and hurled himself from its back.

His mount veered away from the thrusting spear as Sigmar sailed through the 
air, taking his hammer in a two-handed grip.

Sigmar loosed an ululating yell of ancestral hate as he swung his hammer at 
the warlord.

Ghal-maraz smashed down on Bonecrusher’s skull, and destroyed it utterly, the
hammer driving on through the body, and finally exiting in a bloody welter of 
smashed bone and meat. Sigmar landed beside the body before it fell, and spun on 
his heel to deliver a thunderous blow to the headless warlord’s spine.

The greenskin chieftain, who had once been the scourge of the lands of men, 
toppled to the ground, its body pulverised by Sigmar’s fury.

He swept his hammer around, slaying the orcs who stood close to their chief 
in a furious, unstoppable carnage. Within moments, the largest and most powerful 
orcs of the horde were dead, and Sigmar bellowed his triumph to the skies, 
slathered from head to foot in blood, his hammer pulsing with the light of 
battle.

A horse drew to a halt before him, and Sigmar looked up to see Wolfgart 
staring down at him with a look of awed disbelief and not a little fear in his 
eyes.

“They’ve broken!” shouted Wolfgart. “They’re running.”

Sigmar lowered his hammer and blinked, his senses turning outward once again 
as he took in the scale of the slaughter they had wreaked upon the orcs.

Hundreds of corpses littered the ground, trampled by horses or cut down by 
Unberogen warriors. What little remained of the orcs horde was fleeing in 
disarray, the power of their lust for battle broken by the death of their 
leader.

“Chase them, brother,” spat Sigmar. “Ride them down and leave none alive.”


 
 

—<THREE>—

Morr’s Due

 

 

From her vantage point in the hills surrounding Reikdorf, Ravenna thought the
view towards the south quite beautiful and, for a moment, she could almost 
forget that the young men of her settlement had ridden there to war and death 
against the greenskins.

Below her, Reikdorf sat on the mud flats that spread from the riverbanks, 
squat and unlovely, but home nonetheless. The high wooden palisade wall looked 
bare without the usual complement of warriors, and Ravenna sent a prayer to the 
gods to look after those who had ridden south.

She shielded her eyes, looking for some sign of Reikdorf’s warriors 
returning.

“I can’t see them, Gerreon,” she said, turning towards her younger brother,
who walked beside her on the rutted track that led from the cornfields around 
Reikdorf to its fortified gate.

“I’m not surprised,” said Gerreon, shifting the leather sling that bound his
broken wrist to his chest to a more comfortable position. “The forest’s too
thick. They could be almost home and you wouldn’t see them.”

“They should be back by now,” she said, stopping to loosen her knotted
headband and run a hand through her dark hair.

Gerreon paused with her, and said, “I know. Remember, I should have been with
them.”

Ravenna heard the bitter note of regret in her brother’s voice, and said, “I
know it was your time to ride to battle, but I am glad you did not.”

He met her gaze, and the anger she saw in his pale-skinned face surprised 
her. “You don’t understand, Ravenna, they already make fun of me as it is. Now
I’ve missed my first battle, and no matter how courageously I fight from this
day on, they’ll always remember that I wasn’t with them the first time.”

“You were injured,” said Ravenna. “There was no way you could have fought.”

“I know that, but it will make no difference.”

“Trinovantes will not allow them to mock you,” she said.

“So now I need my twin brother to look after me, is that it?”

“No, that’s not what I meant,” she said, growing weary of his petulance, and
moving off down the path once more. Her brothers were dear to her, but where 
Trinovantes was quiet, thoughtful and reserved, Gerreon was quick-witted, 
handsome and the terror of mothers with pretty daughters, but he could often be 
cruel.

Like her, his hair was the colour of jet and worn long as was the custom of 
the Unberogen, and was his pride and joy. Only the previous week, Wolfgart had 
teased him about looking like a Bretonii catamite, such was the care he lavished 
on his appearance, and Gerreon had attacked him in a fury.

Gerreon was no match for the older boy, and had ended up flat on his back, 
nursing a cracked wrist. Trinovantes had stopped Gerreon from making any further 
rash mistakes, and helped him from Wolfgart’s booming laughter to Cradoc the
healer, where his wrist was set and a sling fashioned.

When the time had come for Sigmar to earn his shield and ride out to do 
battle with the greenskins ravaging the southern territories of the Unberogen, 
Trinovantes had made it clear that Gerreon could not ride with them.

“What use is a warrior who cannot hold onto his horse and bear a weapon?”
Trinovantes had said gently, and Ravenna had been glad, for the thought of both 
her brothers riding off had worried her more than she cared to admit.

Ravenna scanned the trees across the river as she made her way home, looking 
for a telltale glint of metal, but again she saw nothing. Early evening sunlight 
scattered bright reflections from the sluggish river as it meandered along the 
edge of the village and, despite her worry, she could appreciate the beauty of 
the place.

Since dawn, she and Gerreon had been amongst those bringing in the summer 
harvest, him wielding the sickle with his good arm, and her with the basket upon 
her shoulders. It was hard, thankless work, but everyone had to take their turn 
in the fields, and she was grateful for Gerreon’s presence, despite his foul
mood. Though he could not ride to war with the others, he could still wield a 
sickle and help in the fields.

Now the day’s work was done, and she could look forward to resting for the
evening and eating some hot food. The harvest had been plentiful, and thanks to 
the new pumps installed by Pendrag and the dwarf, Alaric, many acres of land 
that had previously been thin and undernourished were now irrigated and fertile.

The storehouses were full to bursting, and surplus grain left every week in 
wagons escorted by armed warriors for the east, to be traded with the dwarfs for 
weapons and armour, for no finer race of metalworkers existed than the mountain 
folk.

Gerreon caught up to her and said, “I’m sorry, Ravenna, I didn’t mean to make
you angry.”

“I’m not angry,” she said. “I’m just tired and worried.”

“Trinovantes will be fine,” said Gerreon, his voice full of pride and love
for his twin. “He’s a great warrior. Not as elegant a swordsman as me, but handy
with an axe.”

“I’m worried for them all,” she said, “Trinovantes, Wolfgart, Pendrag…”

“And Sigmar?” asked Gerreon with a sly grin.

“Yes, for Sigmar too,” she said, avoiding his teasing smile as she said
Sigmar’s name for fear of blushing.

“Honestly, sister, I don’t know what you see in him. Just because he’s a
king’s son doesn’t make him special. He’s like all the rest of them, boorish and
just one hot meal away from being a savage.”

“Hush!” said Ravenna, rising to his bait, and cursing herself for it when he
laughed.

“What? Afraid Wolfgart’s going to come and break my other wrist? I’ll gut him
first.”

“Gerreon!” said Ravenna, hearing genuine venom in his voice, but before she
could say more, she saw her brother’s eyes fix on something behind her. She
turned, and followed his gaze across the river, her brother’s harsh words
forgotten in an instant.

A column of horsemen was emerging from the trees, their pace weary, but 
voices triumphant. Spears and banners were held high, and the warriors cheered 
at the sight of Reikdorf.

Answering cries came from the settlement’s walls, and the men and women of
Reikdorf ran to the gates as word spread that the warriors had returned.

Ravenna felt relieved laughter bubble up inside her, but it died in her 
breast as she saw a group of warriors in full battle armour leading the horsemen 
and carrying a litter of shields, upon which was laid the body of a fallen hero.

“Oh no,” cried Gerreon. “No… please, by all the gods, no!”

Ravenna’s heart sank as her first thought was that the fallen warrior was
Sigmar, but then she saw that the king’s son helped to carry the litter, and
that his crimson banner was still held aloft.

Her relief at Sigmar’s survival was then crushed savagely and heartbreakingly
as she recognised the emerald green banner that covered the dead warrior: 
Trinovantes’ banner.

 

The walls of Reikdorf loomed large ahead of them, stark and black against the
faded ivory of the sky, and Sigmar looked forward to his return home as much as 
he feared it. He remembered the cheering folk of his home as they had seen the 
warriors off in glory, shields bright and spears shimmering in the sun.

Now they were returning in glory, the greenskin menace from the Grey 
Mountains defeated and its warlord slain. All told, they had burned just under 
two thousand orcs and goblin corpses in great pyres, and by any normal measure, 
the victory had been magnificent.

The chieftain of Astofen, a distant cousin of his father, had welcomed them 
within the town’s walls following the battle, his people tending to Sigmar’s
wounded men, and feeding the victorious warriors with the choicest meats and 
finest beers.

Sigmar had joined with his men in celebrating the victory, for to stand apart 
from them in melancholy for the slain would only have insulted their courage. In 
his heart, however, he mourned the death of Trinovantes. He mourned him and felt 
the ache of guilt that his order had sent him to his death.

Ahead, the land sloped down to the Sudenreik Bridge, a grand construction of 
stone and timber that Alaric and Pendrag had designed and overseen the 
construction of barely two months ago. Sigmar and his fellow litter-bearers 
followed the course of the dusty road as it wound down the hill towards the 
bridge, each step measured and dignified as they brought the honoured dead home 
for the last time.

The notched edges of the shields bearing his sword-brother bit into his 
shoulder, but he welcomed the discomfort, knowing that the burden of 
Trinovantes’ death would be his long after he put down the litter and his
friend was interred within his tomb on the edge of the Brackenwalsch up on the 
Warrior’s Hill.

The ground levelled out, and the litter bearers passed between carved pillars 
topped with howling wolves that reared to either side of the bridge. Stone 
panels on the inner face of the bridge’s parapet were carved with images of
battle from the legends of his people, each one a heroic tale that had thrilled 
Unberogen children for years.

Heroes such as Redmane Dregor and his father battled orcs and dragons on the 
panels, and across from the image of Bjorn slaying a great, bull-headed creature 
was a blank panel where Sigmar’s tale would begin. No doubt some graven image of
the victory of Astofen would be rendered in stone, forever marking the birth of 
his legend.

Sigmar watched as the heavy gates of Reikdorf swung outwards, pushed by 
groups of straining warriors. The walls of Reikdorf were taller than those of 
Astofen, encircling an area far larger, and home to over two thousand people. 
King Bjorn’s city was one of the marvels of the land west of the mountains, but
Sigmar already had plans to make it the greatest city in the world.

The arch above the gate was formed from interlaced beams of timber, and at 
its apex stood a statue of a grim-faced and bearded warrior swathed in armour 
and wolfskin, who bore a huge, two-handed warhammer. A pair of wolves sat beside 
him, and Sigmar bowed his head before the image of Ulric.

His father stood in the centre of the open gateway, accompanied as always by 
Alfgeir and Eoforth. Sigmar felt intense joy at seeing him, knowing that no 
matter how far he travelled or how great his legend might become, he would 
always be his father’s son and grateful for the fact.

Men and women of Reikdorf clustered around the gates, but none ventured from 
beyond the walls, for it was every warrior’s right to march back through the
gates of his home with his head held high.

“A fine welcome indeed,” said Pendrag, marching beside Sigmar, and also
bearing the weight of Trinovantes’ body.

“As well it bloody should be,” pointed out Wolfgart. “The tribe hasn’t seen a
victory like this in decades.”

“Aye,” said Sigmar. “As it should be.”

Their steps shortened as the ground rose, and they climbed the slope towards 
the walls of Reikdorf. Sigmar felt his spirits rise as he saw the crowds arrayed 
to welcome them home, feeling a great surge of affection for his people. Through 
everything this world could throw at them on the road to Morr’s kingdom:
monsters, disease, hunger and hardship, they survived with dignity and courage.

What force could halt the progress of a race such as his?

Yes, there was pain and despair, but the human spirit had vision, and dreams 
of a greater destiny. Already the seeds of Sigmar’s vision were bearing fruit,
but no growth was achieved without pain. Sigmar knew there would be much 
hardship in the years ahead, before he could realise the grand ambition that had 
filled him upon his dooming day amid the tombs of his ancestors.

Sigmar led his warriors through the gates of Reikdorf, and roars of approval 
and joy swelled from hundreds of throats as their people welcomed them home. 
Parents rushed to greet their sons with tears; some shed in joy, others in 
sadness.

Heartfelt welcomes and aching cries of loss filled the air as Unberogen 
mothers found their sons either riding tall upon their horses or laid across 
them.

Sigmar kept walking until he stood before his father, the king as regal and 
magnificent as ever, though his face spoke of the simple joy at seeing a son 
return from war alive and well.

“Lower him gently,” said Sigmar, and he and his sword-brothers slipped the
shields from their shoulders and laid Trinovantes’ body upon the ground.

Sigmar stood before his father, unsure as to what he should say, but King 
Bjorn solved his dilemma for him by sweeping him up in a crushing bear-hug and 
embracing him tightly.

“My son,” said his father. “You return to me a man.”

Sigmar returned his father’s embrace, feeling his love for the brave man who
had raised him without a wife at his side as a powerful force within him. Sigmar 
knew that he owed everything he was to the teachings of his father, and to have 
won his approval was the finest feeling in the world.

“I told you I would make you proud,” said Sigmar.

“Aye, that you did, my son,” agreed Bjorn, “that you did.”

The king of the Unberogens released his son, and stepped forward to address 
the warriors that had returned to his city, his arms raised in tribute to their 
courage.

“Warriors of the Unberogen, you are returned safely to us, and for that I
give thanks to Ulric. Your valour will not go unrewarded, and every one of you 
dines like a king tonight!”

The riders cheered, the sound reaching the clouds, and Bjorn turned to Sigmar 
and his fellow litter bearers. He looked down at the banner and said, 
“Trinovantes?”

“Yes,” said Sigmar, his voice suddenly choked with emotion. “He fell at
Astofen Bridge.”

“Did he fight well? Was it a good death?”

Sigmar nodded. “It was. Without his courage the day would have been lost.”

“Then Ulric will welcome him into his halls, and we shall envy him,” said
Bjorn, “for where Trinovantes is now, the beer is stronger, the food more
plentiful and the women more beautiful than any in this world. In time, we will 
see him again, and we will be proud to walk the halls of the mighty with him.”

Sigmar smiled, knowing his father spoke truly, for there could be no greater 
reward for a true warrior than to be honoured with a good death and then 
welcomed into the feast halls of the afterlife.

“I had always believed that it was the loneliest thing to lead men in
battle,” said Bjorn, “But now I know that a father’s loneliness as he awaits his
son to return safely is far worse.”

“I think I understand,” said Sigmar, turning to look at distraught parents as
they led away the horses that bore their dead sons. “For all its glory, war is a
grim business.”

“Then you have learned a valuable lesson, son,” said Bjorn. “A victory is a
day of joy and sadness in equal measure. Cherish the first and learn to deal 
with the second or you will never be a leader of men.”

Bjorn turned to Sigmar’s sword-brothers and said, “Wolfgart, Pendrag, it
fills my heart with joy to see you both returned to us.”

Wolfgart and Pendrag beamed at the king’s praise as three wagons bearing
barrels of beer rumbled along the road from the brew house stores. Alaric the 
dwarf rode in the lead wagon, and a mighty roar went up from the warriors as 
they recognised the angular, runic script on the side of the barrels.

“Dwarf ale?” asked Wolfgart.

“Nothing but the best for our returning heroes,” smiled Bjorn. “I had been
keeping it for my son’s wedding feast, but he seems determined to keep me
waiting. Better to use it before it goes flat.”

“I heard that,” called Alaric. “Dwarf ale never goes flat.”

“Figure of speech,” said Bjorn. “I meant no offence, Master Alaric.”

“Just as well,” grunted the dwarf. “I can head back to my people any time,
you know.”

“Stop being such a dour misery guts,” laughed Pendrag, taking the dwarf’s hand
in a firm grip of friendship, “and get pouring!”

Wolfgart nodded to Sigmar, and the king quickly made his way to Pendrag and 
the beer barrels.

“Not joining them?” asked Bjorn.

“I will,” said Sigmar, “but I should wait with Trinovantes until his kin come
for him.”

“Aye,” agreed Bjorn, with a knowing grin. “Right enough, but until they do,
tell me of your adventures and leave no detail untold.”

Sigmar smiled and said, “There’s not much to tell, really. We tracked the
greenskins south and west, and then routed them before the walls of Astofen.”

“How many?” asked Alfgeir, with his customary lack of embellishment.

“Around two thousand,” said Sigmar.

“Two thousand?” gasped Bjorn, exchanging a proud glance with Alfgeir. “Not
much to tell, he says! And Bonecrusher?”

“Dead by my hand,” said Sigmar. “Ghal-maraz drank deep of his blood.”

“Thousands,” said Eoforth. “I had not dreamt such numbers of greenskins could
be gathered under one warlord. And you killed them all?”

“That we did,” said Sigmar. “Their corpses are ash in the mountains.”

“Ulric’s blood,” said Bjorn. “Then I hope Eadhelm gave you a hero’s welcome
in his little town, I’ll have words with him if he didn’t.”

“He did,” said Sigmar. “Your cousin sends greetings to his king, and swears
to send what warriors he can spare should we ever need them.”

Bjorn nodded. “He’s a good man is Eadhelm. Takes after old Redmane.”

Sigmar saw a warning look enter his father’s eyes, and turned to see a girl
with midnight dark hair walk stiffly through the gates of Reikdorf. His mouth 
suddenly felt dry as he recognised Ravenna, her long green dress and proud 
beauty sending his stomach into a loop of unfamiliar feelings.

Her face was lined with sadness, and Sigmar felt as though his heart would 
break at the sight of it. Her younger brother, Trinovantes’ twin, followed her,
tears of grief spilling down his pale skin.

She walked towards her brother’s banner shrouded body, and nodded to Sigmar
and his father, before kneeling beside her dead sibling and placing her hand 
upon his chest. Gerreon slumped beside her, wailing and shaking his head as 
great sobs wracked his thin frame.

“Be silent, boy,” said Bjorn. “It is women’s work to weep for a fallen
warrior.”

Gerreon looked up, and his eyes locked with Sigmar’s.

“You killed him,” wept Gerreon. “You killed my brother!”

 

The fires of the king’s longhouse burned low, the peat and timbers
smouldering, and the soporific heat had sent many a warrior to his bed. The 
revelries of victory had gone on long into the night, with offerings of choice 
meats and beer made to Ulric and Morr; the first to be thanked for the courage 
the warriors had shown in battle, and the second to guide them to their rest.

The longhouse was quiet, the sounds of perhaps a hundred warriors as they 
slept wrapped in animal skins and the creak of settling wood all that disturbed 
the silence. Those warriors with families had returned to their homes, while 
those without wives, or too young to know their limit of beer, lay passed out, 
face down on the long trestle tables.

As was customary on a night when fighting men returned home, the king and his 
heir watched over their warriors to honour their courage. Sigmar sat on a throne 
next to his father, a throne that had been carved by his father’s hand in
readiness for his coming of age, when he would sit beside the king as a man. A 
long wolfskin cloak hung from Sigmar’s shoulders, and Ghal-maraz rested on a
plinth, created specially for the dwarf-crafted weapon.

A small herd had been slaughtered for the feast, and when the dwarf ale had 
run out, the brewmaster’s reserve had been brought out. Oaths of brotherhood had
been renewed by veteran warriors, and new ones sworn by those who had earned 
their shields on the bloody field of Astofen.

Sigmar had celebrated along with his warriors, but could not rid himself of 
the image of Ravenna’s strained face and Gerreon’s weeping as they knelt by the
body of Trinovantes. He knew the battle of Astofen had been an incredible 
victory, but it was soured for him by the death of his friend.

Part of him knew that such thoughts were selfish, for did the deaths of those 
warriors he had not been sword-brother to not matter? Trinovantes had been a 
good and a trusted friend, quiet and thoughtful in his counsel, but never less 
than honest and true. Where Wolfgart would advise violence and Pendrag 
diplomacy, Trinovantes’ counsel often combined the best of both arguments. Not
compromise, but balance. He would be sorely missed.

“You are thinking of Trinovantes again?” asked his father.

“Is it that obvious?” asked Sigmar.

“He was your sword-brother,” said Bjorn. “It is right you should miss him. I
remember when Torphin died in the Reik Marshes, that was a sad day, so it was.”

“I think I remember him. The big man?” asked Sigmar. “You haven’t talked of
him much.”

“Ach… you were only a boy and his death wasn’t a tale for young ears,” said
Bjorn, waving a hand. “Yes, Torphin was a giant of a man, bigger even than me,
if you can believe that. Carved from oak he was, and strong as stone. He was the 
best sword-brother a man could ask for.”

“What happened to him?”

“He died, as all men must,” said Bjorn.

“How?” asked Sigmar, seeing that his father was reluctant to be drawn on the
matter, but sensing that perhaps he wanted to be coaxed into telling him 
the tale of his sword-brother’s death.

“It was four or five summers ago,” began Bjorn, “when we marched to war
alongside King Marbad of the Endals. You remember?”

Sigmar tried to recall the encounter, but his father had left Reikdorf to 
fight so many battles that it was hard to remember them all.

“No?” said Bjorn. “Well, Marbad’s a good man and his people were scratching a
living on the edges of the marshes at the mouth of the river. They’d settled
there after King Marius of the Jutones drove them from their homeland after the 
Teutogens had taken their lands. I suppose it’s possible to live there,
but why anyone would want to, I don’t know. The marshes are dangerous places,
full of sucking bogs, corpse lights and daemons that drink the blood of men.”

Sigmar shivered, despite the heat of the longhouse, remembering terrifying 
tales of dead-eyed things of pale skin and needle teeth that lurked in the 
haunted mists to feast on the unwary.

“Anyway,” continued his father, “Marbad and I go back a long way. We fought
the orcs of the Bloodmaw tribe that came over the Grey Mountains twenty years 
ago, and he saved my life, so I owed him a blood debt. When the mist daemons of 
the marshes rose up to threaten his people, he called in that debt, and I 
marched out to fight alongside him.”

“You marched all the way to the coast?”

“Indeed we did, lad, for when an oath is sworn you must never break it, ever.
Oaths of loyalty and friendship are all we have in this world, and the man who 
breaks a promise or whose word isn’t worth anything has no place in it. Always
remember that.”

“I will,” promised Sigmar. “What happened when you got to the coast?”

“Marbad and his army were waiting for us at Marburg, and we walked into the
marshes as though it was some grand adventure, all us warriors out for glory and 
honour.”

Sigmar saw his father’s eyes take on a glassy, distant sheen as though the
mists he spoke of had risen up in his memories, and he once more walked that 
long ago trodden path.

“Father?” asked Sigmar, when Bjorn did not continue.

“What? Oh, yes… Well, we set off into the marshes, and the mist daemons rose
up around us like ghosts. They took men down into the bogs, drowned them, and 
sent them back to fight us, all bloated and white. I saw Torphin snatched by one 
of them, I’ll never forget it. It was white, so white, so very white. Like a
winter’s sky it was, with eyes of cold blue. Like the fires in the northern
skies at winter. It looked at me, and I swear it laughed at me as it took my 
sword brother to his death.”

“How did you defeat them?”

“Defeat them?” asked Bjorn. “I’m not sure we did, you know. It was all we
could do to get out of the marshes alive. Marbad possessed a weapon crafted by 
the fey folk, a blade of power he called Ulfshard. I don’t know what manner of
power was bound to it, but it could slay daemons, and he wielded it like a true 
hero, cutting us a path through the mists, and slaying any daemon that came near 
us. That wasn’t the worst of it, though.”

“It wasn’t?”

“No, not by a long way. Just as we got to the edge of the marsh, I heard
someone calling my name, and I remember the joy I felt when I recognised it as 
Torphin’s voice. Then, there he was, walking out of the mist towards me, eyes
rolled back in their sockets, skin all waxy and dead, and black water spilling 
from his mouth as if his lungs were full of it.”

Sigmar’s eyes widened, and he felt his skin crawl at the terrible image of
his father’s sword-brother and the horror of what had been done to him.

“What did you do?”

“What could I do?” asked Bjorn. “Marbad offered me Ulfshard, and I cut
Torphin down and sent him to Ulric’s Halls. Being drowned is no death for a
warrior, so I killed him with a sword, and if there’s even a shred of justice in
the wolf god, he’ll let Torphin in, because there was no truer man than he that
walked this land.”

Sigmar knew that his father would have had no choice but to kill his 
sword-brother to allow him to enter Ulric’s Halls. The idea that he might one
day have to fight one of his own sword-brothers was anathema to him, and he 
decided there and then that he would gather those closest to him and make an 
oath of eternal brotherhood with them.

“We left the marshes, I returned Ulfshard to Marbad, and we became
sword-brothers. That’s why when we or the Endals call for aid, the other is
oath-bound to answer. In the same way, the Cherusens and the Taleutens are our 
sworn allies after the battles against the monstrous beast-kin of the forests. 
It’s all about oaths, Sigmar. Honour those you make, and others will follow your
example.”

Sigmar nodded in understanding.

 

Ravenna closed the button of her brother’s tunic and pulled the lacing tight,
before smoothing the soft wool over his chest. Dressed in his finest clothes, 
Trinovantes lay on the cot bed he had risen from only a few days ago to ride to 
war. Since their mother and father were dead, it fell to her to wash his body 
and clean his hair in preparation for his interment in his tomb, upon the rise 
of the new moon the following night.

She ran a hand along the side of his cold cheek and through his fine, dark 
hair, so like her own and Gerreon’s. His features had softened, but the lines of
care and worry that had forever creased his handsome face remained imprinted 
upon him.

“Even in death, you still look sad,” she said.

His axe lay on the bed next to him, its edges sharp, and the blades gleaming 
in the firelight. She reached out to touch it, but pulled her fingers back at 
the last moment. It was a weapon of war, and she wanted nothing more to do with 
it. War was a fool’s errand, a game to the warriors of Reikdorf, but a game that
could have only one outcome.

Gerreon sat opposite her at their table, his head buried in a curled arm as 
he wept for his lost twin. On her deathbed, Ravenna’s mother had confided to her
that when Trinovantes and Gerreon were born, the hag woman who had birthed them 
said they would forever have a connection to one another, but that only one 
would grow to know the greatest pleasure and the greatest pain.

She had never spoken of this to Gerreon, but wondered if the death of his 
twin brother was the greatest pain of which the hag woman had spoken. What then 
might be his greatest pleasure?

Ravenna longed to take her brother in her arms and rock him to sleep as she 
had done many times when they had been growing up and the older boys had teased 
him for his thin frame and beautiful face. That, however, was the impulse of an 
older sister, and he was beyond such simple remedies.

She rose from her kneeling position beside the bed, and crossed their low 
dwelling. Smoke from the fire gathered beneath the roof since there was no vent, 
for the hot smoke kept the roof warm and dry. The smell of boiling meat from the 
king’s herd rose from a bubbling pot hung on iron hooks above the fireplace,
although she suspected that the meat would go to waste, for neither of them had 
much of an appetite.

Ravenna reached out, and placed her palm on her brother’s head as she sat
next to him. Ignoring her earlier thought, she slid her arms around him and drew 
him close to her. His arm slipped naturally around her waist, and she gently 
rocked him back and forth.

“Hush now,” she said. “We’ll have no more tears in this house, Gerreon.
You’ll attract evil spirits, and your brother does not want to go to Ulric’s
Halls with your sorrow as the last thing he hears.”

“I can’t help it,” said Gerreon, lifting his head from her shoulders. Tears
and snot mingled on his upper lip and chin, and his eyes were bloodshot from 
crying.

He wiped his free arm across his face. “My brother is dead.”

“I know,” said Ravenna. “Trinovantes was my brother too, Gerreon.”

“But he was my twin, you don’t know what it’s like to lose someone who’s like
a part of you. I could feel the same things he did as though they happened to 
me.”

“Trinovantes was a warrior,” said Ravenna. “He chose that life, and he knew
the risks.”

“No,” said Gerreon, “I don’t think he did. I’ve asked around.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that Sigmar caused his death,” snapped Gerreon. “I spoke to the
warriors who came back, and they told me that Sigmar sent Trinovantes to hold 
Astofen Bridge. He ordered him not to retreat, no matter what. What kind of a 
choice is that?”

Ravenna slipped her arm from around her brother, taking him by the shoulders, 
and turning him to face her. She too had desired to know how her brother had 
died, but she had asked Pendrag and knew the truth of the matter.

“No, Gerreon,” said Ravenna, “Trinovantes volunteered to hold the bridge. I
asked Pendrag and he told me what happened.”

“Pendrag? Well, of course he’s going to back up his sword-brother, isn’t he?
They’ve sworn an oath or something. He’d say anything to protect Sigmar.”

Ravenna shook her head. “Pendrag may be many things, but he is not a liar,
and I believe him. A greenskin killed Trinovantes, and Sigmar slew the beast.”

Gerreon pulled away from his sister. “How can you defend him at a time like
this? Is it because you can’t wait to spread your legs for him? Is that it?”

Ravenna slapped him hard, her palm leaving a vivid imprint on his cheek.

“So it’s true,” he said, and she drew back her arm to slap him again.

His hand snapped out, and caught her wrist in an iron grip.

“Don’t,” he said.

Ravenna pulled her arm free as Gerreon stood, his hand balled into a fist, 
and the veins in his neck stark against his pale skin.

Ravenna scrambled back, frightened of her brother’s sudden fury.

“I’m sorry I said that, sister,” said Gerreon, “but you won’t change my mind.
Sigmar killed our brother as surely as if he’d driven that spear through his
heart!”


 
 

—<FOUR>—

Sword Brothers

 

 

A cold wind blew over the grassy slopes of the Warrior’s Hill, and Ravenna
pulled her green cloak tighter around her body as she watched the snaking column 
of warriors make their way from Reikdorf. Sigmar led the procession, dressed in 
his gleaming bronze armour and iron helm. The king walked beside him, with 
Pendrag and Alfgeir following behind them, one carrying Sigmar’s banner, the
other carrying the king’s.

Armoured warriors carried her brother on a bier of shields, his green banner 
draped across his recumbent form, and Ravenna felt a cold lump of grief settle 
in her throat at the sight of her brother’s body.

Gerreon stood to her left, stiff and tense as the procession approached. She 
spared him a glance, his handsome features set as though carved from stone. He 
wore his finest tunic of scarlet wool, and had left his arm unbound from its 
sling. His sword was belted at his waist, and his good hand rested on its 
pommel.

She reached out and took his hand from the weapon, slipping her hand into 
his. He frowned at the gesture, but relaxed as he saw the sorrow in her eyes.

“Don’t worry, sister,” he said. “I’m not going to do anything foolish.”

“I didn’t think you were,” she lied.

He squeezed her hand, and returned his gaze to the approaching men, who were 
already halfway up the hill. Ravenna watched as the warriors passed the tomb of 
Redmane Dregor, both Sigmar and his father bowing to their ancestor as they did 
so.

The king’s father had been long dead before Ravenna’s birth, but his stories
had thrilled many of the settlement’s children over the years, and his heroic
deeds were known the length and breadth of the Unberogen lands.

At last, her brother’s funeral procession climbed the winding path to the
place set aside for Trinovantes, a barrow cut in the side of the hill, framed by 
tall pillars of weathered stone. As one of the guards of the King’s Hall,
Trinovantes was entitled to such honour in his final resting place, on a stone 
shelf beside their father. A heavy boulder lay to one side, a muddy crease 
marking where it had been rolled aside in preparation for her brother’s
interment.

King Bjorn halted before the opening of the barrow, and Sigmar gave her and 
her brother a solemn nod of acknowledgement. For long moments, no one moved, and 
the sigh of the wind around the hillside was the only sound, a mournful howling 
that captured the feelings of those present more eloquently than any could 
manage with words.

At length, King Bjorn stepped towards the barrow, and dropped to his knees 
with his head bowed beside the darkened entrance. His cloak of deep blue flapped 
in the wind, and the bronze crown upon his brow shone in the afternoon sun.

“A warrior is laid to rest in the land he fought to protect,” said the
king. “His name was Trinovantes, and he died a hero’s death, his blade wet with
the blood of his enemies and all his wounds to the fore. Know him, mighty Ulric, 
and grant him a fitting welcome.”

The king drew a bronze knife and slashed the blade across his palm. He made a 
fist, allowing droplets of blood to splash the ground before the black opening 
of the tomb.

“I offer you the blood of kings,” said Bjorn, “and the honour of his
sword-brothers.”

Sigmar led the warriors who bore Trinovantes past the king, and ducked down 
as he led them into the musty darkness. Ravenna felt Gerreon’s hand tighten on
hers, but she did not take her eyes from the sight of her brother’s body as it
was carried within.

She felt tears welling as she heard the scrape of metal and hushed words from 
the tomb. At last, the armoured warriors emerged into the light, taking up 
positions behind the king with their shields carried proudly before them. 
Eventually, Sigmar emerged from her brother’s tomb, Trinovantes’ shield carried
before him like a platter. The leather stretched across the wood was split, and 
several of the brass studs around its rim were missing.

Sigmar walked slowly towards her and Gerreon, his face a mask of anguish, and 
her heart went out to him, even as she grieved for her own loss. She felt 
Gerreon tense beside her as Sigmar lifted the shield and offered it to her 
brother.

“Triovantes was the bravest man I knew,” said Sigmar. “This is his shield,
and it passes to you, Gerreon. May you bear it proudly and earn honour with it 
as your brother did.”

“Honour?” spat Gerreon. “Sent to his death by a friend? Where is the honour
in that?”

Sigmar showed no outward sign of anger, but Ravenna could see the 
smouldering, grief-born rage behind his eyes. The king’s son continued to hold
the shield out, and Ravenna released her brother’s hand that he might take it.

“He was my friend, Gerreon,” said Sigmar. “I mourn his death as you do. Yes,
I gave him the order that led to his death, but such is the way with war. Good 
men die, and we honour their sacrifice by living on and cherishing their 
memory.”

Ravenna willed Gerreon to take Trinovantes’ shield, but her brother seemed
determined to savour the angry confrontation, and steadfastly refused to receive 
the shield from Sigmar.

Both men’s eyes were locked together, and she wanted to scream in
frustration. Instead, she reached up, took hold of her brother’s shield, and
bowed her head to Sigmar as she slid it onto her arm and bore it before her.

Sigmar looked down in surprise as she hefted Trinovantes’ shield, but she
could see his anger diminish and the light of understanding in his eyes.

“Thank you,” said Ravenna, her voice strong and proud despite her grief. “I
know you loved our brother dearly, and he loved you in return.”

Sigmar said, “He was my sword-brother and he will not be forgotten.”

“No,” agreed Ravenna, “he won’t be.”

Gerreon stood unmoving, but with the shield accepted, Sigmar turned away, and 
returned to stand beside Pendrag, and the crimson banner that snapped and 
rippled in the wind.

The king stood and glared at Gerreon, but said nothing as he took his place 
beside his champion. Sigmar and Wolfgart now stepped forward to stand beside the 
boulder that would cover the entrance to her brother’s final resting place.
Pendrag handed Sigmar’s banner to another warrior, and joined his
sword-brothers.

They placed their shoulders against the boulder and heaved, the muscles in 
their legs bunching as they strained against its weight. Ravenna thought they 
would not be able to move it, but it began to shift, slowly at first, and then 
with greater ease as its momentum built.

At last, the boulder rolled across the entrance, and Ravenna closed her eyes 
as it slammed into place with a thud of rock and a dreadful finality.

 

Dusk was drawing in as Bjorn sat on a rock staring at the tomb of
Trinovantes, the sack containing the bull’s heart on the ground before him. He
was impatient, and the small fire before the tomb did nothing to dispel the cold 
wind that stole the warmth from him like a thief. This part of the funeral rite 
always unsettled him, despite its necessity, but as king, it fell to him to 
perform it.

He looked up at the slowly emerging stars as he waited for the other to 
arrive, seeing them as faint spots of light in the dusky sky. Eoforth said they 
were holes in the mortal world, beyond which lay the abode of the gods, from 
where they looked down on the race of man. Bjorn did not know if it were true, 
but it sounded good, and he was prepared to bow before the wisdom of his 
counsellor.

He tore his gaze from the stars as he heard soft footfalls from the other 
side of the hill, and his hand stole towards Soultaker’s haft. He could see
nothing in the gloom, but dusk was a time of shadows and phantoms, and his eyes 
were no longer as clear as they had been in his youth.

“Be at peace, Bjorn,” chuckled a low, yet powerful voice. “I mean you no harm
this night.”

A hunched woman, swathed in black robes, emerged from behind the mound of the 
tomb, but Bjorn did not release his grip on the weapon as he saw her. She walked 
with the aid of a gnarled staff, and her hair was as white as a mist daemon’s
hide.

The comparison unnerved him, but he stood to face her, determined that he 
would show no emotion before the hag woman of the Brackenwalch.

“You bring the offering for the god of the dead?” asked the woman. Her face
was ancient and wrinkled, yet her eyes were like those of a maiden, bright and 
full of mischief.

“I do,” replied Bjorn, bending to lift the sack from the ground.

“Something unsettles you, Bjorn?” asked the woman.

“Your kind always unsettles me,” he replied.

“My kind?” sneered the old woman. “It was my kind that protected you when
plague came to your lands. It was my kind that warned you of the great 
beast of the Howling Hills. Thanks to me, you have prospered, and the Unberogen 
are now numbered among the mightiest tribes of the west.”

“All of that is true,” said Bjorn, “but it does not change the fact that I
believe darkness clings to you like a cloak. You have powers beyond those of 
mortal men.”

The hag woman laughed, a bitter, dry sound. “Does it bother you that my
powers are beyond mortals or beyond men?”

“Both,” admitted Bjorn.

“Honest, at least,” said the hag woman, settling on her haunches before the
tomb. “Quickly now, bring the heart.”

Bjorn tossed the sack to the woman, who caught it before it landed, and 
upended it into the fire. The heart began to sizzle quickly, and the pungent 
aroma of burning flesh rose as it began to burn. The crackling organ spat fat 
and blood as it smoked, and Bjorn felt his mouth water at the scent.

“The god of the dead is also the god of dreams,” said the hag woman. “He
sends sleeping visions to those who guide the souls of the departed to his 
realm.”

Bjorn did not reply, having no wish to bandy words with this conjurer of dead 
things. 

She looked up at him. “Do you wish to hear of my dreams?”

“No,” said Bjorn. “What would you dream of that I would wish to know?”

The hag woman shrugged, moving the heart around in the heat of the fire. Its 
surface was blackened and shrivelling as the flames consumed it.

“Dreams are the gateway to the future,” she said. “Vanity, pride and courage
are no shield against the lord of the dead, and all journey to his kingdom 
sooner or later.”

“Is the ritual done yet?” demanded Bjorn, irritated by the hag woman’s
prattling.

“Nearly,” she said, “but you of all people should know better than to rush an
offering to the gods.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” asked Bjorn, looming over the hag woman.
“Damn your riddles, speak plainly!”

The hag woman looked up, and Bjorn felt an icy hand take hold of his heart as 
surely as the flames had taken the bull’s heart. Her eyes shone with reflected
light from the fire, and the heat from the flames vanished utterly.

The cold wind howled, and his cloak billowed around him like a living thing. 
He looked up to see that the sky was black and starless, and the light of the 
gods obscured. Bjorn had never felt so alone in all his life.

“You stand on the brink of an abyss, King Bjorn,” hissed the hag woman, her
voice cutting through the still of the night like a knife, “so listen well to
what I say. The Child of Thunder is in danger, for the powers of darkness move 
against him, though he knows it not. If he lives, the race of man will rise to 
glory and mastery of the land, sea and sky, but should he falter the world will 
end in blood and fire.”

“Child of Thunder?” asked Bjorn, tearing his gaze from the lifeless heavens.
“What are you talking about?”

“I speak of a time far from here, beyond the span of your life and mine.”

“If I will be dead why should I care?”

“You are a great warrior and a good man, King Bjorn, but he who will
come after you will be the greatest warrior of the age.”

“My son?” asked Bjorn. “You speak of Sigmar?”

“Aye,” nodded the hag woman. “I speak of Sigmar. He stands poised at a
threshold of Morr’s gateway, and the god of the dead knows his name.”

Fear seized Bjorn’s heart. His wife had been taken from him on a night of
blood, and hearing that he might outlive his son was to have his greatest fear 
realised.

“Can you save him?” pleaded Bjorn.

“No,” said the hag woman. “Only you can do that.”

“How?”

“By making a sacred vow to me when I ask it,” said the hag woman, taking his
hand.

“Ask it!” cried Bjorn. “I will swear whatever you ask.”

The hag woman shook her head, and the wind lessened as the stars began to 
shine once more. “I do not ask it yet, Bjorn, but be ready when I do.”

Bjorn nodded as he pulled away from the hag woman. He looked around the 
hillside, seeing that the sky had returned to its normal dusky colour. He let 
out an anguished breath, and turned back to Trinovantes’ tomb.

The fire was extinguished, and the heart burned to ashes on the wind.

The hag woman was gone.

 

Sigmar watched the tiny flickering glow on Warrior’s Hill wink out, and hung
his head, knowing that the last of the funeral rites for his friend was over. He 
could not make out his father on the hillside, but he knew that he would not 
neglect his duty to the dead.

A shiver passed through Sigmar, and he looked into the west and the setting 
sun. Soon it would be dark, and he could already see wall sentries lighting the 
hooded braziers that illuminated the open ground before the walls of Reikdorf. 
Night was a time to be feared, and the monsters that lived in the forests and 
mountains claimed dominion over the land in its shadow.

No more, thought Sigmar, for now is the time of men.

“I will push back the darkness,” he whispered, placing his hand on a heavy
square stone laid in the centre of the settlement. The rough surface of the 
stone was red and striated with thin golden lines, quite unlike anything west of 
the mountains.

The last of the sun’s rays had heated its surface, and Sigmar felt a warm
glow from the stone as if it approved of his sentiment. He looked up as he heard 
footsteps approaching.

Wolfgart and Pendrag, still clad in their bronze armour, strode through the 
town, their heads held high and proud. Sigmar smiled to see them, feeling a 
kinship with these brave souls who had fought and bled alongside him.

“So what’s this all about?” asked Wolfgart. “There’s drinking to be done, and
plenty of women who still want to welcome us back properly.”

Sigmar rose from his haunches and said, “Thank you for coming, my friends.”

“Is everything all right?” asked Pendrag, catching a measure of his tone.

Sigmar nodded, squatting down next to the red stone. “You know what
this is?”

“Of course,” said Wolfgart, kneeling next to him.

“It is the Oathstone,” said Pendrag.

“Aye,” said Sigmar. “The Oathstone, carried from lands far to the east by the
first chiefs of the Unberogen, and planted in the earth when they settled here.”

“What of it?” asked Wolfgart.

“The town of Reikdorf was built around this stone, and its people have
flourished, the land opening up to us and returning our care tenfold,” said
Sigmar, laying his hand on the stone. “When a man plights his troth to a woman,
their hands are fastened here. When a new king swears to lead his people, his 
oath is taken here, and when warriors swear blood oaths, their blood falls upon 
this stone.”

“Well,” began Pendrag, “you are not yet king, and I’m assuming you’re
not planning on marrying either of us?”

“He’d bloody better not be!” cried Wolfgart. “He’s too skinny for my tastes
anyway.”

Sigmar shook his head. “You’re right, Pendrag. I brought you to this place
because I want what happens here to be remembered by both of you. We won a great 
victory at Astofen, but that is just the beginning.”

“The beginning of what?” asked Wolfgart.

“Of us,” said Sigmar.

“Maybe you were wrong, Pendrag,” said Wolfgart. “Maybe he does want to marry
us.”

“I mean ‘us’ as in the race of man,” said Sigmar. “Astofen was just the
beginning, but I see something greater for us. All year, the beasts of the 
forest attack our settlements, and greenskins from the mountains plague us, yet 
still we fight each other. The Teutogens and Thuringians raid our northern lands 
and the Merogens our southern settlements. The Norsii and the Udoses are in a 
state of constant war, and the Jutones and the Endals have fought each other for 
longer than any man can remember.”

Wolfgart shrugged. “It’s the way it’s always been.”

Pendrag nodded and said, “Men will always fight one another. The strong take
from the weak, and the powerful will always want more power.”

“Not any more,” said Sigmar. “Here we make an oath to end the wars between
the tribes. If we are ever to make more of ourselves, to do more than simply 
survive, then we must be united in common purpose.”

Sigmar pulled Ghal-maraz from his belt and laid it across the Oathstone.

“On my dooming day, I walked amongst the tombs of my forefathers and saw our
land laid out before me. I saw the sprawling forests and scattered towns within 
it, like islands in a dark sea. I saw the strength of men, but I also saw 
frailty and fear as people huddled together behind high walls that separated 
them from one another. I felt the jealousy and mistrust that will forever be our 
undoing in the face of stronger enemies. I have a great vision of a mighty 
empire of men, a land ruled with justice and strength, but if we are ever to 
stand a chance of realising that vision, we must put such petty considerations 
behind us.”

“A lofty goal,” said Pendrag.

“But a worthy one.”

“Worthy, yes,” said Wolfgart, “but an impossible one. The tribes live for war
and fighting, they have always fought, and they always will.”

Sigmar shook his head, and placed his hand on Wolfgart’s shoulder. “You are
wrong, my friend. Together we can begin something magnificent.”

“Together?” asked Wolfgart.

“Aye, together,” said Sigmar, placing his hand on the head of his mighty
warhammer. “I cannot do this alone; I need my sword-brothers with me. Swear with
me, my friends. Swear that everything we do from this day forth will be in 
service of this vision of a united empire of man.”

Wolfgart and Pendrag looked at each other as though thinking him mad, but 
Pendrag turned to him and smiled. “This oath, will it require blood? We’ve all
shed enough these last few days.”

“No, my friend,” said Sigmar. “Blood is for Ulric, your word will be enough.”

“Then you have it,” nodded Pendrag, placing his hand on the haft of the
warhammer.

“Wolfgart?”

His friend shook his head with a smile. “You’re both mad, but it is a grand
madness, so count me in.”

Wolfgart placed his hand on Ghal-maraz, and Sigmar said, “I swear by all the
gods of the land and upon this mighty weapon that I will not rest until all the 
tribes of men are united and strong.”

“I swear this also,” said Pendrag.

“As do I,” said Wolfgart.

Sigmar’s heart swelled with pride as he looked into the eyes of his
sword-brothers and saw the strength of their faith in him. Wolfgart nodded and 
said, “Now what? You want the three of us to march out and conquer the world
tonight? We’d have our work cut out for us.”

“We three are just the beginning,” promised Sigmar, “but there will be more.”

“Many will not want to walk this road with us,” warned Pendrag. “We will not
forge this empire of yours without bloodshed.”

“It will be a long, hard road,” agreed Sigmar, “but I believe that some
things are worth fighting for.”

Wolfgart looked up from the Oathstone, and said, “Aye, I think you might be
right.”

Sigmar followed his sword-brother’s glance, and his heart beat a little
faster as he saw Ravenna standing at the edge of the square. She was wrapped in 
a green shawl, pulled tightly around her body, and her black hair lay unbound 
around her shoulders. Sigmar knew that he had never seen her look more 
beautiful.

He turned back to his friends, torn between the solemnity of the oath they 
had sworn and the desire to go to Ravenna.

“Go on,” said Pendrag. “You’d be a fool if you didn’t.”

 

They walked to the river, and watched the sun as the last curve of its light
slipped further beyond the horizon. Darkness was creeping in from the east, and 
only the metallic rustle of sentries’ armour and the splashing of the river
broke the silence of the world.

Ravenna had said nothing as he approached, and they had walked in 
companionable silence towards the river, the dark waters churning past like 
fast-flowing pitch. Sigmar felt awkward in his armour, his every footfall loud 
and ungainly next to the grace of her poise.

They walked past the boats, pulled up onto the banks of the river and the 
drying racks, coming eventually to a small jetty where tall logs were driven 
into the river to shore up the banks. Ravenna stepped out onto the jetty, and 
walked to the end, staring out over the waters of the Reik as they flowed 
towards the coast far to the west.

“Trinovantes used to love swimming in the river,” said Ravenna.

“I remember,” said Sigmar. “He was the only one strong enough to swim to the
other side. Everyone else got swept downstream, and had to walk back to 
Reikdorf.”

“Even you?”

“Even me,” smiled Sigmar. 

“I miss him.”

“We all miss him,” he said. “I wish there was something I could say that
would lessen the pain of his death.”

She shook her head. “No words could do that, Sigmar. Nor would I want them
to.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” he said. “Why hang onto pain?”

“Because without it I might forget him,” she said. “Without the pain I might
forget that it was war and men like you that saw him killed.”

“You blame me for his death,” said Sigmar.

She turned away from him, and the dying rays of the sun shimmered in her hair 
like molten copper. “An orc drove that spear through my brother, not you. I do
not blame you for his death, but I hate that we need men like you and my brother 
to protect us from the world. I hate that we have to build walls to hide behind 
and make swords to fight our enemies.”

He reached out and touched her shoulder. “The world is a dark place, Ravenna,
and without warriors and swords we would all be dead.”

“I know,” she said. “I am not naive. I understand the necessity of warriors,
but I do not have to like it, not when it takes my brother away from me, not 
when it might take you away from me.”

Sigmar laughed. “I am not going anywhere.”

Ravenna turned back to him, and the laughter died in his throat as he saw the 
tears springing from her eyes.

“You are a warrior and the son of a king,” she said. “Your life is one of
battle. You are unlikely to die as an old man in your bed.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, reaching for her.

She fell into his arms, and wept for her brother now that the rites were 
concluded. She had been strong for long enough. They stood together on the edge 
of the river as the sun sank beneath the horizon and the stars finally came out 
in all their glory. The night was cloudless, and Sigmar looked up at the star 
pictures, seeing the Great Wolf, the Myrmidion Spear and the Scales of Verena 
shining against the darkness.

There were others, but he did not want to move and spoil this moment to look 
at them. Ravenna wept for her lost brother for many minutes, and Sigmar simply 
held her, knowing that to try to speak would be to intrude on her grief. At 
length, her tears stopped, and she looked up at him, her eyes puffy, but as 
strong as when she had taken Trinovantes’ shield from him on the Warrior’s
Hill.

“Thank you,” she said, wiping her eyes on the edge of her shawl. 

“I didn’t do anything.”

“Yes, you did.”

Mystified as to her meaning, he said nothing until she eventually pulled 
away, wrapping her arms around her body again.

“That looked serious,” she said suddenly, moving the subject away from her
brother, “with Wolfgart and Pendrag I mean.”

Sigmar hesitated before answering. “We were swearing an oath,” he said at
last. 

“An oath? What kind of oath?”

Sigmar wondered if he should tell her, but then immediately saw that if his 
dream of a united empire were to come true then it would need to take shape in 
the hearts and minds of the people. An idea was a powerful thing, and it 
would spread faster than any army could march.

“To bring an end to war,” he said, “to unite the tribes and forge an empire
that can stand against the creatures of darkness.”

She nodded and said, “And who would rule this empire?”

“We would,” he said, “the Unberogen.”

“You mean you would.”

Sigmar nodded, “Would that be so bad?”

“No, for you have a good heart, Sigmar. I truly believe that. If you ever
build this empire, it will be a place of justice and strength.”

“If I build it? Don’t you think I can do it?”

“If anyone can do it, you can,” she said, stepping forward and taking his
hand. “Just promise me one thing.”

“Anything.”

“Be careful,” she said. “You don’t know what I’m going to ask.”

“That doesn’t matter,” said Sigmar. “Your wish is my command.”

She reached up with her free hand and stroked his cheek. “You are sweet.”

“I mean it,” said Sigmar. “Ask and I will promise.”

“Then promise me that the wars will end some day,” said Ravenna, looking him
straight in the eye. “When you have achieved all you set out to do, put down
your weapons and leave it all behind.” 

“I promise,” he said without hesitation.


 
 

—<FIVE>—

The Dreams of Kings

 

 

Winter closed in on Reikdorf like a clenched fist, each day growing shorter,
and the temperature falling until the first snowfalls blanketed the world in 
white. The River Reik flowed slow and stately, the water cold and filled with 
drifting ice floes that came all the way from the Grey Mountains far to the 
south.

The Unberogens hunkered down to wait out the season, their grain stores 
filled with the fruits of a bountiful harvest; bread was plentiful and no 
household went hungry. King Bjorn sent wagons of grain westwards to the lands of 
the Endals, for the soil there was thin, and evil waters from the marshes had 
poisoned many of their crops.

Armed warriors travelled with the wagons, for the forest was a place of 
danger, even in the depths of winter. Brigands might cease their raiding while 
the snow lay thickly on the ground, but the deathly cold held no terror for the 
twisted beasts that hid in the darkest depths of the forests.

Wolfgart led the Unberogen warriors to Marburg, riding at the head of a 
column of warriors armoured in new hauberks of linked iron, fresh from the 
forge-work of Alaric and Pendrag. Wolfgart had been loath to part with his 
bronze breastplate and cuirass, but when Alaric had shown him the strength of 
the iron armour, he had tossed aside his old plate and happily donned his new 
protection.

He and his warriors would winter with the Endals to return in the spring, and 
Sigmar missed his friend greatly as the days passed with gelid slowness.

The cold weeks dragged on, and each one weighed heavily on Sigmar. He longed 
to make good on the oath he had sworn with his sword-brothers, but while winter 
held the land in its grip, nothing could be done. No army could march in winter, 
and to set out in such bone numbing cold was akin to suicide. Daily life 
continued as normal, with the folk of Reikdorf turning their hands to work that 
could only be undertaken when the days were not filled with the backbreaking 
labour of farming.

Artisans crafted fine jewellery, weavers created great tapestries, and 
craftsmen trained apprentices in woodwork, stone carving and dozens of other 
trades that would have been unthinkable without the luxury of a crop surplus.

Alaric’s forge rang with hammer blows, and hissing clouds of hot steam
billowed from the high chimney. Pendrag had become a daily visitor to the forge, 
learning the secret of blending metals to produce iron swords that held a 
superior edge for a greater span of time, and did not shatter after continued 
use.

As winter dragged on, the flow of trade into and out of Reikdorf dwindled to 
almost nothing. Only dwarf caravans dared to travel during the winter, squat, 
unlovely things pulled by equally squat and muscular ponies. Each caravan came 
loaded with ores from the mines, finely crafted weapons and armour, and barrels 
of strong ale.

Dwarfs encased in gleaming surcoats of mail and heavy plate trudged alongside 
the caravans, apparently untroubled by the deep snow. Their faces were hidden, 
and only their long braided beards were visible beneath bronze faceplates. 
Alaric would greet each caravan personally, talking in the gruff, yet lyrical 
language of the mountain folk, while the Unberogens watched from behind 
shuttered windows.

No sooner were the wagons unloaded than they would be filled with grain, furs 
and all manner of goods unavailable to the dwarfs in their holds. Messages would 
be exchanged between King Bjorn and King Kurgan Ironbeard, each passing on what 
news of the world they knew to the other.

Sigmar spent much of the winter training with the warriors of the Unberogen, 
honing his already fearsome skill, and instilling a sense of camaraderie in the 
warriors with his quick wit and loyalty.

Of course there were still battles to be fought, and both Sigmar and his 
father led their warriors into the forest several times to fight marauding 
groups of beasts that preyed upon outlying settlements. Each time, the riders 
would return to Reikdorf with skulls mounted on their spears, and each time it 
would be longer before the beasts attacked again.

Nor were beasts their only enemies. Teutogen raiders rode brazenly into 
Unberogen territory to steal cattle and sheep, but were hunted down and killed 
before they could return to their own lands. Gerreon finally rode to war in such 
a skirmish, earning the respect of his fellows for his deadly skill with a 
blade, though as he had predicted, his absence from the Battle of Astofen had 
created a gulf between him and those who had fought in the desperate battle with 
the orcs.

As the days lengthened, Unberogen warriors began riding further afield, 
maintaining a close watch on their borders. With spring’s approach, border
skirmishes became more common, and time and time again, Unberogen horse archers 
would turn back feints from laughing reavers, who whooped and hollered as they 
threw spears and loosed arrows.

The days passed, the people of Reikdorf survived the winter, and the hearts 
of men lightened as the days grew brighter. The sun stayed in the sky a little 
longer, and as the snows began to retreat, the green and gold of the forest grew 
more vivid with each passing day.

Farmers returned to their fields in preparation for the spring sowing, armed 
with Pendrag’s seed drills as new mills and granaries were built throughout the
land. The elders of Reikdorf proclaimed that the winter had been amongst the 
mildest they could remember.

No sooner had the first flowers of spring begun to push their way through the 
snow than a party of horsemen was spotted riding along the northern bank of the 
Reik towards the town. Armoured warriors rushed to the walls, until a familiar 
banner was spotted and the gates thrown open. Wolfgart led his warriors beneath 
the grim, unsmiling statue of Ulric and back into Reikdorf to cries of welcome.

The homecoming was joyous, and a great feast was held to celebrate the safe 
return of every warrior who had set out. Folk clamoured for news from the west, 
and Wolfgart revelled in his role of taleteller.

“King Marbad,” said Wolfgart, “the old man himself, is coming to Reikdorf.”

 

The air in the forge was close and heavy, sparks and hot smoke gathering in
the rafters as the bellows furiously pumped air into the furnace. The bricks 
closest to the fire glowed with the heat, and the charcoal roared as the air was 
forced over it.

“It must blow harder, manling!” shouted Alaric. “The furnace must be hotter
to remove the impurities!”

“It can’t get any faster, Alaric,” said Pendrag. “The tide is too low, and
the pump can’t get enough speed for the bellows.”

“Ach, they were going fine this morning.”

“That was this morning,” complained Pendrag, letting go of the crank handles
on the mechanical bellows. “We are going to have to wait until the tide rises
again.”

He stepped away from the contraption of bladder airbags and leather straps 
that made up the bellows, and which derived its power from a fast-flowing 
channel of surging water diverted from the River Reik to pass through the forge.

When the river was in spate, the water spun a great rotary paddle that in 
turn powered the bellows, which heated the furnace to the incredible 
temperatures required for the production of iron.

Until only last spring, when Alaric had first come to Reikdorf, the Unberogen 
warriors had wielded bronze swords and spears, but following the dwarf’s
instructions, Pendrag had been the first man to forge a sword made of iron.

Within a season, every warrior had an iron blade, and every day, more 
hauberks of mail and leather were being produced as the smiths of Reikdorf 
learned the ancient techniques of metalworking known to the dwarfs.

“Tides,” said Alaric, shaking his head. “In Karaz-a-Karak we care not for
tides. Mighty waterfalls from the peak of the mountain plunge into the heart of 
the hold day and night. Ah, manling, you should see the great forges of the 
mountains. The heart of the hold glows red with the heat, and the mountain 
shudders to the blows of hammers.”

“Well, we don’t have waterfalls like that here,” pointed out Pendrag. “We
have to make do with tides.”

“And the engines,” said Alaric, ignoring Pendrag’s comment. “Great hissing
pistons of iron, spinning wheels and roaring bellows. Gods of the Mountains, I 
never thought I’d miss the presence of an engineer.”

“An engineer? What’s that, some kind of smith?”

Alaric laughed. “No, an engineer is a dwarf who builds machines like that
there bellows, but much bigger and much better.”

Pendrag looked at the hissing, wheezing bellows, the concertinaed bladders 
expanding and contracting as the rotary pump spun in the channel. With help from 
Alaric, it had taken him and the finest craftsmen in the village an entire month 
to build the water-powered bellows, and it was a marvel of invention and 
cunning.

“I thought we did well building the bellows,” said Pendrag defensively.

“You manlings have some ability, it’s true,” said Alaric, though Pendrag
could see even such faint praise was given grudgingly, “but dwarf craft is the
best there is, and until I can persuade an engineer to come down from the 
mountains, we will have to make do with this… contraption.”

“You helped us build the bellows,” said Pendrag. “Are you not an engineer?”

“No, lad,” said Alaric. “I’m… something else entirely. I can fashion weapons
the likes of which you cannot imagine, weapons similar to the warhammer the 
king’s son wields.”

“Ghal-maraz?”

“Aye, the skull-splitter, a mighty weapon indeed,” nodded Alaric. “King
Kurgan blessed your people when he gave it to Sigmar. Tell me, lad, do you know 
the meaning of the word unique?”

“I think so,” said Pendrag. “It means that something’s special. That it’s the
only one.”

Alaric nodded. “That’s right, but it’s more like saying that it has no
equal. Ghal-maraz is like that, one of a kind, forged in ancient times with 
an art no dwarf has been able to reproduce.”

“So you couldn’t make something like it?”

Alaric shot him an irritated glance as though he had impugned the dwarf’s
skill. “I have great skill, lad, but not even I could craft a weapon like
Ghal-maraz.”

“Not even if we had an engineer?”

The dwarf laughed, the tension vanishing from his bearded face. “No, not even
if we had an engineer. My kind don’t much like to live without a roof of stone
above our heads, so I doubt I’d be able to persuade one of them lads to come
down from the mountains to stay.”

“You stayed,” pointed out Pendrag, watching as the glow of the furnace faded
from a golden orange to a dull, angry red.

“Aye, and do you know what they call me back in Karaz-a-Karak?”

Pendrag shook his head. “No, what do they call you?”

“Alaric the Mad,” said the dwarf, “that’s what they call me. They all think
I’ve gone soft in the head to spend my time with manlings.”

Though the words were said lightly, Pendrag could sense the tension behind 
them.

“So why do you stay with us?” asked Pendrag. “Why not go home to the
mountains? Not that I want you to go, of course.”

The dwarf walked from the furnace to pick up one of the blades from the pile 
that lay on a low wooden bench running the length of one the forge’s stone
walls. The metal was dark, and a hilt and hand-guard were still to be fitted 
over the sharpened tang.

“You manlings are a young race, and you live such short lives that many of my
folk think it a waste of time to try to teach you anything. It would take the 
span of several of your lifetimes before a dwarf was thought simply competent as 
a smith. Compared to dwarf craft, manling work is shoddy and exude, and hardly 
worth bothering with.”

“So why do you?” said a voice from the door to the forge. “Bother with it I
mean.”

Pendrag looked up, and saw Sigmar, silhouetted in the doorway, his bearskin 
cloak pulled tightly around his body. Cold air flowed into the forge, and the 
king’s son shut the door behind him as he entered.

Alaric put down the sword blade, and sat down on a thick-legged stool next to 
the bench. He nodded in welcome to Sigmar, and said, “Because you have
potential. This is a grim world, lad—orcs, beasts and things best not spoken
of seek to drown us all in blood. The elves have run scared to their island, and 
it’s only the likes of men and dwarfs that are left to stop these creatures of
evil. Some of my kin think we should just seal up the gates to our holds and let 
you and the orcs fight amongst yourselves, but the way I see it, if we don’t
help you with better weapons and armour, and teach you a thing or two about 
making them, then your race will die and we’ll be next.”

“You think we are that weak?” asked Sigmar, walking across to the bench with
the unfinished sword blades, and picking one up.

“Weak?” cried Alaric. “Don’t be foolish, lad! Men are not weak. I’ve spent
enough time amongst you to know you have strength, but you squabble like 
children, and you haven’t the means to fight your enemies. When your ancestors
first came over the mountains they had bronze swords and armour, yes?”

“So the elders tell us,” agreed Pendrag.

“All the folks that lived here already had was stone clubs and leather
breastplates, and look what happened to them, dead to a man. I’ve seen the orcs
east of the mountains, and there’s so many of them, you’d think you were going
mad to see them all. Without iron weapons and armour they’ll destroy you.”

Sigmar turned over the blade in his hand, and said, “Pendrag, can you make
one of these iron blades without Master Alaric’s help?”

Pendrag nodded. “I think so, yes.”

“That’s not good enough,” said Sigmar, dropping the sword back onto the
bench, and coming over to where Pendrag stood. The king’s son’s skin glistened
with sweat from the heat of the forge, but his gaze was unwavering. “Tell me
truly, can you make such a blade?”

“I can,” said Pendrag. “I know how to sift the impurities from the ores, and
now that we have the bellows working, we can get the furnace hot enough.”

“At high tide,” grumbled Alaric.

“At high tide,” agreed Pendrag, “but, yes, I can do it. In fact, I’ve been
thinking about how we can better remove the—”

Sigmar smiled, held up a hand, and said, “Good. When the snows break fully I
will gather every smith from across the Unberogen lands, and you will teach them 
how to make such things. Master Alaric is right, without better weapons and 
armour we are lost.”

Pendrag said, “You want me to teach them? Why not Master 
Alaric?”

“With all due respect to Master Alaric, he will not be with us forever, and
it is time we learned to do these things on our own.”

“Quite right,” agreed Alaric. “Besides you could die tomorrow, and then where
would you be?”

Pendrag shot Alaric an exasperated look as Sigmar continued. “The king has
decreed that by the end of the summer every Unberogen village is to be forging 
iron blades. You and Master Alaric have done magnificent things here, but you 
two alone cannot hope to produce enough weapons, fast enough to equip our 
warriors.”

Pendrag stood, and spat on his palm, offering his hand to his sword-brother.

“By the end of the summer?”

“Think you can do it?” asked Sigmar, spitting on his palm and taking
Pendrag’s hand. 

“I can do it,” said Pendrag.

 

King Marbad arrived barely a week after the snows broke, riding towards the
Sudenreik Bridge with his raven banner unfurled and pipers marching before him. 
The pipers wore long kilts formed from leather straps, and gleaming breastplates 
of layered bronze discs.

Each musician was a youth of extraordinary height, and the pipes they carried 
resembled wheezing bladders stuck with wooden pipes, one of which was blown 
into, while another was played with the fingers.

The music carried across the river, and the fishermen on the far bank dapped 
in rime to the infectious melodies when they saw the raven banner, and who rode 
beneath it.

The king of the Endals was well known to the Unberogen, a grey-haired man of 
advancing years with a lined and weathered face. His frame was lean and spare, 
though his bronze armour was moulded to resemble the muscular physique of his 
youth. He wore a tall helm with feathered wings of black that swept up from the 
sweeping cheek plates, and a long dark cloak was spread over the rump of his 
horse. A score of Raven Helms rode alongside their king, tall warriors with 
black cloaks and winged helms identical to their king’s. These were the best and
bravest of the Endal warriors, men who had sworn to protect their king’s life
with their own.

The folk of Reikdorf paused in their labours to watch the procession of 
warriors, cheering as they welcomed these friends from distant lands. Unberogen 
scouts rode with the Endals, and the warriors manning the walls of Reikdorf 
passed word of the arrival of Marbad.

As the king of the Endals crossed the Reik and began the climb towards the 
settlement, the gates opened wide, and King Bjorn walked out to greet Marbad, 
with Sigmar at his side. Alfgeir and the Guards of the Great Hall followed close 
behind, wolfskin pelts draped over their shoulders and long-handled warhammers 
held at their sides.

Sigmar watched the riders with a practiced eye, seeing the discipline in their 
ranks as the grim-faced Raven Helms kept their hands near their sword hilts, 
never relaxing their guard, even in this friendly territory. They were powerful 
men, wolf-lean and tough, though the horses that bore them were thin, and not 
the equals of wide-chested Unberogen steeds.

“Damn, but it’s good to see you again, Marbad!” bellowed the king of the
Unberogen, his powerful voice easily reaching down to the river. Sigmar smiled 
at the genuine pleasure he heard in his father’s voice, having found it absent
for much of the winter.

Ever since Trinovantes’ funeral rites had been completed, the fire in his
father’s eyes had dimmed, and he had taken to looking at him strangely when he
thought Sigmar was not aware of it.

King Marbad looked up, and his previously grim face broke apart in a wide 
grin. The king of the Endals had visited Reikdorf many years ago, but Sigmar had 
only vague recollections of him. The black-cloaked riders made their way to the 
gates of Reikdorf, and fanned out to halt in a line with their king at the 
centre. The pipers took up position at either end of the line, while the bearer 
of the raven banner remained beside Marbad.

“Good to see you’re still alive, Bjorn,” said Marbad, his voice powerful
despite his lean physique. “You’ve been having some hard times of it, I hear.”

“Wolfgart exaggerates,” said Bjorn, clearly realising where Marbad’s
information had come from.

Marbad swung his leg over his horse’s neck and dropped lightly to the ground,
and the two kings embraced like long-lost brothers, slapping each other hard on 
the back with their fists.

“It has been too long, Marbad,” said Bjorn.

“It has that, my friend,” replied Marbad, looking over to Sigmar, “and this
cannot be Sigmar! He was but a lad when last I saw him.”

Bjorn turned, with his arm still around Marbad’s shoulders. “I know! I can’t
believe it either. It seems like only yesterday he was suckling at the teat and 
shitting his cot!”

Sigmar masked his annoyance as Bjorn marched his sword-brother towards 
Sigmar. Though it had been years since the two kings had seen one another, both 
men looked so at ease that it might as well have been a day. As Marbad 
approached, Sigmar’s eyes were drawn to the sword sheathed in a scabbard of worn
leather at his side, the handle wound with bright silver wire, and a blue gem 
burning with a harsh light at its pommel.

This was Ulfshard, a blade said to have been forged by the fey folk in 
ancient times, when daemons stalked the lands, and the race of man had lived in 
caves and spoke in grunts and howls.

Sigmar tore his gaze from the weapon, and held himself straight as King 
Marbad placed his gloved hands on his shoulders, his face full of pride.

“You have become a fine-looking man, Sigmar,” said Marbad. “Gods, I can see
your mother in you!”

“My father tells me I have her eyes,” replied Sigmar, pleased at the
compliment.

“Aye, well it’s a good thing you take after her, boy,” laughed Marbad. “You
wouldn’t want to look like this old man would you?”

“Just because we are sword-brothers, he thinks he can insult me in my own
lands,” said Bjorn, leading Marbad away from Sigmar and towards Alfgeir.

“My friend,” said Marbad, taking the king’s champion’s hand in the warrior’s
grip. “You prosper?”

Alfgeir nodded. “I do, my lord.”

“As talkative as ever, eh?” said Marbad. “And where is Eoforth? That old
rogue still dispensing his gibberish and calling it wisdom?”

“He begs your leave, Marbad,” said Bjorn. “He is no longer a young man, and
it takes him time to get up from his bed these days.”

“Ach, no matter, I’ll see him tonight, eh?”

“That you will, old friend, that you will,” promised Bjorn, before turning to
Alfgeir, and saying, “Food and water for the Raven Helms, and make sure their
horses receive the best grain.”

“I shall see to it, my king,” said Alfgeir, who began issuing orders to the
Guards of the Great Hall.

Marbad turned to Sigmar again and said, “Wolfgart told me of Astofen Bridge,
but I think I’d like to hear it from the horse’s mouth. Maybe this time I’ll get
to hear it without all the dragons and evil sorcerers, eh? What say you, lad? 
Would you indulge an old man in a bit of storytelling?”

Sigmar nodded. “I’d be happy to, my lord,” he said.

 

Once again, the longhouse of the Unberogen was filled with carousing
warriors, the ale and roasting meat in plentiful supply. Sigmar sat at the 
trestle tables with his warriors, drinking as his father and Marbad sat and 
talked at the end of the table. Serving girls circled the table, bearing 
platters of succulent meat, skins of wine and jugs of beer.

The atmosphere was fine, and even the Raven Helms had relaxed enough to 
remove their armour and join the warriors of the Unberogen as they feasted. 
Earlier in the evening, Sigmar had spoken at length with a warrior named 
Laredus, and had found much to like about the Endals.

Having been forced from their ancestral lands by an influx of Jutone 
tribesmen driven west by the warlike Artur of the Teutogens, they had carved a 
home from the inhospitable lands around the Reik estuary.

Sigmar had never journeyed that far west, but from the description of 
Laredus, and his father’s tale of the battle against the mist daemons, he
decided he had no wish to. The description of Marburg, however, made it sound 
magnificent, its earthen ramparts built atop a great rock of volcanic black 
stone that reared above the marshes, and the tall, winged towers of the Raven 
Hall constructed on the ruins of an outpost of what was said to have once been a 
coastal outpost of the fey folk.

Marbad’s pipers filled the hall with music, and though the strange, skirling
wail was not to Sigmar’s taste, the warriors in the hall plainly disagreed with
him, linking arms and swinging one another around a cleared space in the hall to 
its rapid tempo. Wolfgart danced like a madman, working his way along a line of 
young girls, who clapped and laughed at his antics.

Sigmar laughed as Wolfgart and his latest partner spun into a serving girl, 
and sent a tray of roast boar flying through the air. Cooked meat rained down, 
and the king’s wolfhounds bounded into the mass of dancers to snatch up the
tasty morsels. Laughing anarchy erupted as the barking hounds tripped dancers, 
and men and women helped each other to their feet.

“He never was very light on his feet, was he?” said Pendrag, taking a seat
opposite Sigmar.

Sigmar turned away from the chaos of the dance and said, “Aye, sometimes I
wonder how he manages to swing that big sword of his and not take his own head 
off.”

“Blind luck, I assume.”

“There’s something to be said for luck,” said Sigmar, draining the last of
his beer, and banging his mug on the table for more.

“I’d prefer not to rely on it just the same,” said Pendrag. “She’s a fickle
maiden, one minute by your side, the next deserting you for another.”

“There’s truth in that,” agreed Sigmar as a pretty, flaxen-haired serving
girl refilled his mug and smiled seductively. As she moved away, Pendrag 
laughed, and said, “I don’t think you need worry about finding a bed to hop into
tonight, Sigmar.”

“She’s nice, but not my type,” said Sigmar, taking a deep drink.

“No,” said Pendrag. “You prefer girls with dark hair, yes?” Sigmar felt his
face redden, and said, “What do you mean?”

“Come on, don’t play the fool with me, brother,” said Pendrag. “I know you
only have eyes for Ravenna, it’s as clear as day. Anyway, did you think I’d be
so busy teaching old men how to make iron swords that I wouldn’t notice that
golden cloak pin Alaric is making for you?”

“Am I that obvious?”

Pendrag frowned as though he was deep in thought. “Yes.”

“My thoughts are filled with her,” admitted Sigmar.

“So talk to her,” said Pendrag. “Just because her brother is a serpent is no
reason to avoid her. I’ve seen how she looks at you.”

“You have?” asked Sigmar. “I mean, she does?”

“Of course,” laughed Pendrag. “If you weren’t so hung up on this vision of an
empire, you’d see it too. She’s a fine lass is Ravenna, and you will need
a queen someday.”

“A queen?” cried Sigmar. “I hadn’t thought that far ahead!”

“Why not? She’s beautiful and when she took that shield from you, I think I
even fell a little in love with her.”

Sigmar said, “Oh really?” and reached over the table and emptied the last of
his beer over Pendrag, who spluttered in mock indignation and then returned the 
favour. The two friends laughed and clasped hands, and Sigmar felt a great 
weight lift from his shoulders.

He sat back on the bench, and looked over to the head of the table, catching 
his father’s eye as the king beckoned him from across the room.

“My father asks for me,” he said, pushing to his feet, and running his hands
through his beer-soaked hair. He looked down at his sodden jerkin. “Do I look
presentable?”

“Every inch the king’s son,” affirmed Pendrag. “Now look, when Marbad asks
you to tell the story of Astofen, remember to make my part in the battle sound 
exciting.”

“That won’t be a problem,” said Sigmar, slapping a hand on his friend’s
shoulder, and turning to make his way through the feasting warriors to join the 
two kings.

“You know you’re supposed to drink the beer, not wear it, eh?” said Marbad,
laughing as he saw the state of Sigmar.

“My son surrounds himself with rogues,” said Bjorn.

“A man should surround himself with rogues,” nodded Marbad. “It keeps
him honest, eh?”

“Is that why I keep you around, old man?” cried Bjorn.

“Could be,” agreed Marbad, “though I like to think it is because of my
winning personality.”

Sigmar took a seat beside Marbad, his eyes once again straying to the sword 
belted at the Endal king’s side. He longed to see the weapon of the ancient fey
folk, wondering how such a weapon would differ from one crafted by the dwarfs.

Marbad saw his glance, and swiftly drew the blade from its scabbard, offering 
it to Sigmar. The blue gem in the pommel winked in the firelight, and the 
reflected glow of the torches rippled as though trapped within the smooth face 
of the blade.

“Take it,” said Marbad.

Sigmar took the proffered weapon, amazed at its lightness and balance. 
Compared to his sword, Ulfshard was a masterpiece of the weaponsmith’s craft,
entirely different, yet filled with the same ferocious power as Ghal-maraz. The 
blade shimmered with its own internal light, and Sigmar knew that with such 
weapons nations could be forged.

“It’s magnificent,” he said. “I have never seen its like.”

“Nor will you again,” said Marbad. “The fey folk made Ulfshard before they
passed from the lands of men, and unless they return, it will be the only one of 
its kind.”

Sigmar handed the weapon back to King Marbad, his palm tingling from the 
powerful forces bound within the blade.

“Your father has been telling me of your grand dreams for the future, young
Sigmar,” said Marbad, sheathing the sword in one smooth motion. “An empire of
men. It has a ring to it, I’ll give you that, eh?”

Sigmar nodded, and poured more beer from a copper ewer. “It is ambitious, I
know that, but I believe it can be done. More than that, I believe it needs
to be done.”

“How will you begin?” asked Marbad. “Most of the tribes hate each other. I
have no love for the Jutones or the Teutogens, and your people have fought with 
the Merogens and Asoborns in recent years. The Norsii are friends to no man. Did 
you know they perform human sacrifices to the gods of the northern wastes?”

“I had heard that,” nodded Sigmar, “but the same thing was once said of the
Thuringian berserkers, and that was just tall tales.”

Sigmar’s father shook his head. “I have fought the Norsii, my son. I have
seen the carnage left in the wake of their invasions, and Marbad speaks the 
truth. They are a barbarous people without honour.”

“Then we will drive them from the lands of men,” said Sigmar.

Marbad laughed. “He’s got courage, I’ll give him that, Bjorn.”

“It can be done,” persisted Sigmar. “The Endals and the Unberogen are allies,
and my father has ridden to war alongside the Cherusens and Taleutens. Such 
alliances are the beginnings of how I will bring the tribes together.”

“What of the Teutogens and the Ostagoths?” asked Bjorn, “and the Asoborns and
the Brigundians, and all the others?”

Sigmar took a long drink of his beer and said, “I do not know yet, father,
but there is always a way. With swords or words, I will win the tribes to my 
side, and forge a land worthy of those who will come after us.”

“You have great vision, my boy, great vision!” cried King Marbad as he
clapped a proud hand on Sigmar’s shoulder. “If the gods smile on you, I think
you might be the greatest of us all. Now come on, eh? Tell me of Astofen 
Bridge.”


 
 

—<SIX>—

Partings and Meetings

 

 

King Marbad and his warriors stayed with the Unberogen for another week,
enjoying the hospitality of King Bjorn and his people, and repaying it with 
tales of the west and their struggles against the Jutones and the Bretonii. The 
land around the Reik estuary was a place of battle, with three tribes of men 
squeezed into an area with only limited fertile land.

“Why did Marius not stay to fight the Teutogens?” Sigmar had asked one night
as he and his father dined with Marbad.

“Marius was humbled by Artur in their first battle,” said Marbad, “and the
king of the Jutones isn’t a man who likes to be humbled. Artur’s Teutogens are
fierce warriors, but they’re also disciplined and have learned much from the
dwarfs who helped them burrow up through that damned mountain of theirs.”

“The Fauschlag Rock,” said Sigmar. “It sounds incredible.”

“Aye,” agreed Bjorn. “To see it you’d think only gods would dare live up so
high.”

“You have seen it?” asked Sigmar.

“Once,” nodded Bjorn. “It reaches the sky I think. The tallest thing I ever
saw that wasn’t a mountain range, and even then it was a close run thing.”

“Your father has the truth of it, young Sigmar,” said Marbad, “but living up
high on that big rock changes a man’s perspective. Artur was once a good man, a
noble king, but looking down on the land he became greedy and wanted to be 
master of all he could see. He led his warriors west and smashed Marius’ army
in a great battle on the coast, driving the Jutones south to the Reik estuary. 
Masons followed in the wake of this victory, and built towers of stone and high 
walls. Within a few years a dozen of these things were spread across what had 
once been Jutone land, and Artur’s warriors could attack at will across the
forest. Much as I hate to admit it, Marius is a canny war leader, and the Jutone 
hunters are masters of the bow, but even they could not prevail against Artur’s
stratagems. To survive they had to come further south.”

“Into your lands,” finished Sigmar.

“Aye, into my lands, but we have the Raven Hall, and they’ll not soon take
that from us. We still hold the lands north of the river’s mouth, and we’ll
fight to hold the Jutones from taking any more ground for now, but they’ll keep
coming. They don’t have a choice, for the coastal region is little more than a
wasteland, and few things will grow there.”

“You have our swords, brother,” said Bjorn, reaching out to clasp Marbad’s
hand.

“Aye, and they are welcome,” nodded Marbad. “And if ever you need to call on
the Raven Helms, they will ride to your aid.”

Sigmar had watched his father and Marbad offer their oath of aid, and knew 
that through such alliances might his grand vision of an empire be realised. It 
was with a heavy heart that he gathered with the rest of the Unberogen warriors 
to bid Marbad farewell from Reikdorf.

The sun was high, and the spring morning was crisp and bright. The last of 
winter’s cold still hung in the air, but the promise of summer was in every
breath. The Raven Helms in their dark armour rode through the gate, flanked by 
the tall pipers, and the king’s banner was borne proudly aloft.

Marbad mounted his horse, grunting as his stiff limbs made the task arduous.

“Ach, I’m not a young man, eh?” he said, settling his cloak over the back of
his horse and altering his sword belt to have Ulfshard sit more comfortably at 
his side.

“None of us are anymore, Marbad,” said Bjorn.

“No, but “tis the way of things, brother, the old must make way for the
young, eh?”

“That’s supposed to be the way of it, aye,” said Bjorn, casting a curious
glance at Sigmar.

Marbad turned to Sigmar and leaned down to offer him his hand. “Fare thee
well, Sigmar. I hope you achieve your empire some day, though I doubt I will be 
alive to see it.”

“I hope you are, my lord,” said Sigmar. “I can imagine no stauncher ally than
the Endals.”

“He’s a flatterer too, eh?” laughed Marbad. “You will go far indeed. Any you
cannot defeat with swords, you’ll win over with words.”

The king of the Endals turned his horse, and rode through the gates to join 
the waiting Raven Helms. As they rode off, the cheers of the Unberogen, who had 
gathered to watch their departure, followed them as they began the long journey 
home.

The riders crossed the Sudenreik Bridge, past groups of men building new 
homes and buildings on the other side of the river. Reikdorf was growing, and 
fresh walls were even now being raised to expand the town across the river.

“I like Marbad,” said Sigmar, turning to his father.

“Aye, he is an easy man to like,” agreed Bjorn. “Back in the day, he was a
mighty warrior. In his prime he would have attacked the Jutones and driven them 
away. Perhaps it might have been better for the Endals had rulership passed to 
one of his sons, to someone with more thirst for battle.”

“What do you mean?” asked Sigmar, walking back into the settlement with his
father as the people of Reikdorf returned to their labours.

Bjorn put his hand on Sigmar’s shoulder and said, “In a wolf pack, the leader
is always the strongest, yes?”

“Yes,” agreed Sigmar.

“While it is strong and can fight off challenges from the younger wolves, it
remains the leader,” said Bjorn. “All the while, the other wolves know that one
day the leader will get old, and they will tear out his throat. Sometimes the 
leader senses when it is his time, leaving the pack and heading into the wilds 
to die alone with dignity. It is a terrible thing when age makes us weak and we 
become vulnerable or a burden. Better to leave while there’s still some strength
left to you than die uselessly with no legacy to call your own. Do you 
understand me?”

“I do,” said Sigmar.

“It is a hard thing to do,” said Bjorn. “A man will cleave to power as he
will a beautiful woman, but sometimes it must be set aside when the time is 
right. Everything has its time in the sun, but a thing that goes on beyond its 
allotted span is a terrible thing, my son. It weakens everything around it and 
tarnishes the memory of what glory it once had.”

 

“Where are we going?” asked Ravenna as Sigmar led her through the trees
towards the sound of rushing water Sigmar smiled at the nervous excitement he 
heard in her voice. She was scared being blindfolded this far from Reikdorf, but 
pleased to be here with him on this perfect spring morning.

“Just a little further,” he said. “Just down this slope. Careful, watch your
step.”

The day was bright, the sun not yet at its zenith, and the forest was filled 
with birdsong. A soft wind drifted through the trees, and the gurgling of the 
water over rocks was soothing.

Spring had restored Ravenna’s spirits, and the energising optimism that
filled Reikdorf in the months following the snows had helped lift her from 
melancholy. Once again, she smiled, and it had been like a ray of sunshine in 
his heart to hear her laughing with the other young girls of the tribe as they 
came in from the fields.

Since the night he had told her of his grand dream, Sigmar had thought of 
little else other than Ravenna: her night-dark hair and the sway of her hips as 
she walked. As much as he had vision for greater things for his people, he was 
still a man, and Ravenna fired his blood.

They had seen each other as often as time had allowed, but never enough for 
either of them, and only now, as the touch of summer began to warm the ground, 
had they found time to escape for an afternoon together.

They had ridden along hunters’ paths deep into the woodland, through open
clearings and along rutted tracks identified with marker stones. Eventually, 
Sigmar had led them from the path and into the forest, where they had dismounted 
and tethered the horses to the low branches of a sapling. Sigmar had taken a 
hide pack and cloth-wrapped bundle from his horse’s panniers and slung them over
his shoulder before taking her hand and leading her onwards.

“Come on, Sigmar,” said Ravenna. “Where are we?”

“In the forest to the west of Reikdorf, about five miles’ out,” he said,
taking her hand and guiding her down the worn path that led to the river. With 
her eyes covered, he was free to look at her openly, taking in the curve of her 
jaw and the smoothness of her skin, so pale against the ochre yellow of her 
dress.

Her hands were tough, the fingers callused, but the warmth in them sent a 
flush of excitement through him.

“Five miles?” she laughed, taking tentative steps. “So far!”

Though they were well within the borders of Unberogen land, it was still not 
entirely safe to travel so far into the forests alone, but he did not want any 
worries for their safety to intrude on this day.

“This?” he said. “This is nothing, soon I will take you to see the open lands
far to the south, and north to the ocean. Then you will have travelled 
far.”

“You haven’t even seen those places yet,” she pointed out.

“True,” said Sigmar, “but I will.”

“Oh yes,” she replied, “when you’re building your empire.”

“Exactly,” said Sigmar. “Right… we are here.”

“I can feel the sun on my face,” said Ravenna. “Are we in a clearing?”

“Watch your eyes,” he said. “I am going to take off your blindfold.”

Sigmar moved around behind her, and undid the loose knot with which he had 
secured the strip of cloth across her eyes. She blinked as she adjusted to the 
light, but within moments her face lit up at the beauty of the sight before her.

They stood on a grassy bank at the edge of a river, its waters crystal and 
foaming white as it gambolled over a series of smooth boulders buried in the 
shallows of the riverbed. Sunlight glittered on the fractured water and 
silver-skinned fish darted beneath the surface.

“It’s wonderful,” said Ravenna, taking his hand and heading to the riverbank.

Sigmar smiled as he revelled in her enjoyment, dropping the hide sack and 
cloth bundle to the grass, and happily allowed her to drag him behind her. 
Standing at the river’s edge, Ravenna took a deep breath, her eyes closed as she
took in the unspoiled scents of the deep forest.

Jasmine was heavy on the air, but Sigmar had no sense of the beauty around 
him, save that of the young woman beside him.

“Thank you for bringing me here,” she said. “How did you know of this place?”

“This is the River Skein,” said Sigmar, “where we met Blacktusk.”

“The great boar?” asked Ravenna.

Sigmar nodded, gesturing to a point on the opposite bank of the river near 
one of the rounded boulders. “Yes, the great boar himself. He came out of the
woods just there, and I remember Wolfgart nearly dropped dead of fright when he 
saw him.”

“Wolfgart, afraid?” laughed Ravenna, glancing nervously across the river.
“Now that I would have liked to have seen. Is the boar still alive?”

“I don’t know,” said Sigmar. “I hope so.”

“You hope so? I heard Blacktusk was a monster that killed an entire hunting
party.”

“That’s true enough,” admitted Sigmar, “but he was a noble creature, and I
think we sensed something in each other that we recognised.”

“What did you recognise in a boar?” laughed Ravenna, kicking her boots off
and sitting on the riverbank. “I’m not trying to flatter you, but I do not think
you look much like a boar.”

Ravenna dangled her feet in the cool waters and tilted her head towards the 
sun.

“No,” he said. “I didn’t mean that, though you should see me with a
hangover.”

“Then what did you mean?”

Sigmar sat next to her and undid the thongs holding his boots in place. The 
water was cold, and he felt his skin tingle pleasantly as he immersed his feet 
in the fast flowing river.

“I meant that we were both one of a kind.”

She laughed, and gave him a playful shove before seeing that he was serious.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t mean to laugh.”

“I know, it sounds arrogant, but it is what I felt,” said Sigmar. “Blacktusk
was enormous, the biggest animal I have ever seen, legs like tree trunks and a 
chest wider than the biggest horse in the king’s stables. He was unique.”

“You are right,” said Ravenna. “That does sound arrogant.”

“Is it? I don’t think so, for I am the only one who seems to have a vision of
anything better for us than what we have at the moment. The kings of the tribes 
are content with their lot, squabbling amongst themselves, and fighting the orcs 
and beasts as they are attacked.”

“But not you?”

“No, not me,” agreed Sigmar, “but I did not bring you here to talk of war and
death.”

“Oh?” said Ravenna, flicking a spray of water towards him. “So what did
you bring me here for?”

Sigmar pushed himself to his feet and retrieved the items he had brought from 
his horse’s panniers. He laid the hide pack beside him and handed Ravenna the
cloth-wrapped bundle.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“Open it and find out.”

Ravenna eagerly unfolded the cloth protecting the bundle’s contents, turning
it over as she uncovered what lay within. The last covering fell away, and she 
gasped as she saw a folded emerald cloak embroidered with curling spirals of 
gold. Silver thread intertwined with the gold, and the collar of the cloak was 
edged in soft ermine.

Sitting on the folded garment was a tapering golden cloak pin adorned with an 
azure stone at its thickest end. Set in the centre of a circle of glittering 
gold worked into the shape of a snake devouring its own tail. The workmanship 
was exquisite. Small bands along the length of the snake’s body were engraved
with the symbol of a twin-tailed comet.

“I… I don’t know what to say,” said Ravenna. “It’s wonderful.”

“Eoforth told me that the snake eating its own tail is a symbol for rebirth
and renewal,” said Sigmar as Ravenna turned the pin over in her hands, staring
in open-mouthed admiration at the incredible piece of jewellery. “The start of
new things… and the coming together of two into one.”

“Two into one,” smiled Ravenna.

“So he tells me,” said Sigmar. “I had Master Alaric fashion the pin for me,
but I think he only agreed so he wouldn’t have to make any more mail shirts.”

Ravenna traced her fingers around the gold circle. “I have never owned
anything so beautiful,” she said, and Sigmar heard a tremor in her voice. “And
this cloak…”

“It was my mother’s,” said Sigmar. “My father said she wore it when they were
wed.”

Ravenna placed the pin back on the cloak, and said, “These are exceptional
gifts, Sigmar. Thank you so much.”

Sigmar blushed, happy they had pleased her. “I am glad you like them.”

“I love them,” said Ravenna. She nodded to the hide pack beside him. “And
what is in there? More presents?”

He smiled. “Not quite,” he said, reaching over and opening the hide pack to
lift out some muslin-wrapped cheese and a number of slices of bread. A wax 
sealed clay jug came next, followed by two pewter goblets.

“Food,” she said. “You thought of everything.”

Sigmar broke the seal on the jug, and poured a crisp liquid the colour of 
pale apple juice. He handed her a goblet. “Wine from the slopes of the Reik
estuary,” he said, “courtesy of King Marbad.”

They drank together, and Sigmar enjoyed the refreshing bite of the wine. A 
more refined taste than the beer he was used to, it was, nevertheless, enjoyably 
crisp.

“You like it?” he asked.

“I do,” said Ravenna. “It’s sweet.”

“Be careful, Marbad warned me it’s quite strong.”

“Are you trying to get me drunk?”

“Do I need to?”

“That depends on what you’re trying to achieve.”

Sigmar took another mouthful of wine, feeling as though he was already drunk, 
but knowing it had nothing to do with the alcohol.

“I know of no clever way to say this,” said Sigmar, “so I am just going to
say it.”

“Say what?”

“I love you, Ravenna,” he said simply. “I always have, but I am not skilled
with words and have not known how to say it until now.”

Ravenna’s eyes widened at his declaration, and he feared he had made a
terrible error, until she reached out with her free hand and ran her fingers 
down his cheek.

“That is the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me,” she said.

“You are in my thoughts every day,” said Sigmar, his words coming out in a
gabbled rush. “Every time I see you, I want to sweep you up in my arms and hold
you.”

She smiled and halted his ramblings by leaning forward to kiss him, her lips 
tasting of the wine and a thousand other flavours he would remember for the rest 
of his life. Sigmar kissed her back, sliding his arms around her and lowering 
her towards the grass.

Ravenna’s arms slipped naturally around his shoulders, and they kissed for
many minutes until their hands found each other’s belts and buttons. Their
clothes slipped from their bodies with ease, and though Sigmar knew it was 
foolish to be so exposed this far into the forest, all thoughts of caution were 
banished by the sight of her naked flesh beneath him.

Her skin was pale and smooth, and her flesh lean and hard from days spent 
working the fields, yet soft and supple and flushed with excitement.

Sigmar had bedded his share of village girls, but as his hands explored her 
body, he felt as though this beauty before him erased the memory of them. His 
every touch was experimental, tentative and deliciously new. Likewise, her hands 
touched the hard, corded muscles of his chest and arms with unabashed pleasure.

They kissed fiercely as they made love, their every movement gaining in 
confidence. Sigmar wished that the moment would never end. The chill feel of the 
wind on his back, the rushing of the river and Ravenna’s rapid breath rang like
thunder in his ears.

At last they were spent, and lay wrapped together on the banks of the river, 
all thoughts of the world beyond this moment forgotten.

Sigmar rolled onto his elbow and ran his fingertips along the length of her 
body.

“When I am king, I will marry you,” he said.

Ravenna smiled, and his heart was snared.

 

The cave was dark and filled with echoes of the past: grand deeds, villainous
betrayal and horrifying carnage. Some had been plotted and some had been 
prevented, but as with all things, they had their origins with men and their 
desires.

The hag woman sat in the centre of the cave, a cauldron of black iron hissing 
on a low fire in front of her. Evil-smelling smoke rose from the skin of murky 
liquid at the base of the pot, and she sprinkled a handful of rotten herbs and 
mildew into the hot metal.

Hissing smoke rose from the mixture, and she took a deep draught into her 
lungs as she felt the power that blew from the northern realms fill her body. 
Men knew little of this energy, fearing its power to transform and twist 
creatures into vile monsters. In their ignorance, they called it sorcery or 
simply evil, but the hag woman knew that this power was simply an 
elemental force that could be shaped by the will of one strong enough.

As a child, she had been cursed with visions of things that later came to 
pass, and could perform miraculous feats without effort. Fires could dance on 
her fingertips, and the shadows would obey her commands, carrying her wherever 
she desired.

For this she had been feared, and her parents had pleaded with her to stop, 
to keep her abilities to herself. They had loved her, but they had dreaded her 
coming of age, and she could hear them as they wept and cursed the gods that had 
delivered them such an afflicted child.

She was young, however, and the temptation to make use of her ability was too 
great. She had entertained the other children of the village with dazzling 
displays of light and fire, sending them squealing home with tales of her 
wondrous powers.

She had told her father of this, and her heart had broken as she saw the 
anguish etched into his face. Without a word spoken, he had taken up his axe and 
led her from their small home and into the dusk-lit forest.

They had walked for hours until she had fallen asleep, and he had carried her 
against his chest. If she tried, she could still recall the smell of his leather 
jerkin and the peaty aroma of the marshes as he splashed through the shallow 
bogs of the Brackenwalsch.

With the green moon high overhead, he had set her down amid the reeds and 
black water, the drone of insects and distant splashes of marsh toads loud in 
the darkness. His axe had come up, moonlight glinting on the sharpened blade, 
and she had cried as he had cried also.

The hag woman felt her anger grow and viciously suppressed it. Anger would 
cause the north wind to surge with fierce power and send her into a dark spiral 
of hate. To soar on the currents of power, the mind needed to be clear. Anger 
would only cloud her thoughts.

Her father had held the axe aloft, his arms shaking at the terrible thing he 
was about to do, but before it descended to end her life, a strong voice rang 
out, carried across the bleak fens with fierce authority.

“Leave the child,” said the voice. “She belongs to me now.”

Her father had backed away, dropping his axe to the waters with a heavy 
splash.

She cried for him, but he had vanished into the darkness, and she never saw 
him again.

She had turned to see a withered old crone in ragged black robes making her 
surefooted way through the marsh towards her. Her fear was instantly multiplied 
as she sensed a dreadful familiarity and awful inevitability steal over her, but 
her feet were rooted to the spot, and she could not move.

“You have the gift, child,” said the crone as she stood before her.

She had shaken her head, but the crone had laughed bitterly. “You cannot lie,
girl. I see it in you as my predecessor saw it in me. Now come with me, there is 
much to teach you, and already the dark powers are conspiring to see me ended.”

“I don’t want to go,” she had said. “I want to go home. I want my papa.”

“Your papa was going to kill you,” said the crone. “There is nothing for you
to go back to. If you return, the priests of the wolf god will burn you as a 
practitioner of the dark arts. You will die in pain. Is that what you want?”

“No!”

“No,” agreed the crone. “Now give me your hand and I will teach you how to
use that power of yours.”

She had wept, and the crone’s hand, fast as a blade, snapped out and slapped
her hard across her cheek.

“Do not cry, child,” snapped the crone. “Save your tears for the dead. If you
are to use your power and live, you will need to be stronger than this.”

The crone offered her hand. “Now come. There is much to teach you and little
time to learn it.”

Stifling her tears, she had taken the crone’s hand and been led deep into the
marshes where she learned of the mighty wind of power that blew from the north. 
The long years had taught her much: the power of charms and curses, the means to 
read portents and omens and, perhaps most importantly, the hearts and minds of 
men.

“Though they will hate you for your powers, men will ever seek you out to
cheat what the world has decreed should be their fate,” explained the crone, who
had never told her a name.

“Then why should we help them?” she had asked.

“Because that is the role we play in this world.”

“But why?”

“I cannot answer you, child,” said the crone. “There has always been a hag
woman dwelling in the Brackenwalsch, and there always will be. We are part of 
the world as much as the tribes of men and their towns. The power we tap into is 
dangerous; it can twist the hearts of even the noblest person, turning them into 
a creature of darkness. We use this power so others do not have to. It is a 
lonely life, yes, but the race of man is not meant to wield such powers, no 
matter what others might one day decide, for man is too weak to resist its 
temptations.”

“Then this is our fate?” she had asked. “To guide and protect while being
feared and hated? To never know love or family?”

“Indeed,” agreed the crone. “This is our burden to bear. Now we will speak no
more on it, for time is short, and already I can feel my doom approaching in the 
tramp of booted feet and the sharpening of cook’s knives.”

A year later, her teacher was dead, boiled alive in her own cauldron by orcs.

She had watched as the crone was killed, feeling no sadness or need to 
intervene. The crone had known of her death for decades, just as she too knew 
the day of her death, and the time she would seek out an unwilling child of 
power to become her successor.

A group of men had come upon the orcs in the midst of a terrible thunderstorm 
and destroyed them. The leader of these men had slaughtered the orcs with deadly 
sweeps of his two-bladed axe as the woman who travelled with them screamed in 
pain. As the battle drew to a close, the woman’s screams ended, and the screams
of a newborn cleaved the air.

Anguished cries came from the men, who discovered that the woman was dead. 
She watched the grieving axeman lift a bloody baby from the ground as a roaring 
peal of thunder split the sky and a mighty comet lit the heavens with twin fiery 
tails.

“The Child of Thunder… born with the sound of battle in his ears and the feel
of blood on his skin,” she hissed. “Yours will be a life of greatness, but one
of war.”

Over the years, she had found her thoughts ever drawn to the child born 
beneath the sign of the twin-tailed comet, the currents of power that flowed 
around him, and the twisting fates he shaped simply by existing.

More and more, she knew that great powers had been unleashed with this 
child’s birth, but that they had left their work undone. To achieve his
potential, much had yet to happen to him: joy, grief, anger, betrayal and a 
great love that would forever change the destiny of this land.

She allowed her spirit to fly free of her body, leaving behind her wasted, 
skeletal frame, and soaring on wings of the spirit, where all flesh was 
meaningless and strength of spirit was all. Invisible currents filled the air, 
stirred by the warlike hearts of mankind and myriad creatures of this world, and 
these currents blew strong, bathing the land in unseen thunderheads of roiling 
power.

The marshes of the Brackenwalsch seethed with ancient energies, the ground 
saturated in the raw power that bubbled up from the world’s centre. She could
see the world laid out before her like a great map, the great mountains of the 
south and east, the mighty ocean of the west and the lands of the fey beyond it.

The great wind of power blew in variegated clouds from the north, a mixture 
of powerful reds and purples with only a few spots of white and gold amongst the 
ugly, warlike colours. The darker colours were growing stronger, and war was 
looming like a vast shadow covering the land with its promise of destruction, 
famine and widows.

Her sight swooped low over the world, seeing the lone, trudging figure she 
had been waiting for as he made his way carefully through the marsh. His green 
cloak was pulled tightly around his lean frame, and she was mildly irritated 
that he had reached the hill where she made her home without her becoming aware 
of him.

Swirling colours surrounded him, vivid reds, shocking pinks and lascivious 
purples. An instrument of the dark powers, to be sure, but one with a purpose 
that suited her own for now.

She returned swiftly to her flesh, groaning as the weight of her years 
settled upon her after the freedom of the spirit. When her kind died out, none 
would remember how to soar on the winds of power, and the thought saddened her 
as she heard wet footfalls beyond the mouth of her cave.

She blinked away the harsh smoke, and awaited the arrival of the young man 
with vengeance and betrayal on his mind.

He was startingly handsome, and his finely sculpted, slender physique stirred 
a longing in her that she had never before known. Handsome to the point of 
obscenity, his features were the perfect combination of hard masculinity and 
feminine softness.

Dark hair was gathered in a short ponytail, and a sword, sheathed in a black 
leather scabbard, was belted at his side.

“Welcome to my home, Gerreon of the Unberogen,” she said.


 
 

BOOK TWO

Forging the King

 

 

Mighty is Sigmar

He who saves a dwarf king

From dishonour 

How can I reward him? 

A hammer of war 

A hammer of iron 

Which fell from the sky 

With two tongues of fire 

From the forge of the gods 

Worked by runesmiths 

Ghal-maraz is its name 

The Splitter of Skulls.


 
 

—<SEVEN>—

All our People

 

 

Firelight illuminated the faces of the warriors around him, and Sigmar nodded
to Wolfgart and Pendrag as he saw the shadowy forms of Svein and Cuthwin making 
their way downhill through the thick undergrowth. Both moved in silence, their 
skill in blending with the landscape making them Sigmar’s most valued scouts.

“Here they come,” whispered Sigmar.

His sword-brothers peered through the twilight gloom. “You have keen eyes,
brother,” said Wolfgart. “I can see nothing.”

Pendrag nodded towards a line of trees and said, “There. By the elms, I
think.”

Wolfgart squinted, but shook his head. “Like ghosts they are,” he said.

“They’d be poor scouts if they let themselves be seen,” pointed out Pendrag.

The two scouts stepped from behind the trees they had been using as cover and 
Sigmar waved them over to the group of horsemen that lurked in the tangled 
bushes at the edge of the crater. The terrain here was steep and heavily wooded, 
the ground underfoot earthy and strewn with jagged, black rocks.

Legend said a piece of the moon had fallen here centuries ago and smashed a 
hole in the ground. Sigmar did not know if that was true, but the land around 
this place was barren, and nothing good grew here. The air had a foul reek to it 
and the trees were twisted as if in pain. The bushes that sprouted along the 
edges of the crater were wiry and barbed, the thorns weeping a greenish sap that 
impacted fever dreams to any man unlucky enough to be scratched.

The sound of muffled drams and guttural brays drifted over the rocky lip of 
the crater, accompanied by a dark tongue issuing from throats never meant to 
give voice to language.

Fifty warriors wrapped in wolfskin cloaks awaited the scouts, and Sigmar 
prayed that the ground was favourable, for he could feel the need for vengeance 
burning in every man’s heart. The butchery inflicted by the beasts on the
settlements straddling the borders of the Unberogen and Asoborn lands had been 
unprecedented.

“What did you see?” he asked when the two scouts drew near enough to hear his
whisper.

“Around sixty or seventy beasts,” replied Svein, “drunk and bloody.”

“Captives?”

Svein’s normally jovial face hardened and he nodded. “Aye, but none in a good
way. The beasts have made sport of them.”

“And they have no idea we are here?” asked Wolfgart.

Cuthwin shook his head. “I brought us in downwind of their encampment. None
of them are looking outwards, they are too… busy… with the captives.”

“You’re sure?” pressed Wolfgart.

“I’m sure,” snapped Cuthwin. “If they find us here it will be because of your
bloody noise.”

Sigmar hid his smile from Wolfgart as he remembered the night when he had 
discovered Cuthwin sneaking towards the longhouse in the centre of Reikdorf, 
nearly six years ago. It had been the night before they had ridden to battle at 
Astofen Bridge, and Sigmar remembered the lad’s stealth and defiant courage,
traits that served him well as one of Sigmar’s warriors.

Wolfgart bristled in anger at the young scout’s words, but kept his mouth
shut.

“Pendrag,” said Sigmar, “take fifteen warriors and ride eastwards for three
hundred paces. Wolfgart, you do the same to the west.”

“And you?” asked Wolfgart. “What will you be doing?”

“I’ll be riding over the ridge charging into the heart of the beasts’
encampment,” said Sigmar. “When they come at me, you pair will ride in from the
flanks and crush them.”

“Sound plan,” said Wolfgart. “Nice and simple.”

Pendrag looked as though he was about to argue, but shrugged and turned his 
horse to gather his men. Sigmar nodded to Wolfgart, who followed Pendrag’s
example and rode off to gather the warriors he would lead into battle.

Sigmar turned in his saddle to face the warrior behind him as the tempo of 
the drams from within the crater increased, and said, “Gerreon, are you ready?”

Trinovantes’ twin rode forward to join him, and grinned wolfishly “I am
ready, brother.”

 

Sigmar and Gerreon had made their peace six years ago.

Sigmar had been sparring with Pendrag upon the Field of Swords at the base of 
Warrior’s Hill, practising with sword and spear, when Trinovantes’ brother had
sought him out. The Field of Swords was the name given to a wide area of ground 
within Reikdorf’s walls where the veteran warriors of the ever-expanding town 
trained the younger men for battle.

Wolfgart had argued that it was bad luck to learn the skills of war before a 
place of the dead, but Sigmar had insisted, claiming that every warrior needed 
to know what was at stake if they faltered.

Scores of youngsters learned to fight with sword and spear under Alfgeir’s
merciless tutelage, while Wolfgart instructed others in archery. Targets carved 
to resemble orcs had been set up, and the thwack of accurately loosed 
arrows and the clash of iron swords filled the air.

Every man in Reikdorf now owned an iron sword, and Pendrag and Alaric had 
travelled throughout the Unberogen lands over the years to ensure that every 
smith laboured in a forge equipped with a water-powered bellows capable of 
producing such weapons. Few warriors now wore bronze armour, and most riders 
were equipped with mail shirts of linked iron rings or hauberks of overlapping 
scales.

Emissaries from the Jutones, Cherusens and Taleutens had observed the great 
leaps the Unberogen were making, and King Bjorn relished the thought of his 
tribe’s strength being known far and wide throughout the land.

“Here comes trouble,” said Pendrag as Gerreon approached.

Sigmar lowered his sword and turned to face Ravenna’s brother, already
tensing for harsh words and the handsome warrior’s outrage at his behaviour with
his sister. It was no secret that he and Ravenna were becoming closer, and only 
a blind man could have missed their obvious feelings for one another.

He was just surprised it had taken Gerreon this long to approach him.

As always, Gerreon was immaculately dressed, his buckskin trews of the finest 
quality, his black jerkin stitched with silver thread and his boots crafted from 
soft leather.

His hand lightly gripped the hilt of his sword, a sword Sigmar had seen him 
wield with terrifying, dazzling skill in numerous practice bouts and battles.

Sigmar was a fine swordsman, but Gerreon was what the Roppsmenn of the east 
called a blademaster. He tensed, expecting furious indignation, and felt 
Pendrag move alongside him.

“Gerreon,” said Sigmar, “if this is about Ravenna…”

“No, Sigmar,” replied Gerreon. “This is not about my sister. It is about you
and I.”

Surely Gerreon did not mean to challenge him to a combat? To challenge the 
king’s son was madness. Even if he won, the king’s guards would kill him.

“Then what is it about?”

Gerreon removed his hand from his sword hilt. “I have had time to think since
Trinovantes’ death, and I am ashamed of the things I said and did when you
returned from Astofen. He was your friend and you loved him dearly.”

“That I did, Gerreon,” said Sigmar.

“I just wanted you to know that I do not blame you for his death. As my
sister said, it was an orcs that killed him, not you. If you will offer me your 
forgiveness, then I will offer you friendship as my brother once did.”

Gerreon smiled his dazzling smile and offered his hand to Sigmar, “And as my
sister now does.”

Sigmar felt his face reddening as he took Gerreon’s hand. “You are
Unberogen,” he said. “You do not need my forgiveness, but you have it
anyway.”

“Thank you,” said Gerreon. “This means a lot to me, Sigmar. I did not know if
I had forfeited any chance of friendship.”

“Never,” said Sigmar. “What kind of empire will I forge if there is division
within the Unberogen? No, Gerreon, you are one of us and you always will be.”

They shook hands, and Gerreon smiled in relief. 

 

* * * * *

 

Wolfgart and Pendrag had been suspicious of this sudden contrition, but in
the years that followed, Sigmar’s trust had been vindicated, and Gerreon had
earned their respect in dozens of desperate fights. At the Battle of the Barren 
Hills, Gerreon had saved Sigmar’s life, neatly beheading an orc’s war leader
that had pinned him beneath the body of its slain wolf.

Against Teutogen raiders, Gerreon had also despatched an archer ready to 
loose a point-blank shaft into Sigmar’s unprotected back.

Time and time again, Gerreon had ridden into battle alongside them, and each 
time, Sigmar was thankful for the strength of character that had driven the 
warrior to seek forgiveness. Ravenna had been overjoyed, and Sigmar had spent 
many pleasant times with her and Gerreon, hunting, riding the forest trails or 
simply talking long into the night of his dream of uniting the tribes of man.

Now, with the darkness all around them and his sword-brothers riding away 
from him to circle around the crater, Sigmar was grateful for Gerreon’s
presence. He counted a hundred heartbeats before urging his stallion forward, 
the twenty warriors who remained with him following swiftly behind.

The sound of the drums grew louder as the horses climbed the rocky slopes of 
the crater, and Sigmar twisted in the saddle to address the riders behind them. 
Each wore a mail shirt, and many sported iron breastplates and shoulder guards. 
Red cloaks flowed from their shoulders, and every rider carried a long spear and 
heavy sword.

“We hit them hard and fast,” said Sigmar. “Make lots of noise when you
charge, I want them all looking at us.”

He could see in their faces that every man knew what to do. “Good hunting,”
he said.

The ridge at the top of the crater drew nearer, limned in starlight, and the 
clouds above glowed orange from the fires below. A scream tore the night, and 
Sigmar felt his anger grow at the terror and unimaginable pain it conveyed.

“You realise the risk we’re taking,” said Gerreon.

“I do, but we cannot wait,” said Sigmar. “If we do not attack now, the beasts
will vanish into the deep forest and we will lose any chance to avenge the dead. 
No, they die tonight.”

Gerreon nodded and slid his sword from its sheath.

Sigmar hefted a heavy, iron-tipped spear from the quiver slung behind him.

“Unberogen!” he yelled, raking his heels along the stallion’s flanks. “Ride
to vengeance!”

The stallion surged over the crater’s lip, and his riders followed him with a
roaring war cry.

Below was a scene of bedlam. Flames roared skyward, and packs of monstrously 
twisted beasts filled the basin of the crater, carousing and drunk on slaughter 
and vile spirits.

Freakish monsters of fur and hide, the hideous creatures were the bastard 
gets of man and beast, shaggy goat heads atop muscular torsos and twisted, 
reverse jointed legs. Red-skinned creatures with horned skulls and whipping 
tails capered amid mounds of the dead, while lumbering beasts that resembled a 
dreadful fusion of horse and rider lurched drunkenly around the edges of the 
campsite.

A great black stone reared above the gathering at the crater’s centre, a
spike of obsidian carved with hideous runes that spoke of slaughter and 
debauchery. A huge, bull-headed beast in a ragged black cloak tore the heart 
from a still-living captive as mad creatures of no easily identifiable heritage 
slithered and capered around the stone in lunatic adoration.

Their howls mingled with the drumbeats of huge, wolf-headed creatures that 
hammered their taloned paws on crude hide drums.

Bound men, women and children were spread throughout the camp, their bodies 
abused and beaten. Many were dead, and all had been tortured. Others had simply 
been eaten alive, and Sigmar’s anger, already white-hot, threatened to overwhelm
him as he felt a red mist descend upon him.

Sigmar was no berserker, however, and he focused his rage into a burning 
spear of cold anger.

His stallion pounded down the slope, and a wordless cry of hatred burst form 
his lips. An Unberogen war horn sounded, the strident notes of each blast 
seeming to carry them towards their foe with greater speed.

The creatures were rousing themselves, though their debauched revelries had 
left them lethargic and unprepared. The bull-headed beast let loose a deafening 
bellow that echoed from the sides of the crater, and the relentless tattoo of 
the drums ceased.

A handful of the red-skinned monsters hurled spears at the riders, but they 
were poorly aimed, and none of the riders were troubled. Sigmar hurled his own 
spear, the heavy missile punching through a beast’s back and pinning it to a
stunted tree. His warriors cast their own spears, and the air was filled with 
grunting roars of pain.

Cuthwin and Svein loosed arrows from the crater’s lip, and each
goose-feathered shaft felled another beast. With no time to hurl another spear, 
Sigmar took up Ghal-maraz and swung it at the snarling, bestial face of a 
shaggy, bear-headed monster.

The warhammer cleaved the beast’s skull, and Sigmar rode deeper into the
press of enemies. Snapping jaws and yellowed talons flashed towards him. His 
horse screamed in pain as a stabbing spear tore into its haunch. Sigmar 
backhanded Ghal-maraz into his attacker’s chest, crushing its ribcage and
hurling it through the air.

The Unberogen smashed through the beasts’ campsite in a trampling fury of
blades. Spears stabbed and swords hacked clawed limbs from powerfully muscled 
shoulders. The centaur creatures bellowed in defiance as they charged in, long 
axes and spiked clubs raised.

Sigmar saw one of his riders battered from his steed by such a weapon, the 
man falling to the ground broken and dead, his armour no defence against the 
brute strength of the monster.

The reek of the creatures was a potent mix of wet fur, blood and excrement. 
Sigmar gagged as a cackling devil-creature leapt onto his horse and buried its 
needle fangs in the muscle of his arm.

Sigmar slammed his elbow back, smashing its lupine features and dislodging it 
from his flesh. He drew his dagger with his free hand and stabbed backwards, 
plunging the blade into his attacker’s belly. The beast fell from his horse, and
he stabbed the dagger through the eye of a snarling creature that charged him 
with a wide-bladed axe. The blade was torn from his hand, and he heard more 
cries of pain as the beasts finally overcame the shock of the Unberogen charge.

The great beast in the centre of the camp stood with its arms outstretched, 
lightning dancing in the palms of its hands. Sigmar looked up to the east and 
west as he heard the war cries of his sword brothers. First Pendrag appeared and 
then Wolfgart, leading the remainder of his warriors in the charge.

“Unberogen!” he yelled, riding into the thick of the fighting.

Sigmar swung Ghal-maraz left and right, slaying beasts with every blow, and 
roaring with the release of battle. The thunder of horses’ hooves echoed around
the crater as Wolfgart and Pendrag charged into battle, the clash of swords and 
axes deafening.

Then the lightning struck.

As though hurled by some malign god, a sizzling spear of blue-white light 
slammed into the ground in the midst of the Unberogen. The bolt exploded, and 
men, horses and beasts were hurled through the air as its deadly energy tore 
through them.

The reek of burned meat filled the air, and Sigmar blinked away dazzling 
afterimages, horrified at the awesome destruction. Another bolt of lightning 
crashed into the earth, ripping a zigzagging trail of destruction as the 
blinding light split the sky.

Screams of pain sounded, and horses thrashed madly on the ground, their legs 
blasted to stumps by the power of the lightning. Roaring monsters fell upon the 
downed riders, stabbing with crude spears and knives. Crackling arcs of energy 
danced in the air, zipping from rider to rider, and pitching them from their 
horses.

Sigmar saw Wolfgart hurled through the air as yet another whipping bolt of 
light exploded amid the riders. Pendrag’s warriors smashed into the beasts,
scattering them before their blades and spears. Arrows thudded into bestial 
flesh, and terrified brays from the smaller beasts echoed as they sought to flee 
the slaughter.

The riders spared them no mercy, crushing them beneath the hooves of their 
charging steeds or bringing them down with hurled spears.

Yet more lightning stabbed from the sky, and the ground rippled with 
flickering blue fire as it struck. Arcs of power crashed into the crater, and 
Sigmar heard the bull-headed monster’s glee at the destruction it had unleashed.
The beast kept one clawed hand flat on the mighty herd-stone at the centre of 
the crater as it called down the lightning, and Sigmar urged his horse towards 
it. He raised Ghal-maraz high as another snapping, fizzing bolt of lightning 
hammered downwards.

Instead of striking the ground, however, it struck the mighty head of 
Sigmar’s hammer.

Sigmar felt the awesome power the great beast had called upon, and a terrible 
heat built in the shaft of Ghal-maraz as it fought to dissipate the dreadful 
energies. He cried out as a measure of those energies pulsed through him, 
filling his veins with elemental fire.

Arcs of blue light flashed around Sigmar and flared from Ghal-maraz in 
buzzing, crackling arcs. The lightning blazed in Sigmar’s eyes as he struggled
to contain energies that could tear him apart in an instant.

The creature saw him coming and barked out a series of guttural commands to 
its followers, who swiftly rushed to defend it. The freakishly twisted creatures 
shambled to block his path, but a host of arrows flashed, felling a number of 
them.

Sigmar let loose an ululating war cry, and his stallion leapt into the air.

The beasts howled as Sigmar sailed over them, drawing back his hammer and 
hurling it towards the lightning wreathed monster.

Ghal-maraz spun through the air, crackling with energy. Sigmar’s horse landed
as the weapon struck. With one hand fastened to the herdstone and the other 
locked in place with the lightning, the great beast was powerless to avoid 
Sigmar’s throw.

The monster’s skull split apart as the mighty warhammer struck, its head
exploding in a welter of blood and bone fragments. A jet of blazing energy 
fountained from its headless corpse, and its body jerked spasmodically as the 
power it had summoned erupted from its flesh.

Sigmar wheeled his horse as the beast died, its seared body reduced to a 
withered husk of burned meat. The fire in his eyes dimmed, and the last of the 
caged lightning fled his body at the death of its creator. Sigmar took a 
juddering breath and turned his attention back to the battle raging behind him.

The beasts howled at the death of their leader, the last of their number 
being ridden down by Unberogen warriors. Wolfgart stood in the midst of the 
crater, hacking his enormous blade through the last of the slavering, 
wolf-headed drummer beasts, while Pendrag loosed shaft after shaft from his horn 
bow into the fleeing creatures.

Sigmar smiled grimly to himself. Within moments, not a single beast would 
remain alive.

He slid from the back of his horse and patted its flanks.

“Gods, that was a mighty leap, Greatheart!” he cried, rubbing a hand down its
neck and ruffling its mane.

The horse whinnied in pleasure and tossed its mane, following him as he 
stooped to retrieve his warhammer. The lightning it had briefly carried within 
it had faded, though the runic script across the head still shone with power.

“That was perhaps the most foolish thing I have ever seen you do,” said
Gerreon, riding up behind him.

Sigmar turned to face the warrior. “What was?”

“Throwing your hammer like that. You just disarmed yourself.”

“I still had my sword,” said Sigmar.

Gerreon pointed to Sigmar’s waist, where a broken strap of leather was all
that remained of his sword belt. Sigmar had not even felt the blow that had cut 
the leather, and felt suddenly foolish for hurling Ghal-maraz.

“By Ulric!” cried Wolfgart, jogging over to join them. “That was a throw,
Sigmar! Amazing! Took the bastard’s head clean off!”

Gerreon shook his head. “And here is me telling him what an idiot he was for
throwing it.”

“Not at all!” said Wolfgart. “Didn’t you see? I’ve never seen anything like
it. The lightning! The throw!”

“What if you had missed? What then?” asked Pendrag, riding to join the
gathering.

“I’d have beaten it to death,” said Sigmar, assuming a fist-fighter’s pose.

“Didn’t you see the size of it?” laughed Pendrag. “It would have gored you
before you could land a punch.”

“Sigmar?” said Wolfgart. “Never.”

“Now if you had a hammer that came back to your hand once you’d thrown it,”
said Gerreon, “then I’d be impressed.”

“Don’t be stupid,” said Pendrag. “A hammer that came back after you threw it?
How would you even make something like that?”

“Who knows?” said Wolfgart. “But I’m sure Master Alaric could do it.”

Pendrag shook his head, and said, “Leaving aside Gerreon and Wolfgart’s
tenuous understanding of the world for the moment, we should get these bodies 
burned and leave this place. The blood will bring other predators, and we have 
our own wounded to deal with.”

“You’re right,” said Sigmar, all levity forgotten. “Wolfgart, Gerreon, have
your men gather up the dead beasts and build a pyre around that stone. I want 
them burned within the hour and us on our way. Pendrag, help me see to the 
wounded.”

 

The journey back to Reikdorf took the riders six days through the forest,
their route taking them past many scattered villages and settlements. Before 
reaching the inhabited areas of the forest, Sigmar led the survivors of the 
beasts’ raids back towards the shattered ruins of the three villages that had
been attacked.

The walls surrounding each were broken and ruined, hacked apart with heavy 
axes or simply torn down with bestial strength. When Sigmar’s riders had come
upon the smoking charnel houses of the villages there had not been the time to 
attend to the duty to the dead and, together with the hollow-eyed, weeping 
survivors, they buried the corpses and sent them on their way to Morr’s kingdom.

As Sigmar stood beside the graves, he felt a presence beside him, and looked 
up to see Wolfgart. His friend’s eyes were red-rimmed from the smoke of fires,
and he looked weary beyond measure.

“A grim day,” said Sigmar.

Wolfgart shrugged. “I’ve seen worse.”

“Then what troubles you?”

“This,” said Wolfgart, waving his hand at the graves they stood before. “This
slaughter, and the men we lost avenging it.”

“What of it?”

“This village is in Asoborn lands and the people we brought back are
Asoborns.”

“So?”

Wolfgart sighed and said, “They are not Unberogen, so why did we ride to
their rescue? We lost five men and another three will not ride to battle again. 
So tell me why we did this. After all, Queen Freya would not have done so for 
our people, would she?”

“Maybe not,” admitted Sigmar, “but that does not matter. They are all 
our people: Asoborns, Unberogen, Teutogen… all of them. The night we swore that 
everything we would do would be in service of the empire of man… did that mean 
anything to you, Wolfgart?”

“Of course it did!” protested Wolfgart.

“Then why the problem with aiding the Asoborns?”

“I am not sure,” shrugged Wolfgart. “I suppose because I assumed we’d be
making this empire by conquering the other tribes in battle.”

Sigmar put his hand on Wolfgart’s shoulder and turned him around to face the
work going on in the village. Burial parties dragged dead bodies from ruined 
homes, while warriors worked alongside farmers as they gathered up the dead, 
their hands and faces bloody.

“Look at these people,” said Sigmar. “They are Asoborn and Unberogen. Can you
tell which is which?”

“Of course,” said Wolfgart. “I have ridden with these warriors for six years.
I know every man well.”

“Assume you did not know them. Could you then tell Asoborn from Unberogen?”

Wolfgart looked uncomfortable with the question, and Sigmar pressed on. “They
say that all wolves are grey at night. You have heard that expression?”

“Yes.”

“It is the same with men,” said Sigmar, pointing to a man with sadness
imprinted onto his face as he carried a dead child in his arms. “Beneath the
blood and grime we are all men. The distinctions we place on each other are 
meaningless. In the blood, we are all the same, and to our enemies, we are all 
the same. Do you think the beasts and orcs care whether they kill Asoborns or 
Unberogen? Or Taleuten or Cherusen? Or Ostagoth?”

“I suppose not,” admitted Wolfgart.

“No,” said Sigmar, suddenly angry with Wolfgart for his short-sightedness,
“and neither should we. As for conquering the other tribes… I do not want to be
a tyrant, my friend. Tyrants eventually fall, and their enemies tear down what 
they built. I want to build an empire that will last forever, something of worth 
that is built on justice and strong leadership.”

“I think I understand, brother,” said Wolfgart.

“Good,” said Sigmar, “for I need you with me, Wolfgart. These divisions are
what keep us apart, and we have to grow beyond them.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry,” said Sigmar. “Be a better man.”

 

Five days later, Sigmar watched from the walls of Reikdorf as yet another
barge eased against the docks that had been built along the northern bank of the 
river. This one was a wide, deep-hulled craft with tall sides formed from 
hide-covered tower shields, and was marked with the Jutone heraldry of a skull 
emblazoned across two curved sabres.

The upper deck of the barge was filled with barrels and timber crates, the 
lower hold no doubt filled with heavy canvas sacks and bundles of furs and dyes. 
The marshlands around Jutonsryk provided many ingredients for dyes, and 
merchants who could afford to pay warriors willing to venture into the haunted 
marshes could return with many vivid pigments that did not fade over time.

He could see another ship further up the river, this one bearing the raven 
emblem of King Marbad. He made a mental note to remind the night guards to keep 
an eye on the alehouses beside the river, for wherever Endals and Jutones 
gathered there was sure to be violence.

Sigmar’s gaze spread from the newly constructed docks to the buildings on the
far side of the river. The Sudenreik Bridge was already one of the busiest 
thoroughfares in the town, and work had now begun on a third bridge across the 
river, for the second, a simple timber structure, was mostly used to transport 
building materials to the newer southern portion of the town.

Taking what he had learned from Master Alaric, Pendrag had set up a 
schoolhouse in the new area where, twice a week, Unberogen children came to 
learn of the world beyond Reikdorf and of the means by which they lived in it.

Many of the parents of these children had complained to King Bjorn of the 
time being wasted on schooling when there were crops to plant and chores to be 
done, but Sigmar had convinced his father that only by educating the people 
could they hope to better themselves, and the lessons had continued.

With the clearing of the southern forests for crop fields and the 
establishment of new ranges for herd animals, a new granary and slaughterhouse 
had been built. More and more people had come to Reikdorf over the last few 
years, drawn by the promise of work and wealth, and the town was growing faster 
than anyone could have believed possible.

New homes had been set up within the southern enclosure of the walls, and a 
multitude of tradesmen had followed soon after: cobblers, coopers, smiths, 
weavers, potters, ostlers and tavern keepers. A second market had also sprung up 
within a year of the completion of the tall timber walls protecting it from 
attack.

Portions of the northern wall were already being improved, the logs uprooted 
and replaced with stone blocks dragged from the forest, and shaped by newly 
trained stonemasons under the watchful eye of Master Alaric.

Many of the buildings in the centre of Reikdorf were already stone and as 
more quarries were opened in the surrounding hills, yet more were being 
constructed to ever more elaborate designs.

Sigmar had not yet laid eyes on King Marbad’s Raven Hall or King Artur’s
Fauschlag, but he doubted the settlements surrounding either were as populous as 
Reikdorf. The river and fertile lands surrounding the Reik had brought great 
prosperity to the Unberogen, and the time was fast approaching when they would 
need to make use of the great bounty the gods had bestowed upon them.

The coffers were filled with gold from trade with the dwarfs and the other 
tribes, and the grain stores were swollen with the fruits of the fields. The 
morale of the warriors was high, and with every smith in the Unberogen lands 
labouring to equip them, each man had a shirt of iron mail, a moulded 
breastplate and pauldrons, shoulder guards, greaves, vambrace and gorget.

To see the riders of the Unberogen on the march was to watch a host of 
glorious silver warriors glittering in the sun. Master Alaric had even suggested 
fashioning armoured plates for horses, but such protection had proven too heavy 
for all but the biggest steeds.

Even now, Wolfgart was buying the heaviest, strongest workhorses and the most 
powerful warhorses in an attempt to breed a beast with enough strength and speed 
to wear such armour. Within a few years, he was convinced, he would have bred 
such a steed.

Soon it would be time to take Sigmar’s dream of empire beyond the borders of
the Unberogen lands.

Sigmar’s twenty-first year was approaching, and as he looked out over the
thriving town of Reikdorf, he smiled.

“I will make this the greatest city of my empire,” he said, turning from his
vantage point on the walls, and making his way back down to the longhouse at the 
town’s centre.

He crossed the main market square of Reikdorf as the sun set over the wall. 
Most of the traders had already broken down their wagons and hauled them away, 
leaving the square a mess of scraps and scavenging dogs. Sigmar made his way 
past Beorthyn’s forge, keeping to the centre of the street to avoid the muddy
puddles that gathered at the buildings’ edges.

Beyond the longhouse, he could see the armoured form of Alfgeir upon the 
Field of Swords, still training Unberogen men in swordplay despite the late 
hour. On a whim, Sigmar changed course and made his way towards the training 
ground.

A dozen young men sparred on the field, and the evening sun reflected on 
Alfgeir’s bronze armour, making it shine like gold. Of all the Unberogen
warriors, the king’s champion was the only one still to wear armour of bronze.

Gerreon stood beside Alfgeir, for there was no better swordsman amongst the 
Unberogen and no better man to teach the next generation of warriors. Sigmar 
spared a glance to Trinovantes’ tomb on the overlooking Warriors’ Hill. Then he
returned his attention to the training before him, relishing the clash of iron 
weapons as they struck sparks from one another.

He watched as Alfgeir shouted at the furthest pair of his pupils, and gave 
one a clout around the ear. Sigmar winced in sympathy. King’s son or not, he had
received a few such blows in his time learning upon the Field of Swords.

Sigmar watched with the practiced eye of a warrior born, noting the boys who 
were quickest, the most dextrous and the most determined, and which of them had 
the look of heroes, a quality that Wolfgart had been the first to give a name 
to.

“You can see it in their eyes,” Wolfgart had said, “a perfect blend of honour
and courage. It’s the same look I see in your eyes.”

Sigmar had searched his sword-brother’s face for any sign of mockery, but
Wolfgart had been deadly serious, and he had accepted the compliment for what it 
was. In truth, once given a name and an idea, he had seen the same look in the 
faces of every one of his friends, and he knew that he was truly blessed to be 
surrounded with such fine companions.

Gerreon spotted him, and jogged over to join him at the edge of the field.

“They are coming along well,” said Sigmar.

“Aye,” agreed Gerreon. “They are good lads, Sigmar. Give it a few years and
they will be as fine a body of warriors as you could wish for.”

Sigmar nodded, and returned his attention to the sparring warriors as one of 
the boys gave a cry of pain and dropped his sword. Blood washed down his arm 
from a deep cut to his bicep, and he sank to his knees.

Immediately, Gerreon and Sigmar set off across the field towards the boy as 
Alfgeir shouted, “Get the surgeon,” his words clipped and curt.

Sigmar knelt beside the wounded boy and examined the cut on his arm. The 
wound was deep, and had sliced cleanly through the muscle. Blood pulsed strongly 
from the cut, and the boy’s face was ashen.

Sigmar said, “Look at me.”

The boy turned his head from his bloody arm. Tears gathered in the corners of 
his eyes, but Sigmar saw his determination not to shed them before the king’s
son.

“What is your name?”

“Brant,” gasped the boy, his breathing becoming shallower.

“Don’t look at it,” ordered Sigmar, putting a hand on the boy’s shoulder.
“Look at me. You are Unberogen. You are descended from heroes, and heroes do not
fear a little blood.”

“It hurts,” said Brant.

“I know,” said Sigmar, “but you are a warrior and pain is a warrior’s
constant companion. This is your first wound, so remember this pain and any 
other wounds will be nothing compared to it. You understand me?”

The boy nodded, his teeth gritted against the pain, but Sigmar could already 
see that the boy was drawing on his reserves to conquer it.

“There is iron in you, Brant. I can see it plain as day,” said Sigmar. “You
will be a mighty warrior and a great hero.”

“Thank you… my lord,” said Brant as Cradoc the healer ran across the field
with his medicine bag held before him.

“You will earn a scar from this,” said Sigmar. “Wear it well.”

Sigmar wiped his hand on his tunic and picked up Brant’s sword as Cradoc
squatted beside the boy. He tested the edge, not surprised to find it was razor 
sharp. He turned to Alfgeir and Gerreon.

“You make them train with swords that are not blunted?”

“Of course,” said Alfgeir, his tone challenging. “You make a mistake and get
wounded, you will not make that mistake again.”

“I never trained with sharpened weapons,” said Sigmar.

“It was my idea,” said Gerreon. “I thought it would teach them the value of
pain.”

“And I agreed,” said Alfgeir. “As does the king.”

Sigmar handed Brant’s sword to Alfgeir. “You do not have to justify
yourselves. I am not about to berate you for this. As a matter of fact, I agree 
with you. The training must be as hard and real as it can be. That way, 
when they face battle, they will know what to expect.”

Alfgeir nodded and turned back to the other boys, who watched as their 
wounded companion was led from the Field of Swords.

“No one said you could stop!” he roared. “Training does not finish until I
say so!”

Sigmar turned from the king’s champion to face Gerreon.

His friend’s face was as pale as Brant’s had been. “Gerreon? Is something
wrong?”

Gerreon was staring at him, and Sigmar looked down at his tunic to see a 
bloody handprint in the centre of his chest. Sigmar reached out to his friend, 
but Gerreon flinched.

“What is it? It’s just a little blood.”

“The red hand…” whispered Gerreon, “And a wounded sword.”

“You are not making sense, my friend,” said Sigmar. “What is wrong?”

Gerreon shook his head as if waking from a long slumber, and Sigmar saw a 
coldness enter the swordsman’s eyes.

Before Sigmar could ask more, the urgent sound of warning bells sounded 
throughout the town, and he reached for Ghal-maraz.

“Gather the warriors!” he said, turning on his heel and sprinting for the
walls.


 
 

—<EIGHT>—

Heralds of War

 

 

Sigmar raced through the streets of Reikdorf, his hammer gripped tightly and
his heart beating against his ribs. It had been years since the wall guards had 
felt the need to ring the alarm bells, and he wondered what manner of threat 
would have driven them to take such a measure.

He skidded around the corner of the central grain store, his mad dash joined 
by Unberogen warriors pulling on mail shirts or hastily buckling sword belts 
around their waists. The flow of warriors increased as the sound of the bells 
continued.

Sigmar ran to the ladders that led onto the ramparts. He slung Ghal-maraz to 
his belt and swiftly climbed the ladder. Curiously, he saw no urgency or fear in 
the men gathered on the ramparts. No bows were drawn and no spears were poised, 
ready to be hurled at an attacking enemy. Sigmar reached the rampart and made 
his way to the spiked logs of the battlements.

“What’s going on?” he demanded.

“Scouts just brought word of them,” answered a nearby warrior, pointing over
the wall. “Hundreds of them are coming south along the Middle Road.”

Looking out over the walls, Sigmar saw a long column of people trudging 
towards Reikdorf. Hundreds of men and women in filthy, travel stained clothes 
wound their way from the forests to the north of Reikdorf. Many dragged wagons 
and litters, laden with canvas covered bundles, children and the elderly.

“Who are they?”

“Look like Cherusens to me.”

Sigmar transferred his gaze to the column of people as they marched warily up 
to the gate and the great, wolf-flanked statue of Ulric. He peered closer as he 
recognised a dark-haired woman walking beside the column. Supporting a woman 
with white hair, who carried a screaming child, Ravenna walked alongside these 
people, her long green dress stained with mud.

“Open the gates,” he said. “Now!”

The warrior nodded and shouted orders to the guards stationed at the base of 
the wall. Sigmar returned to the ground as a handful of armoured warriors began 
pulling the mighty portals open.

As soon as it was wide enough, Sigmar moved through the gate and made his way 
along the length of the column, feeling the weight of their pleading looks.

Reaching Ravenna, he said, “What is this? Where have these people come from?”

“Sigmar!” cried Ravenna. “Thank the gods! We were finishing work in the high
pastures when we saw them coming south.”

“Who are they? They look like Cherusens.”

Ravenna placed her hand on his arm, and Sigmar could see that she was 
exhausted. “They are survivors,” she said simply.

“Survivors of what?”

Ravenna paused as though afraid to give voice to the terror that had driven 
these people from their homes. “The Norsii,” she said. “The northmen are on the
march.”

 

The mood in King Bjorn’s longhouse was ugly, and Sigmar sensed a growing
anger and need for retribution fill the hearts of every warrior present. He had 
felt the same anger when they had found the carnage the forest beasts had 
wreaked amongst the villages on the eastern borders of Unberogen lands. The 
Norsii…

It had been years since the bloodthirsty tribes of the north had come south, 
bringing death, destruction and horror in their wake. The lands of the far north 
were a mystery to most of the southern tribes, few having had cause or desire to 
venture from their own lands, let alone travel beyond the Middle Mountains. 
Tales were told of great dragons that roamed the forests and flesh-eating tribes 
of ferocious warriors, who gave praise to dark gods of blood.

Decades had passed since the Norsii had marched south, but the elders of 
Reikdorf still told tales of the foe they had once faced: brutal warriors in 
black armour and horned helms, with dread axes and kite shields taller than a 
normal man, towering horsemen on black steeds with burning red eyes that 
breathed fire.

Masters of the fearsome Wolfships, Norsii raiders were the terror of the 
coastline, killers who left nothing but smoking ruins and corpses behind them. 
Few had faced them and lived.

It was said that slavering hounds and twisted monsters fought in the armies 
of the northmen, and the elders whispered of foul necromancers, who could summon 
terrifying daemons from beyond the known realms and hurl spears of flame that 
could burn a host of armoured warriors to death.

Sigmar had no doubt that many of these tales were exaggerated, but the threat 
of the northmen was taken seriously by every man in the lands west of the 
mountains.

Nearly four hundred people had been brought within the walls of Reikdorf, 
with a further two hundred camped outside in makeshift tents and canvas 
shelters. Fortunately, the worst of the winter had passed and the nights were 
mild, so few were expected to perish without a roof over their heads.

Alfgeir had raged at the guards for opening the gates, and had threatened to 
flog the skin from their backs until Sigmar had explained that he had ordered 
them opened.

“And how will we feed these people?” raged the Marshal of the Reik.

“The grain stores are full,” said Sigmar. “There is enough to go round if we
are careful.”

“You assume too much, young Sigmar,” said Alfgeir, striding away.

Within the hour, the warriors of the Unberogen had gathered in the longhouse 
to hear the words of two men who had come with the refugees, emissaries from 
King Krugar of the Taleutens and King Aloysis of the Chemsens.

King Krugar’s man was a lean, hawk-faced warrior named Notker, who bore a
curved cavalry sabre and wore his hair shaven save for a long scalp lock that 
hung down his back to his waist. His clothes and slightly bow-legged walk marked 
him as a horseman, and his every movement was quick and precise.

The emissary from King Aloysis was named Ebrulf and was a giant of a man with 
powerfully muscled shoulders and an axe of such weight it seemed impossible it 
could ever be swung. Sigmar had instantly liked the man, for his bearing was 
noble and proud, but without arrogance.

Sigmar stood beside his father, who sat on his oak throne, his face grim and 
regal as he heard the words of his brother kings’ emissaries. The news was not
good.

“How many of the Norsii are on the march?” asked Bjorn. Notker answered
first. “Nearly six thousand swords, my lord.”

“Six thousand!” said Alfgeir. “Impossible. The northmen could not possibly
muster that many men.”

“With respect to your champion,” said Ebrulf. “It is not impossible. The lost
tribes from across the seas march with them. Hundreds of Wolfships are drawn up 
on the shores of the northern coast and more arrive daily.”

“The lost tribes?” gasped Eoforth. “They return?”

“They do indeed,” said Notker. “Tall men on black steeds, with long lances
and armour of brazen iron, who serve the forsaken gods, with shamans who call on 
the powers of those gods to slay their enemies with sorcerous fire.”

A gasp of horror rippled around the longhouse at the mention of the lost 
tribes, terrifying, bloodthirsty men who had been fought in the earliest days of 
the land’s settlement. The hearthside stories told of brave heroes of old, who
had driven these savages across the seas and into the haunted wastelands of the 
north hundreds of years ago.

“It was said that the lost tribes had died in the desolate wastes,” said
Eoforth. “The land there was cursed by the gods in ages past and none can live
there.”

Ebrulf patted the haft of his axe, and said, “Trust me, old one, they live.
Neckbiter here has taken more than a few of their heads in battle.”

“I am assuming that you come to my longhouse as more than simply bearers of
this news,” said Bjorn. “Ask me what it is you have come to ask.”

Notker and Ebrulf shared a glance, and the Chemsen gave a curt nod to the 
shaven-headed Taleuten, who stepped forward and bowed low before the king of the 
Unberogen.

“Our kings have despatched us to offer you the chance to join a mighty host
being mustered to face the north-men and drive them back to the sea,” said
Notker.

Ebrulf continued. “King Aloysis draws fighting men to his banner in the
shadow of the Middle Mountains, and King Krugar marshals his riders at the 
Farlic Hills. Our army numbers nearly four thousand swords, but if you were to 
add the strength of your warriors, we would meet the northmen on equal terms.”

“An offer to join your host?” snapped Alfgeir. “What you mean to say is that
you face defeat and will be dead by winter unless we aid you.”

Ebrulf glowered at Alfgeir. “You have a viper’s tongue, king’s man. Show me
such disrespect again and my axe will bite at your neck!”

Alfgeir took a step forward, his face flushed and his hand reaching for his 
sword.

Bjorn waved Alfgeir back with an irritated wave of the hand. “Though Alfgeir
speaks out of turn, he is right to say that this is a great thing your kings ask 
of me. To send so many warriors north would leave my lands virtually 
undefended.”

Notker said, “King Krugar understands what it is he asks, but offers you his
Sword Oath if you ride north.”

“King Aloysis makes the same pledge, my lord,” said Ebrulf.

Sigmar was amazed at such oaths, but his father seemed to have expected it, 
and nodded.

“Truly the threat from the north must be great,” said King Bjorn.

“It is, my lord,” promised Notker.

 

The emissaries were thanked for their news and dismissed, taken by the king’s
servants to lodgings befitting the messengers of kings for food and water. The 
Unberogen warriors were likewise dismissed, their mood dark and filled with 
thoughts of war.

King Bjorn gathered Alfgeir and Eoforth to him, and Sigmar sat next to his 
father as they debated how the threat from the north should be met. The Marshal 
of the Reik was in a belligerent mood, his normal brevity ranked by the arrival 
of the refugees and the emissaries.

“They are desperate,” said Alfgeir. “They must be to have sent those two to
beg for our help. To offer a Sword Oath… that is not a thing given lightly.”

“No,” agreed Eoforth, “but the northmen are not a threat to be taken lightly
either.”

“Pah, they are just men,” said Alfgeir. “They bleed and die like any other.”

“I have fought the Norsii once before,” said Bjorn. “Yes, they bleed and die,
but they are strong, ferocious warriors, and if the lost tribes indeed march 
with them…”

“I always thought the lost tribes were a dark tale to frighten children,”
said Sigmar.

“And so they are,” said Alfgeir. “They are just trying to scare us into
helping them.”

“I do not believe so,” said Eoforth. “Nor do I believe that either of those
men were lying.”

“They were not,” said Bjorn. “Sigmar? You agree?”

“Yes, father. I sensed no deceit in them. I believe they are speaking the
truth and that we must march out to the aid of your brother kings. To have the 
Sword Oaths of two such powerful kings would greatly benefit us. Much of our 
northern border would be secure, and to have Taleuten cavalry and Chemsen 
wildmen as allies is no small thing.”

“Spoken like a true king!” laughed Bjorn. “We will, indeed march out. If the
Chemsen and Taleuten are defeated then the Norsii will surely fall on us next.”

“I wonder,” said Eoforth, “why Aloysis and Krugar have not turned to the
Teutogens for help?”

“They probably have,” said Bjorn, “but Artur will think himself safe atop the
Fauschlag, and no doubt plans to invade his neighbours’ lands when the Cherusens
and Taleutens are defeated and the Norsii are weakened.”

“Then it is even more imperative that we march now,” said Sigmar.

“What of our own lands?” asked Alfgeir. “We will strip them bare of
protection if we send that many warriors north. The beasts grow bolder each day, 
and the greenskins are always on the march with the spring.”

“We will muster as many warriors as we can, but we shall not be leaving our
lands undefended,” said Bjorn. “I shall be leaving our greatest warrior to keep
our homes safe.”

“Who?” asked Alfgeir, and Sigmar felt a leaden lump form in the pit of his
stomach as he feared the answer his father would give.

“Sigmar will defend our lands while our army marches north.”

 

The moon was reflected in the Reik, and the sound of drunken revelry from the
alehouses carried across the water to the dimly illuminated dwellings on the 
southern bank. Gerreon stood on the edge of the river, his thoughts in turmoil 
as he relived the incident on the Field of Swords.

Accidents were not uncommon under Alfgeir’s harsh tutelage, but the blood
spilled this evening had reminded him of a day he had almost forgotten. He 
closed his eyes as he pictured the smeared red handprint on Sigmar’s tunic, and
the sudden clarity of memory as he heard the hag woman’s words echo in his head
as though he had heard them only yesterday.

When you see the sign of the red hand in the same breath as a wounded sword…
that is the time for your vengeance. Seek out the water hemlock that grows in 
the marshes when no king rules in Reikdorf.

He had left the hag woman’s cave in a daze, his thoughts wreathed in fog from
the opiates that burned in her fire and the implications of what he desired. 
Gerreon remembered little of the journey back through the Brackenwalsch, save 
that his steps had carried him unerringly through the darkened fens, and that he 
had awoken in his bed the next morning with a pounding headache and a dry mouth.

As he lay there, the hag woman’s voice had whispered to him, and terror had
kept him pinned to his bed as her words had flowed like honey in his ear.

Be the peacemaker… hold to your vengeance, but cloak it with friendship.
Remember, Gerreon of the Unberogen… the red hand and the wounded sword.

He had risen from his bed, feeling as though he was walking through a dream 
as he made his way through Reikdorf. The sun shone and the sky was a wondrous 
shade of blue. He had stopped by the Oathstone in the centre of the settlement 
and felt a sick sense of unease as he made his way towards the Field of Swords.

There he had found Sigmar and made his peace with the future king of the 
Unberogen, though the words had almost choked him. For six long years he had 
held his hate close to his heart, nurturing it with each passing day, and 
picking at the scab of it whenever it threatened to diminish.

And yet…

As each day passed and Gerreon became one of Sigmar’s friends, he found his
grip on his hatred slipping as though the pain of his twin’s death were somehow
lessening. One morning he had realised, to his horror, that he actually liked
Sigmar. Even Wolfgart and Pendrag, men he had loathed in his teens, had 
become likeable, and he was forced to admit that, seen without the petulance of 
youth, there was much to like.

He had soon slipped into the easy camaraderie of warriors who fought shoulder 
to shoulder and saved each other from death time and time again. As the years 
passed, he and Sigmar had become like brothers, and the future was golden, his 
hate vanishing like morning mist.

And now this…

Now he had seen the signs of which the hag woman had spoken, and the dark 
memory of Trinovantes’ death surged back into his mind like a swollen river
over a broken dam, the venom and anger and hurt of Sigmar’s betrayal as strong
as it had been the day they had brought Trinovantes’ body back.

The wounded sword…

He had not known what such a sign might be, but as he watched the bleeding 
boy on the Field of Swords it had suddenly become clear. The boy had said his 
name was Brant, an old name from the earliest days of the tribe’s migration from
the east, a good name with a proud heritage.

In the early tongue of the Unberogen the name Brant meant sword.

And Reikdorf without a king? How such a thing might come to pass when the 
Unberogen were at the height of their power and influence seemed a far-fetched 
idea, but now King Bjorn had issued a call to arms.

Horsemen had been despatched throughout his lands, summoning all those who 
had sworn allegiance to him to make their way to Reikdorf within ten days. Each 
man was to bring a sword, a shield and mail armour, and was to be ready to march 
into the north for several months of campaigning.

Sigmar would rule in his father’s absence…

Leaving Reikdorf without a king.

Dark thoughts of blood and the pleasure he would gain from avenging 
Trinovantes warred with the bonds of brotherhood he had formed over the last six 
years. He looked away from the water, and turned towards the grey silhouette of 
Warrior’s Hill where lay his twin.

“What would you have me do?” whispered Gerreon, tears rolling down his
cheeks.

 

* * * * *

 

For ten days, Reikdorf became a gathering place for warriors from all across
Unberogen lands. Sword musters from settlements along the river and fertile 
valleys of the Reik made their way to the Unberogen capital, drawn there by 
their king’s command, and by ties of duty and honour that were stronger than
dwarf-forged iron.

Camps were set up in the fields to the east of the town, long rows of canvas 
tents gathered for the hundreds of men that arrived daily from all corners of 
the king’s lands. Grim-faced warriors with heavy axes, swords and lances marched
over the Sudenreik Bridge, accompanied by lightly armoured archers with leather 
breastplates, bows of fine yew and quivers of arrows with shafts as straight as 
sunlight.

Wolfgart set up makeshift paddocks to the north of the town for horsemen to 
stable their mounts as Sigmar organised the warriors into fighting groups. The 
host swelled with each passing day, and soon the task of keeping records of the 
gathering warriors fell to Pendrag.

Traders had long used tally marks and simple script to keep track of their 
dealings, and with help from Eoforth, Pendrag borrowed ideas from the concept of 
dwarf runic language to develop a rudimentary form of written instruction. Quick 
to see the benefit of this, Sigmar commanded Pendrag to further refine this new 
form of communication and have it taught in the schoolhouses.

When the time came to marshal the army to march, Pendrag’s head count
indicated that King Bjorn would lead an army of just under three thousand 
swords, with each man and his village recorded faithfully by Pendrag.

Between them, Sigmar, Wolfgart and Pendrag worked organisational wonders with 
the assembled army, readying it for march, and ensuring that it would leave 
Reikdorf with enough supplies to sustain it through the campaigning season. A 
long train of wagons, and the tradesmen necessary to keep the army ready to 
fight, was soon assembled and made ready to accompany the warriors.

King Bjorn took little part in the organisation of the army, instead spending 
his days tirelessly with the men with whom he would ride into battle. Every day, 
Bjorn would tour the growing camp and pass a few words with as many of the men 
as he could manage in a day. Sometimes, Sigmar would accompany him, enjoying his 
father’s easy banter with the warriors, all the while trying to hide his
disappointment that he would not be marching to war with them.

He had made his way from the longhouse to Ravenna’s home, following his
father’s pronouncement that he would be staying in Reikdorf, angry beyond words
that he would be denied this chance to march out against an enemy of such power.

Ravenna had needed no woman’s intuition to see his dark mood, and had
immediately sat at her table and poured two large measures of Reikland beer. 
Sigmar paced the floor like a caged wolf, and she waited patiently for him to 
sit.

When eventually he did so, she reached out and placed a goblet in his hand.

“Speak to me,” she said. “What is the matter?”

“My father insults me,” stormed Sigmar. “The army is to march north and do
battle with the Norsii. The kings of the Cherusen and Taleuten beg for our aid 
and my father has decided to answer their call.”

“And this insults you how?”

“I am to have no part in this campaign,” said Sigmar, taking a great mouthful
of beer. “I am to be left behind like some forgotten steward while others earn
glory in battle.”

Ravenna shook her head. “You have such vision, Sigmar, but sometimes
you are so blind.”

He looked up, his expression a mix of anger and surprise.

“Your father honours you, Sigmar,” said Ravenna. “He has entrusted the safety
of all he holds dear to you while he is away. Everything he has built over the 
years is in your care until he returns. That is a great honour.”

Sigmar took a deep breath, followed by another mouthful of beer. “I suppose.”

“There is no ‘suppose’ about it,” said Ravenna.

“But to fight the Norsii!” protested Sigmar. “There is glory to be had in
battles such as these! There is—”

“Foolish man!” snapped Ravenna, slamming her goblet on the table. “Have you
learned nothing? There is no glory in battle, only pain and death. You 
speak of glory, but where is the glory for those who will not return? Where is 
the glory for those left upon the field as food for crows and wolves? I told you 
I hated war, but I hate more the fact that you men perpetuate it with talk of 
glory and noble purpose. Wars are not fought for glory or freedom or any other 
golden foolishness. Kings desire more land and wealth, and the quickest, easiest 
way to get it is by conquest. So do not come to my table and talk of glory, 
Sigmar. Glory saw my brother dead.”

Sigmar saw the hurt anger in her face and weighed his next words carefully. 
“You are right, but there are some battles worth fighting,” he said. “Fighting
the Norsii is such a battle, for it is not fought for riches or glory, it is for 
survival.”

“And that is the only reason I am glad you are not going with your father.”

“Glad? What do you mean?”

Ravenna softened her tone, and said, “Do you believe that the dangers we face
every day will lessen while our warriors march north to face the Norsii? There 
are still beasts, reavers and greenskins to fight, and the other tribes will not 
be ignorant of your father’s departure. What if the Teutogens or the Asoborns or
the Brigundians try to seize Unberogen lands while the king is away? The 
warriors who march with your father fight for our survival, and I thank the gods 
that you remain here to do the same. I think you will find no shortage of 
battles to fight while your father is in the north.”


 
 

—<NINE>—

Those Left Behind

 

 

Fires had gutted the village of Ubersreik, and the scent of charred wood
still lingered on the smoky air. A hundred people had made their homes here, and 
now they were all dead. Scavenging wolves padded through the deserted village, 
and crows perched on every rooftop. Sigmar rode his grey stallion into the 
village, an immense sadness weighing heavily on him as he took in the scene of 
devastation.

The smell of corruption was a sickly tang on the air, and Sigmar spat a wad 
of unpleasant phlegm to the trampled ground. Wolfgart and Pendrag rode alongside 
him, and thirty riders followed them into the village, a quarter of those left 
behind after the king’s army had marched north a month earlier.

Everywhere Sigmar looked, he saw death.

Families had been butchered in their homes, stabbed to death in a frenzy of 
blades, and then dragged outside and dismembered. Animals lay in rotten piles, 
skulls crushed, and half a cow lay in the centre of the road.

“Who did this?” asked Wolfgart, his anger and anguish clear. “Greenskins?”

“Sigmar shook his head. “No.”

“You sound sure,” said Pendrag, his voice less emotional, yet Sigmar could
still sense the outrage beneath his friend’s control. “This looks like the
handiwork of orcs.”

“It’s not,” said Sigmar. “Orcs do not leave bodies behind them when they are
this deep in human lands. They feed on them. And there is no spoor or orcs 
daubings. As vile as this is, it is too neat for orcs.”

Pendrag’s face was a mask of disgust, and he turned away from the blackened,
brutalised bodies piled in the doorway of a burnt-out home.

“Then what?” asked Wolfgart. “You think men did this? What manner of man
kills women and children with such savagery?”

“Berserkers?” suggested Pendrag. “The Thuringians are said to field warriors
that drink firewater that drives them into a maddened frenzy during battle.”

“I do not believe King Otwin would have allowed such slaughter,” said Sigmar.
“He is said to be a hard man, but nothing I have heard of him makes me think his
warriors had any part in this… butchery.”

“Times have changed,” said Pendrag. “Does he even still rule the
Thuringians?”

“As far as I know,” replied Sigmar. “I have not heard of any other taking his
throne.”

“Then perhaps some new bandit chieftain is making an example of this place,”
said Pendrag.

“There’s too much left behind,” replied Wolfgart. “Bandits would have cleared
this place out, and why burn it to the ground? You can’t rob people next season
if you kill them.”

Sigmar halted his horse in the middle of the devastated village, turning in 
his saddle to take in the full measure of the slaughter and destruction around 
him. Despair settled on him as he thought of the people who had died here. How 
they must have screamed when the flames and the enemy took them.

“Why didn’t they fight?” asked Wolfgart, riding alongside him.

“What do you mean?” asked Sigmar. “There are no swords in the wreckage. No
one tried to fight them.”

“They were only farmers,” pointed out Pendrag.

“They were still men,” snapped Wolfgart. “They could still have fought to
defend themselves. I see axes and a few scythes, but nothing to make me think 
that anyone fought. If a man comes into your home with murder in mind, you kill 
the bastard. Or at least you fight him however you can, with a carving knife, an 
axe or your fists.”

“You are a warrior, my brother,” said Sigmar. “To fight is in your
blood, but these were farmers, no doubt exhausted after a day in the fields. The 
attackers came on them at night, and our people had no chance to defend 
themselves.”

Wolfgart shook his head. “A man should always be ready to fight, farmer or
warrior.”

“They counted on us to protect them,” said Sigmar, “and we failed them.”

“We cannot be everywhere at once, my friend,” said Pendrag, removing his
helmet. “Our lands are too vast to patrol with the few warriors left to us.”

“Exactly,” said Sigmar. “It was arrogant of us to assume we could protect our
lands ourselves, but Wolfgart is right, every man should be ready to 
fight. We have made sure that every warrior in our lands has a sword, but we 
should be making sure that every man has a sword.”

“Having a sword is all very well,” said Wolfgart. “Having the skill to use
it… that is something else.”

“Indeed it is, my friend,” replied Sigmar. “We need to begin a system of
training throughout our lands so that every man knows how to wield a sword. Each 
village must maintain a body of warriors to defend against such attacks.”

“That will take time,” said Pendrag. “If it is even possible.”

“We must make it possible,” snapped Sigmar. “What use is an empire if
we cannot defend it? When my father returns, we will draw up plans to institute 
a system of raising troops, training them and equipping them in every village. 
You are right, our land is too big to defend with one army, so each village must 
look to its own defence.”

The discussion was brought to a halt when Cuthwin and Svein emerged from the 
forest on the north edge of the village and made their way towards the three 
warriors.

From Svein’s expression, he could see that the suspicion forming in his mind
had been correct. The two scouts approached, and Sigmar slid from the back of 
his horse as the craggy-featured Svein squatted on his haunches and sketched in 
the dirt.

“Perhaps fifty riders, my lord,” said Svein. “Came in from the west just as
the sun was setting. They drove through the village, burning as they went. 
Another group came in from the east and caught any who fled. Most people were 
killed in the open, but the rest were driven back to their homes and burned to 
death inside.”

“Where did the raiders go after they had killed everyone?” demanded Sigmar.

“West,” said Cuthwin, “following the line of the forest to the coast.”

“But they didn’t keep to that line, did they?”

“No, my lord,” agreed Cuthwin. “After three miles or so they cut north
following the river.”

“Good work,” said Sigmar, standing and rubbing ash from his woollen leggings.

Pendrag said, “You know who did this. Don’t you?”

“I have an idea,” admitted Sigmar.

“Who?” demanded Wolfgart. “Tell us, and we’ll descend on them with swords
bared!”

“I believe the Teutogens did this,” said Sigmar.

“The Teutogens? Why?” asked Wolfgart.

“Artur knows the king has gone north with his army, and he is taking
advantage of my father’s absence to test our strength,” said Pendrag. “It seems
like the logical conclusion.”

“Then we burn one of his villages to the ground,” snarled Wolfgart, “and show
him what it means to attack the Unberogen!”

Sigmar turned on his friend, anger flashing in his eyes as he waved his hand 
at the burned and mutilated bodies. “You would have us do this to a Teutogen
village? Would you kill women and children in the name of vengeance?”

“You would leave this act of barbarism unanswered?” countered Wolfgart.

“Artur will pay for this,” promised Sigmar, “but not now. We have not the
numbers to punish him, and we will not give him an excuse to come against us in 
greater numbers. While the Unberogen army is in the north, we must swallow our 
pride.”

“And when your father returns?” demanded Wolfgart.

“Then there will be a reckoning,” said Sigmar.

 

King Bjorn pulled his white wolfskin cloak around his shoulders, numbed to
his very bones by the northern cold and biting wind that found its way through 
to his skin no matter how well he wrapped himself in fur. This far north, the 
climate and landscape were as different from the balmy springs and crisp winters 
of his lands as night was from day.

Here, the people dwelled in a land of dark pines, rugged valleys and 
windswept moors, where only the most determined would survive. The people of the 
north endured wet summers, and winters of such ferocity that entire villages 
died overnight, buried in snowstorms that wiped them from the face of the world.

Such harsh climes, however, bred a hardy folk, and the inhabitants of the 
north had impressed Bjorn with their courage and tenacity in the face of the 
Norsii invaders.

The king of the Unberogen made his way through the camp of the allied armies, 
smiling and praising the courage of every group of warriors he passed. Cherusen 
Wildmen, naked but for painted designs on their flesh and armoured loincloths, 
danced around fires that burned with blue fire, and Taleuten warriors drank 
harsh spirits distilled from grain as they spoke of the many heads they had 
taken.

Nearly seven thousand warriors had marched into battle. Nearly a thousand of 
them had remained on the battlefield, food for crows and the earth. Hundreds 
more were screaming in agony as the surgeons did the bloody work of saving the 
wounded. Ragged lines of tents filled the valley, though most warriors slept 
rolled in thick furs beside the hundreds of campfires that dotted the landscape 
like stars fallen to earth.

Alfgeir walked beside the king, clad head to toe in bronze armour and a 
helmet with a raised visor fashioned into the shape of a snarling wolf. Bjorn’s
champion wore an identical cloak of white wolfskin, a gift from King Aloysis 
when the Unberogen army had crossed the Talabec and ridden into the land of the 
Cherusens.

The two men were followed by ten warriors armed with heavy warhammers, their 
breastplates painted red, and their long beards woven in tight braids, in the 
fashion of the Taleutens. These men were so sure of their skills that they 
disdained the wearing of helmets and carried no shields. Bjorn knew that such 
confidence was not misplaced.

At least three times on the field of battle, these men had saved his life, 
crushing Norsii skulls or felling great monsters with their mighty hammers as 
they closed on the king. Each of Bjorn’s retinue wore the white wolfskin cloak,
and already it was whispered that these were warriors blessed with the strength 
of Ulric.

The forces of the northmen had penetrated far inland, and the capital of King 
Wolfila of the Udoses was still besieged in his coastal fortress city. Much 
blood had yet to be spilled to force the Norsii back to the sea. Thus far, they 
had been driven back, but these encounters had been mere skirmishes, foreplay 
before the great battle that had been fought in the rocky foothills east of the 
Middle Mountains.

The armies of the Norsii were wild and ferocious, but lacked the discipline 
of the southern tribes. The three kings had formed their armies into a great 
host and led by example, riding to where the battle was at its most fierce and 
exhorting their warriors to undreamed of valour.

The seven thousand warriors of the southern kings gave battle against six 
thousand cold-eyed killers from the northern realms and the black-armoured 
marauders from across the seas. Hordes of berserk warriors caked in painted 
chalk and blood, with spiked hair and whirling chains, had begun the battle, 
charging from the ranks of the enemy, screaming terrible prayers to their dark 
gods.

Volleys of arrows cut down these madmen, but the slavering hounds with 
blood-matted fur, and the howling beasts, had not fallen so easily, wreaking 
fearful havoc amongst the allied line with yellowed fangs that tore out throats, 
and bladed appendages that hacked a dozen men apart with every blow.

Bjorn remembered the terrible moment when a charging wedge of dark horsemen 
atop snorting steeds of shimmering black had crashed into the gap opened by the 
hounds. Scores of men had died beneath their black lances or were crushed 
beneath the unstoppable fury of their charge, but Cherusen Wildmen had charged 
heedless into the mass of armoured horsemen, and had torn them from their 
saddles, while Unberogen warriors had grimly despatched the fallen warriors with 
brutally efficient axe blows.

Back and forth the battle had waxed furiously, with each moment bringing a 
fresh horror from the enemy ranks. However, the courage of the men of the south 
had held firm. As the day wore on, the attacks from the Norsii became less 
severe, and Bjorn had sensed some give in the enemy line.

The allies had advanced in a silent mass of axes and swords, Taleuten 
horsemen riding around the flanks of the enemy, harassing them with deadly 
accurate bow-fire from their saddles. Unberogen warriors hammered the Norsii 
line and bent it back like a strung bow, killing enemy warriors by the score. 
Realising the moment had come to make his presence felt, Bjorn had ordered his 
banner forward, and had charged in with his great axe raised high above his head 
for all his warriors to see.

The kings of the Taleutens and Chemsens saw Bjorn’s charge, and the air
filled with horn blasts and drum beats as the kings of the south rode to battle. 
Hundreds of horsemen crashed against the army of the northmen, killing them in 
droves and scattering them like chaff.

A great cheer had filled the valley, and it seemed as though the fate of the 
Norsii was sealed, their warriors doomed. Then, a Norsii warlord in red armour 
with a horned helm had ridden through to the front lines of the battle beneath a 
blood-red banner. He sat atop a dark steed with eyes like undimmed furnaces, and 
had restored order to his army, which then fought a disciplined retreat from the 
valley.

The allied army had not the strength or cohesion to pursue, and Bjorn had 
listened with a heavy heart as his scouts informed him that the Northmen had 
regrouped beyond the horizon and were falling back in good order to a thickly 
wooded ridgeline.

That night, the armies of the three kings had rested and eaten well, for they 
all knew there was still fighting and dying to be done.

For days the allies had harried the northmen, seeking to goad them into 
charging from their defensive bulwark, but fear of the great warlord had kept 
their natural ferocity in check, and not even the wild, challenging taunts of 
Taleuten horse archers could dislodge them from their position.

The question of how to pursue the campaign against the northmen was one that 
vexed the commanders of the allied army greatly, and it was to a council of war 
arranged to answer this question that Bjorn now marched.

“Krugar will want to attack with the dawn, as will Aloysis,” said Alfgeir as
they approached the tent of the kings, ringed by armoured warriors and blazing 
torches.

“I know,” said Bjorn, “and part of me wants to as well.”

“Attacking up that slope will be costly,” said Alfgeir as they reached the
tent of King Aloysis. “Many men will die.”

“I know that too, Alfgeir, but what choice do we have?” asked
Bjorn.

 

Sigmar realised that time was not a constant thing, unbending and iron, but
as flexible as heated gold. The weeks since his father had left Reikdorf had 
passed with aching slowness, whereas the hours he was able to snatch with 
Ravenna between his journeys around the Unberogen lands had flashed past like 
lightning.

No sooner had he ridden back through the gates of Reikdorf and fallen into 
her arms than it seemed he was once again donning his hauberk and shield, ready 
to do battle. The raids against outlying settlements were continuing, but none 
had yet repeated the savagery of the attack on Ubersreik.

Sigmar had sent wagonloads of swords and spears to every Unberogen village, 
along with warriors to help train the villagers. In addition to these weapons, 
the grain stores of Reikdorf had been depleted to feed the women and children, 
while their menfolk learned to be warriors as well as farmers.

Eoforth had devised a rotational system where each farmer’s neighbours tended
to a portion of his fields while he was training to defend their village. Thus 
each man would learn the ways of the warrior without the worry of his land going 
untilled or his crops ungathered.

With the Unberogen lands looked to, Sigmar’s thoughts turned outwards to the
lands beyond the borders of his father’s kingdom. As the summer months passed,
orcs tribes were on the march in the mountains, with word coming from King 
Kurgan Ironbeard of great battles being fought before the walls of many of the 
dwarf holds. Sigmar had wanted to send warriors to aid the beleaguered dwarfs, 
but he could spare no men from his own lands.

He paced the floor of the king’s longhouse, tired beyond measure as he
awaited news of his father and the course of the war in the north. He drank from 
a mug of wine, the potency of the alcohol helping to dull the headache building 
behind his eyes.

“That will not help you,” said Ravenna, watching him from the door to the
longhouse. “You need rest, not wine.”

“I need sleep,” said Sigmar, “and the wine helps me sleep.”

“No, it doesn’t,” said Ravenna, coming into the long-house and taking the
wine from his hand. “The sleep of the wine sodden is not true rest. You may fall
asleep, but you are not refreshed come the morn.”

“Maybe not,” replied Sigmar, leaning down to kiss her forehead, “but without
it, my mind whirls with thought, and I lie awake through the long watches of the 
night.”

“Then come to my bed, Sigmar,” said Ravenna. “I will help you sleep, and in
the morning you will awake like a new man.”

“Really?” asked Sigmar, taking her hand and following her towards the
longhouse’s door. “And how will you work this miracle?”

Ravenna smiled. “You’ll see.”

 

Sigmar lay back on Ravenna’s bed, a light sweat forming a sheen over his body
as she draped an arm over his chest and curled a leg over his thigh. Her dark 
hair spilled onto the furs of the bed, and Sigmar could smell the rose perfumed 
oils she had worked into her skin.

The fire had burned low, but the room was pleasantly warm and comfortable, 
with the fragrance of two people who had just pleasurably exerted themselves 
hanging in the air.

Sigmar smiled as he felt a delicious drowsiness stealing over him, a drink of 
wine and Ravenna’s company having eased his troubled brow and made the cares of
the world seem like distant things indeed.

Ravenna ran her hand across his chest, and he stroked her midnight hair as 
the events of the last few days washed through him, and in so doing, eased their 
weight upon him. He longed for news of his father and the men of the Unberogen 
who fought in the north, but as Eoforth was fond of saying, if wishes were 
horses then no one would walk.

“What are you thinking?” whispered Ravenna dreamily.

“About the fighting in the north,” he replied, and then flinched as Ravenna
plucked a hair from his arm.

She folded her arms across his chest and rested her chin on her forearms as 
she stared up at him with a playful smile.

“What did you do that for?” he asked.

“When a woman asks you what you are thinking, she doesn’t actually 
want to hear what you’re thinking.”

“No? Then what does she want?”

“She wants you to tell her that you are thinking of her and how beautiful she
is, and of how much you love her.”

“Oh, so why not ask for that?”

“It’s not the same if you have to ask for it,” pointed out Ravenna.

“But you are beautiful,” said Sigmar. “There is no one prettier between the
Worlds Edge Mountains and the western ocean, and I do love you, you know that.”

“Tell me.”

“I love you,” said Sigmar, “with all my heart.”

“Good,” smiled Ravenna. “Now I feel better, and when I feel better… you feel
better.”

“Then is it not selfish of me to simply tell you what I think you want to
hear?” asked Sigmar. “Am I not then saying it to feel better myself?”

“Does it matter?” asked Ravenna, her voice dropping as her eyelids fluttered
with tiredness.

“No,” replied Sigmar with a smile, “I suppose not. All I want to do is make
you happy.”

“Then tell me of the future.”

“The future? I am no seer, my love.”

“No, I mean what you hope for the future,” whispered Ravenna. “And no grand
dreams of empire, just tell me of us.”

Sigmar pulled Ravenna close and closed his eyes.

“Very well,” said Sigmar. “I will be king of the Unberogen and you will be my
queen, the most beloved woman in all the land.”

“Will there be children in this golden future?” murmured Ravenna.

“Undoubtedly,” said Sigmar. “A king needs an heir after all. Our sons will be
strong and courageous, and our daughters will be dutiful and pretty.”

“How many children will we have?”

“As many as you like,” he promised. “Sigmar’s heirs will be numbered amongst
the most handsome, proud and courageous of all the Unberogen.”

“And us?” whispered Ravenna. “What becomes of us?”

“Our future will be happy, and we will live long in peace,” said Sigmar.

 

Tears streamed down Gerreon’s face as he all but fled into the
darkness of the Brackenwalsch. His fine boots of softest kid were ruined, black 
mud and water spilling over the tops of them and soaking his feet. His woollen 
trews were splashed with tainted water as his footsteps carried him deeper and 
deeper into the bleak and cheerless fens.

A low mist wreathed the ground, and the ghostly radiance of Morrslieb bathed 
the marshes in an emerald light. Glittering wisps of light, like distant 
candles, floated in the mist, but even in his distressed state Gerreon knew 
better than to follow them.

The Brackenwalsch was full of the bodies of those who had been beguiled by 
the corpse lights and wandered to their doom in the peaty bogs around Reikdorf.

His hand clutched his sword, and his anger grew as he pictured Sigmar rutting 
with his sister in his own home. The two of them had returned as Gerreon had 
been sharpening his blade, and it had been all he could do to smile and not cut 
the Unberogen prince down.

Sigmar had placed a hand on Gerreon’s shoulder and he had all but flinched,
the hatred in his eyes almost giving him away.

He had read Sigmar and Ravenna’s lecherous intent in every word they spoke,
and though they had asked him to join them for a meal, he had excused himself 
and fled into the darkness before the firelight would illuminate his true 
feelings.

Geneon stumbled through the shallows of a sucking pool, dropping to his knees 
as the mud pulled at his boots. His hands splashed into the reeking liquid, and 
black tears dripped from his face as he stared into the water.

His face rippled in the undulant surface of the pool, grotesquely twisted in 
the shifting water. The breath caught in his throat as he saw the reflected 
image of the moon over his shoulder, its face bright and constant, inexplicably 
unwavering in the water.

Gerreon lifted his hands from the water, his fingers coated in a thin layer 
of oily, black liquid that dripped from his hands. In the dark of night it 
looked like blood, and he shook his hands clear of it in disgust.

“No… please…” he whispered. “I won’t.”

He looked up from the water as the moonlight shone upon a tall plant that 
grew at the edge of the pool, its stems dotted with many tiny, white flowers in 
flat-topped clusters. A sickly smell exuded from the plant, and with a heavy 
heart, Gerreon recognised it as water hemlock, one of the deadliest plants that 
grew in these lands.

A whisper of wind shook the plant, and for the briefest instant, Gerreon felt 
it was beckoning him. As he watched, its stem sagged and broke, an oily liquid 
dribbling from the hollow interior.

Gerreon looked into the darkened sky, seeking some escape from the future the 
fates seemed determined to force upon him.

The moon glared down at him, its cold light unforgiving and hostile.

Common belief held that it was ill-luck to stare into the depths of the rogue 
moon for any length of time, that the Dark Gods saw into the hearts of those who 
did so, and planted a seed of evil within them.

As he looked into the shifting light, it seemed that he could see a pair of 
shimmering eyes, cunningly hidden within the ripples and contours of its 
surface, eyes of indescribable beauty and cruelty.

“What are you?” he yelled into the darkness.

The depthless pools of the eyes promised dark wonders and experience beyond 
measure, and Gerreon understood with sudden, awful clarity that the strands of 
his fate had been woven long before his birth and would continue long past his 
eventual death.

He stood and waded across the pool towards the drooping hemlock plant.

“Very well,” said Gerreon, “if I cannot escape my fate then I embrace it.”


 
 

—<TEN>—

Red Dawn

 

 

The sun rose through golden clouds, the rays of light striking the bronze
armour of the Norsii and making it seem as though the tree-lined ridge was 
aflame. Defiantly gathered on the slopes of a wide, rocky ridge, the fearsome 
northmen battered their axes upon the bosses of their shields, and roared 
terrible war cries of blood and death.

Bjorn sat upon his horse at the base of the ridge next to Alfgeir, surrounded 
by his personal guards, the White Wolves as they were now dubbed. His wolf 
banner fluttered in the icy wind that blew from the north, and he looked left 
and right to see the flags of his fellow kings held high along the line of the 
army.

Of all the gathered warriors, Bjorn took pride in knowing that the Unberogen 
were, without doubt, the most fearsome and magnificent. Lines of spear-armed 
warriors awaited the order to advance, and tribal sword-brethren answered the 
Norsii’s battle-cries with no less fearsome roars of their own.

Cherusen Wildmen bared their backsides to the Norsii, and Taleuten horsemen 
galloped with glorious abandon before the enemy army.

Spirits were high, and the frozen wind was seen as a good omen by the priests 
of Ulric, a blessing of the god of winter and a portent of victory.

Bjorn turned to Alfgeir, his champion’s bronze armour polished to a golden
sheen. His visor was raised, and he sat motionless beside the king, though Bjorn 
saw a tension in his features that he had never seen in the moments before 
battle.

“Something troubles you?” asked Bjorn.

Alfgeir turned to face the king and shook his head. “No, I am calm.”

“You seem unsettled.”

“We are about to go into battle, and I must protect a king who rides into the
heaviest fighting without thought for his own survival,” said Alfgeir. “That
would unsettle anyone.”

“Your only thought is for my life?” asked Bjorn.

“Yes, my lord,” said Alfgeir.

“The thought of your own death does not trouble you?”

“Should it, my king?”

“I imagine most men here are at least a little afraid of dying.”

Alfgeir shrugged. “If Ulric wants me, he will take me, there is nothing I can
do about it. All I can do is fight well and pray he finds me worthy to allow me 
entrance to his hall.”

Bjorn smiled, for this was about the longest conversation he had ever had 
with his champion. “You are a remarkable man, Alfgeir. Life is so simple to you,
is it not?”

“I suppose,” agreed Alfgeir. “I have a duty to you, but beyond that…”

“Beyond that, what?” asked Bjorn, suddenly curious. Alfgeir claimed not to be
concerned about death, but the coming battle had loosened his tongue in a way 
nothing before had. Even as he formed the thought, he knew that it was not his 
champion’s tongue that was loosened, but his own.

“Beyond that… I do not know,” said Alfgeir. “I have always been your champion
and protector.”

“And when I am dead you will be Sigmar’s,” finished Bjorn, his mouth suddenly
dry as he realised that his desire to talk and connect with another human being 
was born of the need to ensure that his people would be safe after his death.

“You are in a dark mood, my lord,” said Alfgeir. “Is there something
wrong?”

It was a simple question, but one to which Bjorn found he had no answer.

He had woken in the middle of the night, his keen sense for danger awakening 
him to a presence within his tent. How such a thing could have been possible 
with Alfgeir and the White Wolves maintaining a vigil around it he did not know, 
but his hand quickly found the haft of Soultaker.

He opened his eyes, and felt a chill enter his heart as he saw a silver mist 
creeping across the floor of his tent, and a hooded shape swathed in black 
hunched in the corner.

Bjorn swung his legs from his cot bed and raised his axe. The ground was 
cold, and tendrils of mist clawed at him as the dark figure drew itself to its 
full height.

“Who are you?” roared Bjorn. “Show yourself!”

“Be at peace, King Bjorn,” said a sibilant voice that he knew all too well.
“It is but a traveller from your own lands, come to claim what is hers.”

“You,” whispered Bjorn as the dark figure pulled back its hood to reveal
the wrinkled face of the hag woman of the Brackenwalsch. Her hair shone with the 
same silver light as the mist, and a cold dread seized Bjorn’s heart as he knew
what she had come for.

“How can you be here?” he asked.

“I am not here, King Bjorn,” said the hag woman, “I am but a shadow in the
deeper darkness, an agent of powers beyond your comprehension. None here have 
seen me and nor shall they. I am here for you and you alone.”

“What do you want?”

“You know what I want,” said the hag woman, coming closer.

“Get away from me!” cried Bjorn.

“You would see your son dead and the land destroyed?” hissed the hag woman.
“For that is what is at stake here.”

“Sigmar is in danger?”

The hag woman nodded. “Even now a trusted friend plots to destroy him. By
this time tomorrow your son will have passed through the gateway to Morr’s
kingdom.”

Bjorn felt his legs turn to water, and he collapsed back onto his cot bed, 
terror filling him at the thought of having to see Sigmar’s body pass into a
tomb upon Warrior’s Hill.

“What can I do?” asked Bjorn. “I am too far away to help him.”

“No,” said the hag woman, “you are not.”

“But you… you are still in the Brackenwalsch, yes? And this is a vision you
are sending me?”

“That is correct, King Bjorn.”

“Then if you know who plots against Sigmar, why can you not save him?”
demanded Bjorn. “You have command of the mysteries. You can save him!”

“No, for it was I who set the assassin upon his course.”

Bjorn surged to his feet, Soultaker sweeping out and cleaving through the hag 
woman, but the blade hit nothing, her form no more substantial than fog.

“Why?” demanded Bjorn. “Why would you do such a thing? Why set his murderer
in motion only to attempt to prevent it?”

The hag woman drifted closer to Bjorn, and he saw that her eyes were filled 
with dark knowledge, with things that would damn him forever were he to know 
them. He turned from her gaze.

“A man is the sum of his experiences, Bjorn,” said the hag woman. “All his
loves, fears, joys and pain combine like the metals in a good sword. In some men 
these qualities are in balance and they become servants of the light, while in 
others they are out of balance and they fall to darkness. To become the man he 
needs to be, your son must suffer pain and loss like no other.”

“I thought you said I had to save him?”

“And so you shall. When we met upon the hill of tombs I told you I would ask
you for a sacred vow. You remember?”

“I remember,” said Bjorn, a bleak dread settling upon him.

“I now ask for that vow,” said the hag woman.

“Very well,” said Bjorn. “Ask me.”

“When battle is joined on the morn, seek out the red warlord who leads the
army of the northmen and face him in battle.”

Bjorn’s eyes narrowed. “That’s it? No riddles or nonsense? That makes me
uneasy.”

“Simply that,” answered the hag woman.

“Then I give you my oath as king of the Unberogen,” said Bjorn, “I shall face
this Norsii bastard and cut his damned head from his shoulders.”

The hag woman smiled and nodded. “I believe you will,” she said.

The mist had thickened, and Bjorn had awoken with the morning sunlight 
prising his eyelids open. He sat up, the substance of his encounter with the hag 
woman etched on his memories with terrible clarity.

Bjorn opened his fist, and found he clutched a bronze pendant on a leather 
thong. Turning it over in his palm, he saw that it was a simple piece carved in 
the shape of a closed gateway. His first thought was to hurl it over a cliff or 
into a fast-flowing river, but instead he looped it over his head and tucked it 
beneath his woollen jerkin.

Now, sitting before the enemy army, the pendant felt like an anvil around his 
neck, its weight threatening to drag him to his doom.

Alfgeir pointed to the ridgeline. “There’s the bastard now.”

Bjorn looked up. The warlord of the enemy host was riding at the front of the 
Norsii army, his armour a lustrous crimson, his dragon banner proudly held 
aloft. The warlord’s dark steed reared up, and sunlight shimmered on the
warrior’s mighty sword as he held it aloft.

Drums and skirling trumpet blasts sounded, and the army of the southern kings 
began to march forward, thousands of swordsmen, axe bearers and spear hosts 
ready to drive the Norsii from these lands.

A wolf howled in the distance, and Bjorn smiled sadly.

“A good omen do you think?” he asked.

“Ulric is with us,” said Alfgeir, extending his hand.

Bjorn took his champion’s hand in the warrior’s grip. “May he grant you
strength, Alfgeir.”

“And you also, my king,” responded Alfgeir.

King Bjorn of the Unberogen looked up towards the red-armoured warlord, and 
gripped the haft of Soultaker as the ravens began to gather.

 

Sigmar arose refreshed and alert, the last remnants of a dream of his father
clinging to him, but hovering just beyond recall. He took a deep breath, and 
looked at the sleeping form of Ravenna beside him. Her shoulder was bare, the 
fur blanket slipped away in the night, and he leaned down to kiss her tanned 
skin.

She smiled, but did not wake, and he slid from the bed to gather his clothes.

Sigmar lifted pieces of cut chicken from a plate on the table before the 
hearth, suddenly realising how hungry he was. He and Ravenna had prepared some 
food, but when Gerreon had left them alone, their thoughts had turned to other 
appetites that needed satisfying, and the food had gone uneaten.

He sat at the table and broke his fast, pouring himself some water and 
swilling it around his mouth. Ravenna stirred, and Sigmar smiled contentedly.

His mind was less filled with thoughts of war and the worries for his people, 
but the business of ruling a land did not cease for any man, king’s son or not.
Briefly, he wished for the simpler times of his youth, when all he had dreamed 
of was fighting dragons and being like his father.

Such dreams of childhood had been put away, however, and replaced with 
grander dreams where his people lived in peace with good men to lead them and 
justice for all. He shook his head free of such grandiose thoughts, content for 
now to simply be a man freshly risen from sleep with a beautiful woman and a 
full belly.

Ravenna turned over, propping her head on an elbow, her dark hair wild and 
looking like some berserker’s mane. The thought made him smile, and she returned
it, pulling back the covers and padding, naked, across the room to pick up her 
emerald cloak.

“Good morning, my love,” said Sigmar.

“Good morning indeed,” replied Ravenna. “Are you rested?”

“I am refreshed,” nodded Sigmar, “though Ulric alone knows how, you didn’t
let me get much sleep, woman!”

“Fine,” smiled Ravenna. “I shall leave you alone next time you share my bed.”

“Ah, now that’s not what I meant.”

“Good.”

Sigmar pushed away the plate of chicken scraps as Ravenna said, “I feel like
a swim. You should join me.”

“I can’t swim,” said Sigmar, “and, unfortunately, I have things to attend to
today.”

“I’ll teach you,” said Ravenna, pulling open her cloak to flaunt her
nakedness, “and if the future king cannot take time for himself then who can?
Come on, I know a pool to the north where a tributary of the Reik runs through a 
secluded little glen. You’ll love it.”

“Very well,” said Sigmar, spreading his hands in defeat. “For you, anything.”

They dressed swiftly and gathered up some bread, chicken and fruit in a 
basket. Sigmar strapped on his sword belt, having left Ghal-maraz in the king’s
long-house, and the pair of them set off, hand in hand, through Reikdorf.

Sigmar waved at Wolfgart and Pendrag, who were training warriors on the Field 
of Swords, as they made their way towards the north gate. The guards nodded as 
they passed through the gate, making way for trade wagons pulled by long-haired 
Ostagoth ponies and travelling merchants from the Brigundian tribes.

The roads into Reikdorf were well travelled, and the warriors at the walls 
had their hands full inspecting those who desired entry into the king’s town.

A wolf howled in the distance, and Sigmar felt a shiver down the length of 
his spine.

 

Sigmar and Ravenna soon passed from the road and sight of Reikdorf, moving
into the forest towards the sound of falling water. Ravenna’s steps were assured
as she led them into a secluded valley, where a slender ribbon of silver water 
spilled from the slopes around Reikdorf towards the mighty Reik.

The trees were widely spaced here, though they were still out of sight of the 
road, and a screen of rocks jutted from the ground like ancient teeth before a 
wide pool that sat at the base of a small waterfall.

The pool was deep, and Ravenna slipped out of her dress and dived in, cutting 
a knife-sharp path along the surface of the water. She surfaced and shook her 
head clear, treading water as she pushed her hair from her eyes.

“Come on!” she cried. “Get in the water.”

“It looks cold,” said Sigmar.

“It’s bracing,” said Ravenna, swimming the length of the pool with strong,
lithe strokes. “It will wake you up.”

Sigmar set the food basket down at the edge of the clearing. “I am already
awake.”

“What’s this?” laughed Ravenna. “The mighty Sigmar afraid of a little cold
water?”

He shook his head and unbuckled his sword belt, dropping it beside the food 
as he pulled off his boots and removed the rest of his clothing. He stood and 
walked to the edge of the water, enjoying the sensation of misting water from 
the small waterfall as it speckled his skin.

A raven sat on the branch of a tree opposite Sigmar, and he nodded towards 
the bird of omen as it appeared to regard him with silent interest.

“Trinovantes saw a raven the night before you all left for Astofen,” said a
voice behind him. Sigmar reached for his sword before realising he had left it 
with the food. He turned and relaxed as he saw Gerreon standing at the edge of 
the clearing.

Immediately, Sigmar saw that something was wrong.

Gerreon’s clothes were muddy and stained black. His boots were ruined, and
his leather jerkin was torn and ragged. Ravenna’s brother’s face was pale, dark
rings hooded his eyes and his black hair—normally so carefully combed—was
loose, and hung around his face in matted ropes.

“Gerreon?” he said, suddenly conscious he was naked. “What happened?”

“A raven,” repeated Gerreon. “Appropriate don’t you think?”

“Appropriate for what?” asked Sigmar, confused at the hostile tone in
Gerreon’s voice.

Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Ravenna swimming back towards the 
bank, and took a step towards Gerreon.

His unease grew as Gerreon moved to stand between him and his sword.

“That you should both see ravens before you die.”

“What are you talking about, Gerreon?” demanded Sigmar. “I grow tired of this
foolishness.”

“You killed him!” screamed Gerreon, drawing his sword.

“Killed who?” asked Sigmar. “You are not making any sense.”

“You know who,” wept Gerreon, “Trinovantes. You killed my twin brother, and
now I am going to kill you.”

Sigmar knew that he should back away, simply leap into the water and make his 
way downstream with Ravenna, but his was the blood of kings, and kings did not 
run from battle, even ones they knew they could not win.

Gerreon was a master swordsman, and Sigmar was unarmed and naked. Against any 
other opponent, Sigmar knew he might have closed the distance without suffering 
a mortal wound, but against a warrior as skilled and viper-fast as Gerreon, 
there was no chance.

“Gerreon!” cried Ravenna from the edge of the pool. “What are you doing?”

“Stay in the water,” warned Sigmar, taking slow steps towards Gerreon. His
route curved to the left, but Gerreon was too clever to fall for such an obvious 
ploy, and remained between him and his sword.

“You sent him to his death and did not even care that he would die for you,”
said Gerreon.

“That is not true,” said Sigmar, keeping his voice low and soothing as he
approached.

“Of course it is!”

“Then you are a damned coward,” snapped Sigmar, hoping to goad Gerreon into a
reckless mistake. “If your blood cried out for vengeance, you should have come
for me long ago. Instead you wait to catch me unawares. I thought you as 
courageous as Trinovantes, but you are not half the man he was. He is cursing 
you from Ulric’s hall even now!”

“Do not speak his name!” screamed Gerreon.

Sigmar saw the intent to strike in Gerreon’s eyes, and leapt aside as the
swordsman lunged for him. The point of Gerreon’s blade flashed past him, and
Sigmar spun on his heel, his fist swinging in a deadly right cross.

Gerreon swayed aside from the blow, and Sigmar stumbled. Off balance, he felt 
a line of white fire score across his side as Gerreon’s blade slashed across his
hip and up over his ribs. Blood flowed freely from the wound, and Sigmar blinked 
away stars of pain that bloomed behind his eyes.

He spun, and ducked back as Gerreon’s sword came at him again. The blade
passed within a finger’s breadth of spilling his innards to the ground, and as
he fought for breath, a sudden dizziness drove him to his knees.

Ravenna began climbing from the water, screaming her brother’s name, and
Sigmar forced himself to his feet as he fought for breath. Gerreon bounced 
lightly from foot to foot, one arm raised behind him, his sword arm extended 
before him.

Sigmar balled his hands into fists and advanced towards the swordsman, his 
breath coming in short, gasping heaves.

What was happening to him?

His vision swam for an instant, and the world seemed to spin crazily. Sigmar 
felt a tremor begin in his hand, a palsied jitter like that which plagued some 
unfortunate elders of Reikdorf.

Gerreon laughed, and Sigmar’s eyes narrowed as he saw an oily yellow coating
on the swordsman’s blade. He looked down and saw some of the same substance
mixed with the blood on his ribs.

“Can you feel the poison working on you, Sigmar?” asked Gerreon. “You should.
I smeared my blade with enough to kill a warhorse.”

“Poison…” wheezed Sigmar, his chest feeling as if it were clamped in Master
Alaric’s giant vice. “I… said… you were… a coward.”

“I let myself get angry at you earlier, but I will not make that mistake
again.”

The tremors in Sigmar’s hands spread to his arms and he could barely hold
them still. He could feel a terrible lethargy stealing over him, and he 
staggered towards Gerreon, his fury giving him strength.

“What have you done?” screamed Ravenna, running at her brother.

Gerreon turned, and casually backhanded her to the grass with his free hand.

“Do not talk to me,” snapped Gerreon. “Sigmar killed Trinovantes and you
whore with him? You are nothing to me. I should kill you too for dishonouring 
our brother.”

Sigmar dropped to his knees again as the tremors became more violent and his 
legs would no longer support him. He tried to speak, but the enormous pressure 
in his chest was too great and his lungs were filled with fire.

Ravenna rolled to her feet, her face a mask of fury, and threw herself at her 
brother.

Gerreon’s instincts as a swordsman took over, and he easily evaded her
attack.

“Gods, no!” screamed Sigmar as Gerreon’s sword plunged into her stomach.

The blade stabbed through Ravenna and she fell, tearing the sword from her 
brother’s grip. Sigmar surged to his feet, pain, anger and loss obliterating all
thoughts save vengeance on Gerreon.

The red mist of the berserker descended on Sigmar and, where before he had 
resisted its siren song, he now surrendered to it completely. The pain in his 
side vanished, and the fire in his lungs dimmed as he threw himself at Ravenna’s
killer.

His hands closed around Gerreon’s neck and he squeezed with all his strength.

“You killed her!” he spat.

He forced Gerreon to his knees, feeling his strength flooding from his body, 
but knowing he still had enough to kill this worthless traitor. He looked into 
Gerreon’s eyes, seeking some sign of remorse for what he had done, but there was
nothing, only…

Sigmar saw the crying boy who had wept for his lost brother, and a screaming 
soul being dragged into a terrible abyss. He saw the razored claws of a 
monstrous power that had found a purchase in Gerreon’s heart, and the desperate
struggle fought within his tortured soul.

Even as Sigmar’s hands crushed the life from Gerreon, he saw that monstrous
power reach up and claim the swordsman entirely for its own. A terrible light 
built behind Gerreon’s eyes, and a malicious smile of radiant evil spread across
his face.

Sigmar’s hands were prised from his foe’s neck as Gerreon pushed him back.
The berserk strength that had filled him moments ago now fled his body, and 
Sigmar staggered away from Gerreon as his body failed him.

Gerreon laughed, and dragged his sword from his sister’s fallen body as
Sigmar lurched away from him.

“You are finished, Sigmar,” said the swordsman, his voice redolent with
power. “You and your dream are dead.”

“No,” whispered Sigmar as the world spun around him, and he fell backwards
into the pool. The water was icy, and cut through the paralysis of the poison 
for the briefest moment. He flailed as he sank beneath the surface, water 
filling his mouth and lungs.

The current seized him, and his body twisted as it was carried down river.

Sigmar’s vision greyed, and his last sight was of Gerreon smiling at him
through the swirling bubbles of the water’s surface.


 
 

—<ELEVEN>—

The Grey Vaults

 

 

Horst Edsel was not a man given to reflection on the whims of the gods, for
he had accepted he was but an insignificant player in their grand dramas. Kings 
might lead armies to fight their enemies, and great warlords might conquer lands 
not their own, but the sweep of history largely passed Horst by, as it did many 
men.

He was not a clever man, nor was he gifted physically or mentally. He had 
married young, before the women of Reikdorf had fully realised the limited 
nature of his abilities, and his wife had gifted him with two children, a boy 
and a girl. The girl had died with her mother during the difficult birth, and a 
wasting sickness had taken the boy three years later.

The gods had seen fit to bestow these gifts upon him and then take them away, 
but Horst had not thought to curse them, for the joy he had known in those brief 
years was beyond anything he had known before or since.

Horst pushed the boat from the edge of the river, using an oar to ease it 
through the long reeds and thick algae that bloomed this far down the river, 
away from the timber jetties of the town. The meagre pickings he caught in the 
river were enough to feed him and provide him with a few fish to sell on market 
day, but little else, and certainly not the mooring fees charged by King Bjorn.

His nets and rods were safely stowed along the side of the small fishing 
boat, and his cat lay curled in the stem. He had not given the animal a name, 
for a name meant attachment, and no sooner had Horst ever become attached to 
something than the gods had taken it from him. He did not want to curse the cat 
by giving it a name and then having it die on him.

The sun had already climbed a fair distance into the sky, and he said, “Late
in the day, cat.”

The animal yawned, exposing its fangs, but paid him no attention.

“Shouldn’t have put away the rest of that Taleuten rotgut,” he said, tasting
the acrid bile in his throat from the cheap grain alcohol peddled by the more 
disreputable traders. “We’ve slept past the best time for fish, cat. Earlier
fishermen than us will have plucked the river by now. It’s going to be another
hungry day for us both. Well, for me anyway.”

Clear of the reed beds, Horst set the oars in the rowlocks and eased the boat 
out towards the centre of the river. Trading boats further up the river were 
sailing towards Reikdorf, and Horst continually checked over his shoulder to 
make sure he wasn’t about to be rammed.

Shouts and curses from various ships chased him, but Horst ignored them with 
quiet dignity, and eased his boat towards a spot where a tributary that ran from 
the Hills of the Five Sisters flowed into the Reik. This had often proven to be 
a good spot for fish to gather, and he decided to give up on the main body of 
the river today.

He dropped the rope-tied rock that served as his anchor over the side of the 
boat with a satisfying splash, earning him a look of disdain from the cat, and 
then baited his hook with a scrap of rotten meat that he’d scavenged from the
butcher’s block.

“Nothing to do now but wait, cat,” said Horst, casting his line into the
water.

He dozed in the sun, leaning against the gunwale of his boat, the line looped 
around his finger lest a fish should actually bite.

It felt as though he had barely closed his eyes when something tugged at the 
line around his finger. From the heft of the pull, it was something big.

Horst sat up and took hold of the fishing rod, easing it back with some 
difficulty, and looping the twine around a cleat on the side of the boat. Even 
the cat looked up as the boat swayed in the water.

“Something big, cat!” shouted Horst, dreaming of nice, fresh trout or mullet,
or perhaps even a flounder, though this region of the river was a little far 
from the coast for that. He pulled on the rod again, and his hopes of dinner 
were dashed as he saw the body.

It drifted on its back towards him, the hook snagged in the skin of its 
chest. Horst squinted, seeing that the body was that of a naked man, powerfully 
built, but leaking blood into the water. Flaxen hair billowed around his head 
like drifting seaweed, and Horst reached over to pull him close to the boat.

With some considerable difficulty, Horst dragged the man’s body into his
boat, grunting and straining with the effort, for the man was muscular and 
powerful.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he told the cat. “Why bother when this poor
fellow’s obviously dead, eh?”

The cat uncurled from the stern and padded over to examine Horst’s catch,
sniffing disinterestedly around the wet body. Horst sat back to recover his 
breath, until his heart rate had slowed enough to tell him that he wasn’t about
to drop dead from the exertion.

Then he noticed that blood was still flowing from the long cuts to the man’s
side.

“Ho ho, this one’s not quite dead yet!” he said.

Horst leaned over and brushed the sodden locks from the man’s face.

He gasped, and reached for the oars, rowing for all he was worth towards the 
jetties of Reikdorf.

“Oh no, cat!” he said. “This is bad… this is very bad!”

 

“Will he live?” asked Pendrag, afraid of the answer.

Cradoc ignored him, for what was the point in offering an answer that the 
warrior would not understand and would not want if he did? The young prince was 
poised at the very threshold of Morr’s realm, and no knowledge of man could
prevent him from passing through.

He had been tending to a young warrior with a broken arm, another casualty of 
Alfgeir’s harsh training regimes on the Field of Swords, when Pendrag had rushed
in, his face pale and frightened. Even before the man opened his mouth, Cradoc 
had known that something terrible had happened.

Cradoc had gathered his healer’s bag and limped after Pendrag, his aged frame
unable to keep up with the young warrior. By the time they reached the 
longhouse, Cradoc was out of breath and his mouth was dry.

His worst suspicions had been confirmed when he saw the crowds gathered 
around the king’s longhouse, their faces lined with fear. Pendrag had forged
them a path and, though he had been prepared for the worst, he felt a chill as 
he saw Sigmar lying on a pallet of furs, his body wet and pale like a corpse.

Sigmar’s sword-brothers and Eoforth knelt beside him, and a group of warriors
stood to one side, their blades bared as though ready to fight. A hunched man in 
a tattered buckskin jerkin waited nervously to one side, and a small cat curled 
around his legs, looking nervously at the king’s wolfhounds.

He had immediately shooed everyone out of the way and begun his examination, 
already fearing that the prince was beyond help, but then he saw that blood 
still pulsed weakly from deep cuts along his hip and ribs.

“I asked whether he would live?” demanded Pendrag. “This is Sigmar!”

“I know who he is, damn you!” snapped Cradoc. “Now be silent and let me
work.”

Sigmar’s colour was bad, and his body had clearly lost a lot of blood, but
that alone could not account for the symptoms that Cradoc was seeing. Sigmar’s
pupils were dilated, and a faint tremor was evident in his fingertips.

Cradoc peered at the wounds in the prince’s side, wounds clearly caused by a
sword.

“What happened?” asked Cradoc. “Who attacked the prince?”

“We do not know yet,” snarled Wolfgart, “but whoever it was will die before
this day is out!”

Cradoc nodded and bent closer to the injured Sigmar as he saw the faint 
yellowish deposit of a resinous substance coating the skin around the wound. He 
bent to sniff the blood, and recoiled as he smelled a sour, vegetable-like 
odour.

“Shallya’s mercy,” he whispered, prising open Sigmar’s eyelids.

“What?” asked Pendrag. “What is it, man! Speak!”

“Hemlock,” said Cradoc. “The prince has been poisoned. Whatever blade wounded
him was coated with hemlock from the Brackenwalsch.”

“Is that bad?” asked Wolfgart, pacing the floor behind Pendrag.

“What do you think, idiot?” barked Cradoc. “Have you heard of a good 
poison? Stop asking stupid questions, and make yourself useful and bring me some 
clean water! Now!”

He turned from the gathered warriors. “I have seen hemlock poisoning in
livestock that eats too near the marshes, or drinks water in which its roots 
have found purchase.”

“Is it fatal?” asked Eoforth, giving voice to the question everyone feared.

Cradoc hesitated, unwilling to take away what little hope these men had for 
their prince.

“Usually, yes,” said Cradoc. “The poisoned beast usually has trouble
breathing, and then its legs fail and it begins to convulse. Eventually, its 
lungs give out and it breathes no more.”

“You say usually, Cradoc,” said Eoforth, his voice calm amid the panic that
was filling the longhouse. “Some survive?”

“Some, but not many,” said Cradoc, rummaging in his healer’s bag to remove a
clay vial stoppered with wax. “Where is that water, damn you!”

“Do what you have to,” said Eoforth. “The prince must live.”

Wolfgart appeared at his side, and Cradoc said, “Clean the wounds. Be
thorough, wash the blood away and don’t be squeamish about getting inside the
wound. Clean everything out, and leave no trace of the resin within him. You 
understand? Not a trace.”

“Not a trace,” said Wolfgart, and Cradoc saw the terrible fear for his friend
in the warrior’s eyes.

He handed the clay vial to Wolfgart. “When the wound is clean, apply this
poultice of tarrabeth, and then get someone with steady hands to stitch him 
shut.”

“And he will live? He will be all right then?”

Cradoc laid a paternal hand on Wolfgart’s shoulder. “Then we will have done
all we can for him. It will be for the gods to decide whether he lives or dies.”

Cradoc moved aside as Wolfgart got to work, his joints flaring painfully as 
Pendrag helped him to his feet. “Where was Sigmar found?” he asked. 

“Is that important?”

“It could be vital,” snapped Cradoc. “Now stop answering my questions with
questions, and tell me where he was found.”

Pendrag nodded contritely and indicated the hunched man in the buckskin 
jerkin. “Horst here found the prince in the river.”

Cradoc’s eyes narrowed as he saw the worried looking man. He smelled of fish
and damp leather, and the healer recognised him from some years ago. He had 
treated the man’s son for a sickness that stripped the flesh from his bones, but
despite Cradoc’s best efforts, the boy had died.

“You found him?” asked Cradoc. “Where?”

“I was out fishing by the edge of the river when I saw the young prince,”
said Horst.

“Where exactly?” demanded Cradoc. “Come on, man, this could be vital!”

Horst shrank back from Cradoc’s sharp tongue, and the cat’s ears pricked up.

“My apologies,” said Cradoc. “My joints are aching, and King Bjorn’s son is
dying, so I do not have time for politeness. I need you to be precise, Horst, 
tell me where you found Sigmar.”

Horst’s head bobbed in an approximation of a nod. “Out by one of the north
channels, sir. The one that flows from the Five Sisters. I was out fishing, and 
the prince went and snagged on my hook.”

“You know this place?” asked Cradoc, turning to Pendrag.

“I do, yes.”

“Sigmar was naked, which tells me he was swimming and did not fall into the
water until after he was attacked,” said Cradoc, rubbing the heel of his palm
against his temples. “Is there a pool further up that channel?”

Pendrag nodded. “Aye, there is. It is a favourite place for young lovers to
swim.”

“Take me there,” said Cradoc, “and if you wish to avenge yourselves on the
prince’s attacker, bring your finest trackers.”

“What is it?” asked Pendrag. “What do you expect to find?”

“I do not think it likely that Sigmar will prove to be our only victim
today,” said Cradoc.

 

Sigmar opened his eyes to a bleak world of ashen grey. Rocky plains stretched
out all around him, withered and dead heaths over which blew a parched wind. 
Twisted trees dotted the landscape, rearing high like black cracks in the empty, 
lifeless sky.

He was naked and alone, lost in this deserted wilderness with no stars above 
to guide him and no landmarks he recognised to fix his position. He did not know 
this land.

A range of mountains reared up in the distance, vast and monolithic, easily 
the biggest things he had ever seen. Even the distant peaks of the Grey 
Mountains were nowhere near as mighty as this great range.

“Is there anyone here?” he shouted, the sound as flat and toneless as the
colours around him. The silence of the strange landscape swallowed his shout, 
and he felt a strange sense of dislocation as he set off towards the mountains 
in the absence of any better direction to travel.

His memories of how he had come to be here were confused, and he had only 
fleeting memories of his life. He knew his name and that he was of the Unberogen 
tribe, the fiercest warriors west of the mountains, but beyond that…

Sigmar walked for what felt like hours, but he quickly noticed that the sky 
above was unchanging, the dead sun motionless in the grey clouds. A moment or an 
age could have passed, yet his limbs were as strong as they had been when he had 
set off. He had no doubt that he could walk forever in this lifeless realm 
without feeling tired.

He stopped as a sudden thought came to him.

Was he dead?

This strange landscape was certainly bereft of life, but where was the golden 
hall of Ulric, the great feasting and the warriors who had fallen in glorious 
battle? He had lived a valourous life had he not?

Was he to be denied his rest in the halls of his ancestors?

Fear touched his heart as he felt shadows gather around him at the thought. 
Where he had stopped was as empty and desolate as any other place he had seen in 
his travels, but he could sense a gathering menace.

“Show yourselves!” he roared. “Come out and die!”

No sooner had he spoken than the shadows coiled from the ground and shaped 
themselves into dark phantoms of nightmare. A pair of huge, slavering wolves 
with red eyes and fangs like knives stalked him, and a scaled daemon with a 
horned head, forked tongue and a dripping sword hissed words of his death.

Sigmar wished he had a weapon to defend himself, and looked down to see a 
golden sword appear in his hand. He lifted the blade, and imagined himself in a 
suit of the finest iron armour. He was not surprised when it appeared upon his 
body, the links gleaming and oiled.

The creatures of darkness surrounded him, but rather than wait for them to 
make the first move, Sigmar leapt to attack. His sword cleaved through one of 
the shadow wolves, and it vanished in a swirl of dark smoke.

The second wolf leapt at him, and he dropped flat to the dusty ground, his 
sword sweeping up a disembowelling cut. Again the beast vanished, and the daemon 
rushed in with its sword raised. The blade slashed for his throat, but Sigmar 
ducked and rammed his sword into the creature’s side.

Instead of vanishing, the creature let loose a screeching howl, the pain of 
it driving Sigmar to his knees. He dropped his weapon, which vanished as soon as 
it hit the ground. The daemon bellowed in triumph, its sword sweeping down to 
take his skull… to be met by a great, double-headed axe that blocked the blow.

Sigmar looked up to see a mighty warrior in a glittering hauberk of polished 
iron scale, with a winged bronze helmet and kilt of linked leather strips 
reinforced with bronze. The warrior’s axe swept aside the daemon’s blade, and
the return stroke smote its chest, sending it back to whatever hell it had come 
from.

With the daemon despatched, the warrior turned and offered his hand to 
Sigmar, and even before he saw the warrior’s face, he knew whose face it would
be.

“Father,” said Sigmar as Bjorn took him in a crushing bear hug.

“My son,” said Bjorn. “It does my heart proud to see you, even as it grieves
me to see you in this place.”

“What is this place? Am I dead? Are… are you?”

“These are the Grey Vaults,” said Bjorn. “It is the netherworld between life
and death where the spirits of the dead wander.”

“How did I come to be here?”

“I do not know, my son, but you are here, and I mean to make sure you
return to the land of the living. Now come, we have a long way to go.”

Sigmar indicated the barren emptiness that surrounded them. “Go? Where is
there to go? I have walked for an age in this place and found nothing.”

“We must reach the mountains. There we will find the gateway.”

“What gateway?”

“The gateway to Morr’s kingdom,” said Bjorn, “to the realm of the dead.”

 

* * * * *

 

The battle was won, but as Alfgeir had feared the cost had been high. The
Norsii had fought like daemons against the armies of the southern kings, their 
shield walls like impregnable fortresses atop the forested ridgeline. Time and 
time again, the axes and swords of the Taleutens, Cherusens and Unberogens had 
hammered the north-men, until shields had splintered and spears had broken.

Inch by bloody inch, they had driven up the slopes and pushed the Norsii 
back, but for each yard gained, a score of men had been lost. As the army of the 
southern kings finally took the top of the hill, the Norsii fought in smaller 
and smaller circles, defiant to the end and asking for no quarter.

Truly, these men were iron foes.

King Bjorn had fought like a man possessed, launching himself into the thick 
of the fighting from the outset, his mighty axe cleaving northmen dead with 
every stroke. The White Wolves had tried to keep up with him, but the king’s
progress had been relentless.

Alfgeir had seen where the king had been headed and tried desperately to 
follow, but a blood-maddened hound had leapt upon him with its fangs snapping 
shut on his gorget. He had killed the beast, but had been powerless to follow 
his king as the press of fighting bodies blocked all passage forward.

Alfgeir closed his eyes as he remembered the glorious sight of his king 
standing before the red-armoured warlord of the enemy host. Never had he been 
prouder to serve Bjorn of the Unberogen than the moment he had seen his liege 
lord’s axe cut the head from the enemy leader. The dragon banner had fallen, and
a cry of dismay and anger had arisen from the Norsii, their vengeful eyes 
turning to he who had toppled it.

The Marshal of the Reik turned from his memories and approached the fire 
where the healers worked. Screams of the dying filled the air, piteous cries for 
wives and mothers tearing at the hearts of those who attempted to make their 
last hours more comfortable.

Victory fires were even now being lit atop the hill, the mounds of dead 
northmen burning as offerings to Ulric, but the victory tasted of ashes to 
Alfgeir, for he had failed in his duty.

King Bjorn lay on a hastily erected pallet bed, his armour in a bloody and 
torn pile beside him. The king’s flesh was grey, his body wrapped in bandages
that covered the many sword blows and spear thrusts that he had suffered. Blood 
pooled beneath his body and dripped through the linen of the bed.

No sooner had Bjorn slain the Norsii warlord than his dark-armoured champions 
had fallen upon the king to wreak their revenge. Alfgeir could recall every 
sword blow and spear thrust, feeling them as though they struck his own flesh.

“Will he live?” asked Alfgeir.

One of the healers looked up, his face streaked with tears.

“We have stitched his wounds, my lord,” said the healer, “and we have
administered bandages treated with faxtoryll and spiderleaf.”

“But will he live?” demanded Alfgeir.

The healer shook his head. “We have done all we can for him. It will be for
the gods to decide whether he lives or dies.”

 

Sigmar and Bjorn walked further through the Grey Vaults, the landscape
remaining unchanged no matter how far they travelled. To Sigmar’s eyes, the
mountains appeared to draw no closer, yet his father assured him they were on 
the right path.

Though the scenery appeared unchanging, they were not without company on 
their journey. The dark shadows that had assaulted Sigmar flitted on the edge of 
perception, only ever seen from the corner of the eye, as though they escorted 
the travellers, yet were afraid of being seen directly by them.

“What are they?” Sigmar asked, seeing another darting shape at the edge of
his vision.

“The souls of those damned forever,” said Bjorn with great sadness. “Eoforth
said that the Grey Vaults are inhabited by the souls of the unquiet dead, those 
whose bodies are raised by necromancy and who cannot pass into Morr’s realm.”

“So nothing that dwells here is truly dead?”

“As good as,” said Bjorn. “Though those consigned here may have been virtuous
while alive, here they have been twisted into terrible forms by their hatred for 
the living. Our warmth and light reminds them of what they once were and what 
they can never now have.”

“So why aren’t they attacking?”

“Be thankful they are not, Sigmar, for I do not think we have the strength to
oppose them.”

“All the more reason for them to attack.”

“Perhaps,” agreed Bjorn, “but I feel they are directing us to somewhere of
their choosing.”

“Where?”

“I do not know, but we might as well enjoy the walk until we get there, eh?”

“Enjoy the walk?” asked Sigmar. “Have you seen where we are? This is a
terrible place.”

“Aye, true enough, but we are getting to walk it together, father and son,
and it has been too long since we spoke as men.”

Sigmar nodded. “There’s truth in that. Very well, tell me of the war in the
north?”

Bjorn’s face darkened, and Sigmar sensed his father’s hesitation in
answering. “Well enough, well enough. Your men fought like the Wolves of Ulric,
and the Chemsens and Taleutens fought well too. We drove the Norsii from their 
lands and back to their own frozen kingdom. When you are king, you must do 
honour to Krugar and Aloysis, son. They are honourable kings and staunch allies 
of the Unberogen.”

Sigmar could not help but notice the phrasing of his father’s answer, but
swallowed the feelings growing within him. Instead he asked, “This gateway we
are heading towards? Morr’s Gate? Why exactly do we want to get there?”

“Ask me when we get there,” said his father, and Sigmar read the warning in
his voice.

They walked in silence for another indeterminate length of time, until Bjorn 
said, “I am proud of you, Sigmar. Your mother would have been proud of you too,
had she lived.”

Sigmar felt a tightness to his chest, and was about to reply when he saw that 
his father was looking at something ahead of them. He turned from his father, 
and the breath caught in his throat at the sight before him.

Though the mountains had been as far away as ever the last time he had 
looked, they now towered overhead, monstrous black guardians of an undiscovered 
country beyond. As Sigmar watched, the flanks of the mountains seemed to shift 
and twist as though the power of a god was reshaping the rock into some new 
design.

Entire cliffs shook themselves free of the mountains, grinding together to 
form terrifyingly huge pilasters. Towering ridgelines compressed with tectonic 
force, and splinters of rock and billowing clouds of dust rose from the 
mountains as a huge lintel took shape across the roof of the world.

Within moments, a vast portal had formed in the side of the mountains, wide 
and tall enough to encompass the lands as far as the eye could see. A yawning 
blackness swirled between the pilasters, darkness so complete that nothing could 
ever return from its midnight embrace.

An aching moan of desire arose from the landscape, and the shadows that had 
dogged their steps arose from the ground in a great swell. More of the dread 
wolves and daemon things appeared, accompanied by other beasts and creatures too 
terrible to imagine.

Black beasts with wicked fangs and gleaming coals for eyes rose on pinions of 
darkness, slithering drakes with teeth like swords, and skeletal lizard things 
with axe-blade tails and hideous skulls for heads.

Whatever these had been in life, they were monsters in death.

The army of shadows drifted through the air, forming an unbroken line between 
them and the gateway in the mountains. A tall warrior stepped from among the 
ranks of monsters, he alone of the shadow creatures imbued with a hue beyond 
black.

The warrior was tall and armoured in blood-red plate armour, his helmet 
carved in the shape of a snarling, horned daemon. A mighty two-handed sword was 
held out before him, the blade aimed at Sigmar’s heart.

“You,” hissed Bjorn. “How can that be? I killed you.”

“You think you are the only one able to bargain with ancient powers, old
man?” asked the warrior, and Sigmar recoiled as he saw that the daemonic visage
had not been wrought from iron, but was the warrior’s true face. “Service to the
old gods does not end in death.”

“Fine,” said Bjorn. “I can kill you again if that is what it takes.”

“Father,” said Sigmar, “what is it talking about?”

“Never mind that,” snapped Bjorn. “Arm yourself.”

With a thought, Sigmar was armed once more, though not with the golden sword 
of before, but with the mighty form of Ghal-maraz.

“The boy must pass,” said the red daemon. “It is his time.”

“No,” said Bjorn, “it is not. I made a sacred vow!”

The daemon laughed, the sound rich with ripe amusement. “To a hag that lives
in a cave! You think a dabbler in the mysteries can stand before the will of the 
old gods?”

“Why don’t you come over here and find out, you whoreson!”

“Either give him to us, or we will take him from you,” said the daemon.
“Either way, he dies. Give him to us and you can return to the world of flesh.
You are not so old that the prospect of more life does not appeal.”

“I have lived enough life for ten men, daemon,” roared Bjorn, “and no cur
like you is going to take my son from me.”

“You cannot stand before us, old man,” warned the daemon.

As Sigmar looked up at his father, savage pride swelled in his breast, and 
though he did not fully understand the nature of this confrontation, he knew 
that a terrible bargain had been struck in an attempt to save him.

The army of daemons advanced, wolves snapping their jaws, and the flying 
monsters taking to the air with bounding leaps. Sigmar lifted Ghal-maraz and 
Bjorn readied Soultaker as the masters of the Unberogen prepared to face their 
doom.

Sigmar felt the air thicken around him, and looked left and right as he felt 
the presence of uncounted others join him. To either side of him stood a pair of 
ghostly warriors in mail habergeons carrying a long-hafted axe each. Hundreds 
more filled the space behind them and around them, and Sigmar laughed as he saw 
the daemon’s face twist in disbelief.

“Father,” gasped Sigmar as he recognised faces amongst the warriors.

“I see them,” said Bjorn, tears of gratitude spilling down his cheeks. “They
are the fallen warriors of the Unberogen. Not even death can keep them from 
their king’s side.”

An army of daemons and an army of ghosts faced one another on the deathless 
plain of the Grey Vaults, and Sigmar could not have been prouder.

“This is my last gift to you, my son,” said Bjorn. “We must break through
their lines and reach that gate. When we do, you must obey me, no matter what. 
You understand?”

“I do,” answered Sigmar.

“Promise me,” warned Bjorn.

“I promise.”

Bjorn nodded, and turned a hostile gaze on the red daemon. “You want him?
Come and take him!”

With a deathly war cry, the red daemon raised its sword and charged.


 
 

—<TWELVE>—

One Must Pass

 

 

The daemons ran towards the Unberogen with screeching bellows and hoots,
their attack without strategy or design, and their only thought to destroy their 
foes by the quickest means possible.

“With me!” roared Bjorn, and charged headlong towards the daemons. The ghosts
followed their king in silence, forming a deadly fighting wedge with Bjorn and 
Sigmar at its tip. When the armies met it was with a spectral clash of iron that 
sounded as though it came from a far distant place.

The army of ghosts cleaved into the daemons, swords and axes cutting a swathe 
through their enemies as they fought to carry their king and prince towards 
Morr’s Gateway.

Sigmar smashed a daemon apart with Ghal-maraz, the hammer of Kurgan Ironbeard 
more deadly than any sword. The power worked into the weapon by the dwarfs was 
as potent, if not more so, in this place as it was in the realm of the living. 
Every blow split a daemon’s essence apart, and even its presence seemed to cause
them pain.

Bjorn fought with all the skill of his years, the mighty Soultaker earning 
its battle name as it cleaved through the enemy ranks. The daemons were many, 
and though the wedge of Unberogens pushed deeper and deeper into the horde, 
their progress was slowing as the daemons began to surround them.

For all its ferocity, however, this was no bloody battle. Each of the 
combatants disappeared when vanquished, the light or darkness of their existence 
winking out in a moment as a sword pierced them or fangs tore at them.

The battle raged in the shadow of the great gateway, and Sigmar saw the 
darkness of the portal shimmer as though in expectation, its urgency growing 
with every passing second.

Sigmar and Bjorn fought side by side, pushing the fighting wedge deeper into 
the daemon horde. As the turmoil between the mountainous pilasters of the 
gateway grew stronger, Sigmar saw a golden glow emanating from a pendant around 
his father’s neck.

“I see you, Child of Thunder!” shouted the red daemon, cleaving a path
towards him.

Sigmar turned to face the daemon, transfixed by the abomination of its very 
existence.

The daemon’s sword slashed towards him, and he overcame his horror at the
last second to sway aside from its attack. The deadly blade came at him again 
and again, each time coming within a hand’s span of ending his life.

In that moment, Sigmar knew he was hopelessly outclassed, and that this 
daemon warrior had spent centuries perfecting its fighting skills. In 
desperation, he knew he had only one chance to defeat it.

The daemon launched another series of blistering attacks, and Sigmar fell 
back before them, appearing to stumble at the last as he desperately blocked a 
strike that would have removed his head.

With a roar of triumph, the daemon leapt in to deliver the deathblow, but 
Sigmar righted himself, and spun on his heel to swing Ghal-maraz at his foe’s
knee. The warhammer smashed against the armoured joint, and the daemon screamed 
as it collapsed to the ground.

Sigmar reversed his grip on his weapon, and swung it in an upward stroke into 
the daemon’s howling face. The head of Ghal-maraz obliterated the daemon’s
skull, and with a shriek of terror, it vanished into whatever hellish oblivion 
awaited it.

With the death of their daemonic master, the shadow horde recoiled before 
Sigmar, and he pressed forward, the ghostly warriors of the Unberogen following 
behind him.

Sigmar turned to see his father surrounded by a host of daemons, desperately 
fending them off with wide sweeps of his axe. Without thought, Sigmar launched 
into the fray, and struck left and right Daemons fell back before him, and 
together, he and his father fought their way clear of the monsters to rejoin the 
fighting ghosts of the Unberogen.

The daemons were in disarray, their line broken and their numbers dwindling 
with every passing moment. Sensing victory, the Unberogen warriors pushed 
onwards into the daemon horde, and Sigmar and Bjorn once again took their places 
at the fighting point of the wedge.

The combat was no less fierce, however, and at every turn both daemons and 
ghosts vanished from the field of battle. Nothing, however, could halt the 
inexorable advance of the Unberogen, and as Sigmar crushed a daemon wolfs skull 
with his hammer, he saw that no more enemies stood between him and the portal.

“Father!” he shouted. “We are through!”

Bjorn despatched a nightmare creature with dark wings and a barbed tail 
before risking a glance towards the mountain. The black portal rippled like 
boiling pitch and, for the briefest moment, Sigmar fancied he could make out the 
faint outline of an enormous, beckoning figure swathed in black robes, standing 
just beyond the gargantuan portal.

Far from being a figure of fear, Sigmar sensed only serene wisdom from this 
giant apparition, a serenity born from the acceptance of death’s natural
inevitability. He lowered Ghal-maraz, and knew now what had to happen.

Sigmar stepped towards the towering gateway, knowing that the Hall of Ulric 
would be open to him, and that he would find peace there. A rough hand gripped 
his arm, and he turned to see his father standing before him, the army of ghosts 
at his back and the horde of daemons defeated.

“I have to go,” said Sigmar. “I know now why I am here. In the world above I
am dying.”

“Yes,” said Bjorn, lifting the glowing pendant from around his neck, “but I
made a sacred vow that you would not.”

“Then you… you are… dead?” asked Sigmar.

“If not now then soon, yes,” said Bjorn, holding up the pendant. Sigmar saw
that it was a simple thing, a bronze image of the gateway they stood before, 
though this portal was barred.

His father looped the pendant over Sigmar’s head. “This kept me here long
enough to aid you,” said Bjorn, “but it is yours now. Keep it safe.”

“Then this was supposed to be my time to die?”

Bjorn nodded. “Servants of the Dark Gods conspired to make it so, but there
are those who stand against them, and they are not without power.”

“You offered your life for me,” whispered Sigmar.

“I do not understand the truth of it, my son,” said Bjorn, “but the laws of
the dead are not to be denied, not even by kings. One must pass the gateway.”

“No!” cried Sigmar as he saw his father’s form growing faint, becoming like
the ghostly Unberogen warriors that had fought at their side. “I cannot let you
do this for me!”

“It is already done,” said Bjorn. “A great destiny awaits you, my son, and no
father could be prouder than I to know that your deeds will surpass even the 
greatest kings of ancient days.”

“You have seen the future?”

“I have, but do not ask me of it, for it is time you left this place and
returned to the realm of life,” said Bjorn. “It will be hard for you, for you
will know great pain and despair.”

Even as his father spoke these last words, he and the army of ghosts were 
drawn towards Morr’s gateway.

“But also glory and immortality,” said Bjorn with his last breath.

Sigmar wept as his father and his faithful warriors made the journey from the 
realm of the living to that of the dead. No sooner had they passed beyond the 
gateway than it vanished as though it had never existed, leaving Sigmar alone in 
the empty wasteland of the Grey Vaults.

He took a deep breath and closed his eyes.

And opened them again to searing agony.

 

The top of Warrior’s Hill was exposed, and the wind whipped around it with
cruel fingers that lifted cloaks and tunics to allow autumn’s chill entry to the
body. Sigmar made no attempt to pull his wolfskin cloak tighter as though daring 
the season to try its best to discomfit him. The cold was his constant companion 
now, and he welcomed it into his heart like an old friend.

No sooner had Sigmar opened his eyes and awoken to pain than the memory of 
the bloodshed by the river had returned, and he had screamed with an agony born 
not from his near death, but from his loss.

He remembered telling the wounded boy of the Field of Swords that pain was 
the warrior’s constant companion, but he now realised that it was not pain, but
despair that dogged a warrior’s every moment: despair at the futility of war, at
the hopelessness of joy and the foolishness of dreams.

Six armoured warriors accompanied him, his protectors since Gerreon’s attack
nearly five weeks ago. Fear of assassination had made old women of his 
sword-brothers, but Sigmar did not blame them, for who could have foreseen that 
Gerreon would turn on him with such savagery?

He closed his eyes and dropped to his knees, tears spilling down his face as 
he thought of Ravenna. His grief at seeing the paleness of her flesh, stark 
against the darkness of her hair was as fresh now as it had been the moment he 
had seen her lying lifeless upon the pallet bed.

Gone was the vivacious, intelligent girl who had shone sunlight into his 
heart, and in her place was a gaping, empty wound that would never heal. His 
hands balled into fists, and he fought to control the anger building within him, 
for with no one to strike at, Sigmar’s rage had turned inwards.

He should have seen the darkness in Gerreon’s heart. He should have trusted
his friend’s suspicions that Gerreon’s contrition was false. There must have
been some sign he had missed that would have alerted him to the treachery that 
was to rob him of his love.

With every passing day, Sigmar drew further into himself, shutting out 
Wolfgart and Pendrag as they tried to rouse him from his melancholy. Strong wine 
became his refuge, a means of blotting out the pain and visions that plagued him 
nightly of Gerreon’s sword plunging into Ravenna’s body.

Nor was Ravenna’s death the only pain he carried in his heart, for he knew
that his father, too, was dead. No word had come from the north, but Sigmar knew 
with utter certainty that the king of the Unberogen had fallen. The people of 
Reikdorf eagerly awaited the return of their king, but Sigmar knew that they 
were soon to experience the same sense of loss that daily tore at him.

A secret part of him relished the thought of others suffering as he did, but 
the nobility of his soul knew that such thoughts were unworthy of him, and he 
fought against such base pettiness. He had not spoken of the Grey Vaults and his 
father’s fate to anyone, for it would be unseemly for a son to speak of a king’s
death before it was confirmed, and he did not want his rule of the Unberogen to 
begin on a sign of ill omen.

Reikdorf would learn soon enough the meaning of loss.

In the weeks since his awakening, he had learned that his body had lain cold 
and unmoving, not living, but not truly dead, for six days. His life had hung by 
the slenderest of threads, with the healer, Cradoc, at a loss to explain why he 
did not awaken or slip into death.

Wolfgart, Pendrag and even the venerable Eoforth had sat with him for all the 
time he had lain at the threshold of Morr’s kingdom, and he knew he was lucky to
have such steadfast sword-brothers, which made his forced estrangement all the 
harder to rationalise.

Grief, as Sigmar had learned over the years, was a far from rational process.

He had tried to reject what his eyes had seen on the riverbank and looked for 
retribution, but even that was denied him, for neither Cuthwin nor Svein could 
find any trace of Gerreon’s passing. The traitor’s meagre belongings were gone,
and he had vanished into the wilderness like a shadow.

With Sigmar’s awakening, Wolfgart had readied his horse to ride into the
forest and hunt the traitor down, but Sigmar had forbidden him to go, knowing 
that Gerreon had too great a head start and was too clever to be caught.

Gerreon’s name was now a curse, and he would find no succour in the lands of
men. He was gone, and would likely die alone in the forest, a nithing and an 
outcast.

Sigmar shook his head free of such thoughts, and scooped a handful of earth 
from the summit of the hill, letting the rich, dark soil spill from between his 
fingers as he felt something turn to stone within him.

He looked over his domain, the ever-growing city of Reikdorf, his people, the 
mighty river and the lands spread out in a grand tapestry as far as the eye 
could see.

The last of the earth fell from Sigmar’s fingers, and he reached up to his
shoulder and brushed his hands across the golden pin he had given Ravenna by the 
river, and which now secured his own cloak.

“From now on I shall love no other,” he said. “This land shall be my one
abiding love.”

 

The breath heaved in Sigmar’s lungs as he made the last circuit of the Field
of Swords, each step sending bolts of fire along his tired limbs. He could feel 
the fire build in his muscles, but pushed on, knowing that he had to build his 
strength up before the Unberogen army returned to Reikdorf with the body of the 
king.

The guilt of keeping this from his people still gnawed at him, but the 
alternative was no better, and thus he kept the bitter truth locked deep within 
his heart.

Once, this run would have barely taxed him, but now it took all his willpower 
to keep putting one foot in front of another. His strength and endurance was 
returning, though at a rate that still frustrated him, even though it amazed old 
Cradoc.

Every day, Sigmar fought to regain his former vigour. He sparred with sword 
and dagger to restore his speed, lifted weighted bars of iron that Master Alaric 
had forged for him to develop his strength, and ran a dozen circuits of the 
Field of Swords to build his stamina.

It had been Pendrag’s idea that Sigmar train within sight of the younger
warriors, claiming they would see him grow stronger and take hope from the 
sight.

Privately, Sigmar knew that Pendrag’s suggestion was as much to do with
giving him the edge he needed to succeed as give his warriors hope. 
Training alone, he had only himself to disappoint if he gave up, but failing in 
full view of his people would disappoint everyone, and that was not Sigmar’s
way.

Sweat dripped into his eyes, and he wiped a hand across his brow as he 
approached the end of the run. He jogged to a halt beside Wolfgart, who looked 
barely touched by the exertion, and bent over to rest his hands on his thighs. 
Pendrag looked similarly untroubled, and Sigmar fought down the bitterness that 
rose within him.

“You have to give your strength time to return,” said Pendrag, guessing his
mood.

Sigmar looked up as his vision swam, and sank to his haunches, taking a 
series of deep breaths and stretching the muscles of his legs.

“I know,” he said, “but it is galling… to know… I am not as fit… as I should
be.”

“Give it time,” said Pendrag, offering him his hand. “Six weeks ago you were
on the edge of death. It is arrogant to think you will be your old self so 
soon.”

“Aye,” said Wolfgart. “You’re a tough one, my friend, but even you are not 
that tough.”

“Well, I should be,” snapped Sigmar, ignoring Pendrag’s hand and rising to
his feet. “If I am to be king, then a poor king I will be if I cannot exert
myself without wheezing like a toothless old man!”

He immediately regretted the words, but it was too late to take them back.

Wolfgart shook his head and planted his hands on his hips. “Ulric preserve
us, but you are in a foul mood today,” he said.

“I think I have cause to be,” retorted Sigmar.

“I am not saying you don’t, but why you have to take it out on us is beyond
me. Gerreon, may the gods curse him, is gone,” said Wolfgart, “and so is
Ravenna.”

“I know she is gone,” said Sigmar, his tone hardening.

“Then listen to me, brother,” implored Wolfgart. “Ravenna is dead and I
grieve for her, but you have to move on. Honour her memory, but move on. You 
will find another woman to be your queen.”

“I do not want another woman for my queen!” cried Sigmar. “It was always
Ravenna.”

“Not any more,” said Wolfgart. “A king needs a queen, and even if her brother
had not killed her, Ravenna could never have been your wife.”

“What are you talking about?”

Wolfgart ignored Pendrag’s warning look and pressed on. “The sister of a
betrayer? The people would not have allowed it.”

“Wolfgart,” said Pendrag, seeing Sigmar’s face purple.

“Think about it and you will see I am right,” said Wolfgart. “Ravenna was a
wonderful lass, but who would have accepted her as queen? People would have said 
your line was tainted with the blood of traitors, and don’t try telling me that
isn’t bad luck.”

“You need to watch your tongue, Wolfgart,” said Sigmar, stepping close to his
sword-brother, but Wolfgart was not backing down.

“You want to hit me, Sigmar? Go ahead, but you know I am right,” said
Wolfgart.

Sigmar felt his grief and anger coalesce into one searing surge of violence, 
and his fist slammed into Wolfgart’s jaw, sending his friend sprawling to the
ground. No sooner had the blow landed than the shame of it overwhelmed him.

“No!” cried Sigmar, his thoughts flying back to childhood when he had smashed
Wolfgart’s elbow with a hammer in a moment of rage. He had vowed not to forget
the lesson of control he had learned that day, but here he was standing with his 
fists raised above the fallen body of a comrade.

Sigmar’s hands unclenched from fists and the bitterness melted away.

He knelt by his friend. “Gods, Wolfgart, I am so sorry!”

Wolfgart gave him a sour look, rotating his lower jaw and pressing his hand 
against a flowering bruise.

“I do not mean to lash out at you. I just…” began Sigmar, trailing off as he
found he had not the words to express the emotions simmering within him.

Wolfgart nodded and turned to Pendrag. “Looks like we’ve still got our work
cut out for us, Pendrag. He punches like a woman.”

“It is just as well our sword-brother is not back to full strength or he
would have taken your damn fool head off,” said Pendrag, helping them both to
their feet.

“Aye, maybe,” agreed Wolfgart, “but then I knew that.”

Sigmar looked into the faces of his sword-brothers, and saw their fear for 
him and their acceptance of his grief-fuelled anger. Their forbearance humbled 
him.

“I am sorry, my friends,” he said. “These past few weeks have been the
hardest I have lived through. I cannot tell you how hard, but knowing that you 
are always there gives me the greatest strength. I have treated you badly, and 
for that I apologise.”

“You have suffered,” said Pendrag, “but you do not need to apologise to us.
We are your sword-brothers and we are here for you through happy times and evil 
ones.”

“Pendrag has the truth of it, Sigmar,” said Wolfgart. “Only true friends
would stand for you being such a royal pain in the arse. Anyone else would have 
just walked away by now.”

Sigmar smiled at Wolfgart’s earthy truth. “That is exactly why I do 
need to apologise to you, my friends. You are my brothers and my closest 
friends, and it is beneath me to treat you the way I have. Since Ravenna’s
death… I have become closed off, creating a fortress for my soul. I have let 
none enter and have attacked those that tried, but those trapped in a fortress 
with a barred gate will eventually starve, and no man should remain apart from 
his brothers.”

Sigmar felt new strength filling him as he spoke, and for the first time 
since his return from the Grey Vaults he smiled.

“Will you forgive me?” he asked.

Pendrag nodded. “There is nothing to forgive.”

“Welcome back, sword-brother,” said Wolfgart.

 

The following morning began with rain, and Sigmar drifted towards wakefulness
in the king’s longhouse with the remains of a dream slipping from his mind. Its
substance was already fading, but he clung to it like a gift from the gods.

He had been walking alongside the river where he had faced the boar 
Blacktusk, the grass soft underfoot and the wind redolent with the scents of 
summer. His father had been standing at the riverbank, tall and powerful, and 
clad in his finest suit of iron mail. The bronze crown of the Unberogen gleamed 
upon his brow, the fiery metal catching the sunlight so that it shone like a 
band of fire around his head.

Bjorn radiated power and confidence, and as he turned to face Sigmar, he 
lifted the crown from his head and offered it to Sigmar.

With trembling hands, he accepted the crown. As his fingers touched the 
metal, his father had vanished, and he felt the weight of the crown upon his 
brow.

Sigmar heard laughter and turned, smiling with joy as he saw Ravenna dancing 
on the grass with the wind catching her hair. She wore the emerald dress he 
liked and his mother’s cloak, which was secured by the golden pin Master Alaric
had fashioned for him.

Though he could not remember the substance of their words, they had spoken 
for an age and then made love, as they had done the first time Sigmar had taken 
her there.

For the first time since Gerreon’s attack, he felt no sorrow, just love and
an enormous feeling of thankfulness to have known such a beauty. Never would she 
grow old to him. Never would she become bitter or resentful as the years passed.

She would be forever young and forever loved.

Sigmar opened his eyes and felt more refreshed than he had in weeks, his eyes 
bright and clear, his limbs powerful and lean. He took a deep breath and ran 
through his morning stretches, pondering the meaning of the dream. To have 
dreamed of his father and Ravenna would normally have brought pain, but this had 
been different.

Priests taught that dreams were gifts from Morr, visions allowing those 
blessed with them to glimpse beyond the fragile veil of existence and see the 
realm of the gods. To have such a vision was seen as an omen of great 
significance and an auspicious time for new beginnings.

Was this dream a last gift from the gods before he was to embark upon the 
great work of forging the empire of man? If so, it could only mean one thing.

Sigmar finished his stretches and dunked his head in the water barrel in the 
corner of the longhouse, drying himself on a linen towel before pulling on his 
tunic and trews. He could hear the sound of shouting from beyond the walls of 
the longhouse, and knew what it must be.

He lifted his mail shirt and pulled it over his head, rotating his shoulders 
until the armour lay properly. Then he ran his hands through his hair, and tied 
it back in a short scalp lock with a leather thong.

More raised voices came from outside as Sigmar lifted his crimson banner from 
beside his throne in one hand and took up Ghal-maraz in the other. He marched 
towards the great oak doors of the longhouse, the king’s hounds padding after
him, and Sigmar reflected that these beasts were now his.

He pushed open the door to see a solemn procession of warriors marching 
towards him through the rain, carrying a body on a bier of shields. Hundreds of 
people surrounded the shield bearers, and on the hills around Reikdorf, Sigmar 
saw the Unberogen army watching their king’s last journey home.

Alfgeir waited before the bier, his bronze armour dulled and dented. His head 
was downcast, but he looked up as the doors to the king’s longhouse opened.

The Marshal of the Reik’s eyes told Sigmar what he already knew.

Rain fell in misty sheets, dripping from Alfgeir’s armour and lank hair. The
Marshal of the Reik dropped to one knee, and Sigmar had never seen a man look so 
wretched or ashamed.

“My lord,” said Alfgeir, drawing his sword and offering it to Sigmar, “your
father is dead. He fell in battle against the northmen.”

“I know, Alfgeir,” said Sigmar.

“You know? How?”

“Much has changed since my father left to go to war,” said Sigmar. “I am no
longer the boy you knew, and you are no longer the man you were.”

“No,” agreed Alfgeir. “I failed in my duty, and the king is dead.”

“You did not fail,” said Sigmar, “and you should keep your sword, my friend.
You will need it if you are to be my champion and Marshal of the Reik.”

“Your champion?” asked Alfgeir. “No… I cannot…”

“There was nothing you could do,” stated Sigmar. “My father gave his life for
me, and no skill at arms in this world could have saved him.”

“I do not understand.”

“Nor do I entirely,” confessed Sigmar, “but I would be honoured if you would
serve me as you served him.”

Alfgeir rose to his feet, the rain streaking his face like tears, and he 
sheathed his sword.

“I will serve you faithfully,” promised Alfgeir.

“I know you will,” said Sigmar, moving past his champion to the bier of
shields. His father lay with Soultaker clasped to his breast, his armour bright 
and burnished. His noble features were at peace, the fierceness of the scar 
across his face somehow lessened now that his soul had departed.

Sigmar stepped away from the bier and said, “Carry my father within his
hall.”

The procession of warriors marched through the mud and into the longhouse, 
and Sigmar turned to address the hundreds of mourning people gathered before 
him. He saw many friends among his people, and every face was a face he knew.

These were his people now, the Unberogen.

Sigmar planted his banner in the mud before the long-house as a shaft of 
sunlight broke through the storm clouds and bathed it in light. The crimson 
fabric rippled in the wind, and Sigmar raised Ghal-maraz above his head as he 
shouted to the crowd, his voice carrying all the way to the thousands of 
warriors gathered on the hills beyond the town.

“People of the Unberogen! King Bjorn has passed from the land, and now wields
the great axe Soultaker in the Halls of Ulric with his brothers Redmane Dregor, 
Sweyn Oakheart and the mighty Berongundan. He died as he would have wished, in 
battle, with enemies all around him and his axe in his hand.”

Sigmar lowered Ghal-maraz and cried, “I will send riders throughout the land
and let it be known that at the rise of the next new moon my father will take 
his place on Warrior’s Hill!”


 
 

—<THIRTEEN>—

A Gathering of Kings

 

 

With the return of the Unberogen warriors to Reikdorf, a great feast was held
to honour their courage and the deeds of the dead. Saga poets filled the 
alehouses, and gathered at every corner to entrance audiences with blood 
drenched tales of the battles against the cruel Norsii and the glorious death of 
King Bjorn.

As epic and lurid as such tales were, Sigmar knew they did not—could not—capture the nobility or sacrifice of his father’s final battle, when he had
walked into the underworld to save his son.

Sigmar felt no need to add to the legends being woven around his father’s
deeds, knowing that the ages would want the desperate heroism and tragic 
inevitability of his death rather than the more intimate familial drama that had 
played out in the twilight realm of the Grey Vaults.

The days following the return of the army were joyous, as wives and mothers 
were reunited with husbands and sons, but also heartbreaking, for many families 
had suffered the death of a loved one, and the loss of King Bjorn was a grievous 
blow to the Unberogen.

The fallen were honoured with pyres upon the hills surrounding Reikdorf, and 
as the sun set the following day, a thousand fires banished the night. The 
northmen had been driven back to their frozen land, but Sigmar knew it would 
only be a matter of time before another warlord arose and fanned the smouldering 
coals in their warlike hearts.

For all that, the mood of the Unberogen was not downcast, and Sigmar could 
feel the confidence his people had in him as surely as he felt the ground 
beneath his feet. His skills in battle were well known, as was his honour and 
integrity. He could feel their pride in him, and knew that it was tempered by 
their sadness at the loss of Ravenna. No one dared mention Gerreon, his name 
unspoken and soon to be banished from memory.

Everywhere Sigmar walked in Reikdorf, he was greeted with warm smiles and the 
easy friendship of people who knew and trusted him.

He was ready to be king, and they were ready for his rule.

 

The kings of the tribes arrived in Reikdorf the day before the
new moon.

King Marbad of the Endals was among the last to arrive, accompanied by his 
Raven Helms and bearing a banner dipped in blood in honour of the fallen Bjorn. 
With Pendrag by his side, Sigmar watched them arrive to the music of the pipers, 
and was once again impressed by the martial bearing of Marbad’s warriors.

The last time Sigmar had seen these magnificent fighters was six years ago, 
when the ageing king had accompanied Wolfgart from his lands in the west to pay 
a visit to his brother king. Marbad had aged in the years since then, his hair 
now completely white and his spare frame painfully thin. Yet for all that, 
Marbad still carried himself proudly, and greeted Sigmar warmly and with 
strength.

The Raven Helms were as fearsome as Sigmar remembered, and just as wary of 
their surroundings, though Sigmar allowed that this time they had reason to be 
wary. Across the river, a series of bronze-armoured warriors with feathered 
helmets and colourful pennants streaming from their lances watched the arrival 
of the Endals with undisguised hostility. These were the brightly clad warriors 
of the Jutone tribe, emissaries from King Marius, who had not deigned to travel 
to Reikdorf.

Nor had King Artur of the Teutogens come, not even bothering to send an 
emissary to the funeral rites of his fellow king. Sigmar had not been surprised 
by this and, in truth, had been glad that no Teutogen would set foot in 
Reikdorf, fearing reprisals for the raid on Ubersreik and the other border 
villages and settlements on the edges of Unberogen lands.

Both kings that had fought alongside his father against the Norsii had come 
in person, King Krugar of the Taleutens and King Aloysis of the Cherusens. Both 
were men of iron, and had impressed Sigmar with their sincere praise for his 
father.

Queen Freya of the Asoborns had come in a whooping procession of chariots 
from the east, terrifying the people tilling the fields and sending a wave of 
panic towards Reikdorf until their intent was confirmed. Riding atop a bladed 
chariot of dark wood with inlaid gold flames, the beautiful copper-haired queen 
had presented herself before Sigmar with a wicked grin, and had planted her 
trident spear in the earth before him.

“Queen Freya!” she had announced. “Destroyer of the Redmaw Tribe, conqueror
of the stunted thieves and slayer of the Great Fang! Lover of a thousand men and 
Mistress of the Eastern Plains, I come before you to pay homage to your father, 
and to sup from your strength to measure it against my own!”

She had then snapped the trident spear and hurled it to Sigmar’s feet, before
pulling him forward to kiss him hard on the lips while grabbing him between the 
legs. Pendrag and Alfgeir had been so surprised that neither one had time to 
react, but as they reached for their swords, the queen released Sigmar, throwing 
back her head and laughing.

“The son of Bjorn has his father’s strength in his loins,” said Freya. “I
will enjoy making the beast with two backs with him!”

With that, Freya and her Asoborn warriors, fierce women daubed in paints, who 
rode their chariots naked, had ridden from Reikdorf to make camp in the fallow 
eastern fields.

“Gods above,” said Sigmar later as they ate in the king’s longhouse. “The
woman is mad!”

“Well, at least she said you were strong,” said Pendrag. “Imagine if she had
not been impressed with your… strength.”

“Aye,” grinned Wolfgart. “If I were king, I wouldn’t mind a night alone with
that one.”

“It would certainly be an interesting experience,” agreed Pendrag, “if you
lived.”

“You are both mad,” said Sigmar. “I’d sooner take a rabid wolf to my bed than
Freya.”

“Don’t be such an old woman,” said Wolfgart, clearly relishing Sigmar’s
discomfort. “It would be an unforgettable night, and think of the battle scars
you’d get.”

Sigmar shook his head. “My father always said that a man should never bed a
wench he couldn’t best in a fight. Do either of you think you could take Freya?”

“Maybe not,” said Wolfgart, “but it would be fun finding out.”

“Let us hope you never have to, my friend,” said Pendrag.

 

* * * * *

 

By the time the sun dipped into the west on the night of King Bjorn’s funeral
rites, the tension in Reikdorf was palpable. A great feast had 
begun in the longhouse when the sun had reached its zenith, with great 
quantities of beer and spirits consumed, as the assembled kings and warriors 
drank to the great name of King Bjorn. Hundreds filled the longhouse, men and 
women from all across the land, and Sigmar was thrilled to see so many from so 
far away.

The finest animals from the Unberogen herds had been slaughtered and hundreds 
of loaves of bread baked. Barrels of beer from the riverside brewery and scores 
of jugs of wine from the west lay on trestle tables along one wall. The central 
firepit heated the longhouse, and the mouthwatering smell of cooking meat 
swamped the senses.

Endal pipers filled the hall with music, and drummers thumped their 
instruments in time to the melody. A festive, yet strained, atmosphere danced on 
the air, for this was a time to remember the great deeds of a heroic warrior, a 
chance to celebrate his epic life as he took his place in the Halls of Ulric. 
The king lay in the House of Healing, his body tended by the acolytes of Morr, 
men who had walked from the Brackenwalsch the previous week to watch over his 
body before it passed the doors of his tomb.

Thus far, the atmosphere in Reikdorf had been tense, but free of violence, 
the warriors of each tribe respecting the banner of truce that the kings of men 
gathered beneath, and Eoforth had been careful to keep the warriors of those 
tribes whose relations were fractious as far apart as possible. To further 
safeguard the peace, Alfgeir and the White Wolves roamed the halls with their 
hammers carried loosely at their belts and their goblets filled with heavily 
watered wine.

The loud buzz of conversation and song echoed from the rafters, and Sigmar 
cast his gaze around the hall as he sat upon his throne, his father’s throne
empty beside him.

King Marbad told tales of the mist daemons in the marshes, and Unberogen 
warriors clamoured to hear of the battles he had fought in his youth alongside 
Bjorn. Krugar and Aloysis told of the war against the Norsii, and of how Bjorn 
had charged the centre of a shieldwall and cut the head from the enemy warlord 
in single combat.

Every ruler had a story to tell, and Sigmar listened as Queen Freya told of 
the final destruction of the Bloody Knife tribe of orcs, a battle that had seen 
the power of the greenskins broken in the east for a decade. Many of the 
Unberogen warriors gathered in the longhouse had been present for this victory, 
and the hafts of axes were slammed upon tabletops as they relived the fury of 
the battle.

As Queen Freya concluded her tale, Sigmar was shocked to hear her tell of his 
father’s sexual prowess, now understanding that lying with the queen of the
Asoborns had been the price of her warriors’ aid in the battle against the orcs.
He wondered if he would be called upon to share Freya’s bed to win her to his
cause, and the thought made him shiver.

Sigmar saw where the trouble would begin the instant before the first insult 
was hurled, seeing a Jutone tribesman with a forked beard, braided hair and a 
heavily scarred face swagger up to where the Endal pipers were gathered.

Though the young boy playing the pipes was much taller than the Jutone 
tribesman, he was much younger and clearly not yet a warrior.

“Gods, my ears hurt from this din! It sounds like someone rutting with a
sheep! Why don’t you play some proper music?” yelled the Jutone, ripping the
pipes from the young lad’s hands and hurling them into the firepit.

The rest of the pipers ceased their playing, and a handful of Endal tribesmen 
surged to their feet in anger. A handful of Jutone warriors in brightly coloured 
jerkins rose from the benches across from them. Alfgeir saw the confrontation 
gathering momentum, and strode through the crowds to reach the warriors.

The Jutone and Endal tribesmen glowered at each other, and King Marbad nodded 
to the remaining pipers, the music beginning once again.

“That is proper music, Jutone,” cried one of the Endals, dragging the
charred remains of the pipes from the fire, “not the ear-bleeding nonsense you
listen to.”

The Marshal of the Reik finally reached the Jutone and spun him around, but 
the man had violence in mind and was not about to go quietly. His fist lashed 
out at Alfgeir, but Sigmar’s champion had been expecting the attack and lowered
his head. The Jutone’s fist cracked into his forehead and the man roared in
pain.

Alfgeir stepped back and thundered his hammer into the man’s belly, doubling
him up with an explosive whoosh of breath. A pair of White Wolves appeared at 
his shoulder, and Alfgeir quickly handed the incapacitated man off to them.

Spurred into action, the rest of the Jutones hurled themselves at Alfgeir, 
fists arcing for his head. He rode the punches, and slammed the haft of his 
hammer into a snarling Jutone warrior’s face, breaking his nose and snapping
teeth from his jaw. The Endals leapt to Alfgeir’s aid, and soon fists and feet
were flying, as long-standing grudges and feuds reared their heads.

Sigmar leapt from his throne and ran the length of the firepit, angry at the 
folly of this senseless brawl. Warriors rose to fight throughout the hall, and 
Sigmar pushed his way towards his champion. Belligerent cries followed in his 
wake, but were quickly silenced when it was realised who pushed his way through.

The fighting at the end of the longhouse spread like ripples in a pool as 
warriors further from its origin were swept into its orbit. Queen Freya leapt 
into the fray like a banshee, while Taleuten warriors fought with Jutones, and 
Chemsen men grappled with shrieking Asoborn warrior women.

Thus far, no one but Alfgeir had drawn a weapon, but it was only a matter of 
time until a blade was rammed home, and the gathering would break apart in 
discord. Without conscious thought, Sigmar hefted Ghal-maraz and leapt towards 
the heart of the struggling warriors.

The weapon swept up and then down, slamming onto a tabletop and smashing it 
to splinters. The hammer struck the ground, and a deafening crack spread from 
the point of impact as a powerful wave of force hurled every man from his feet.

Sudden silence fell as Sigmar strode into the centre of the fallen warriors.

“Enough!” he yelled. “You gather under a banner of truce! Or do I have to
break some heads before you get the idea?”

No one answered, and those closest to Sigmar had the sense to look ashamed of 
the fight.

“We gather here to send my father to his final rest, a man who fought
alongside most of you in battles too numerous to count. He brought you together 
as warriors of honour, and this is how you remember him? By brawling like 
greenskins?” Sigmar said, “The old sagas say that the people of this land are
those that the gods made mad, for all their wars are merry, and all their songs 
are sad. Until now I did not understand those words, but now I think I do.”

The words poured from Sigmar without thought, his every waking dream of 
empire flowing through him as he paced his father’s hall, the mighty warhammer
held before him.

“What kind of race are we that would draw the blood of our fellows when all
around us are enemies that would gladly do it for us? Every year more of our 
warriors die to keep our lands safe, and every year the hordes of orcs and 
beasts grow stronger. If things do not change, we will be dead or driven to the 
edge of existence. If we do not change, we do not deserve to live.”

Sigmar raised Ghal-maraz high, the firelight glittering from the runes worked 
into the length of its haft and its mighty head.

“This land is ours by right of destiny, and the only way it will remain so is
if we put aside our differences and recognise our shared goal of survival. For 
are we not all men? Do we not all want the same things for our families and 
children? When you strip away everything else we are all mortal, we all live in 
this world, breathe its air and reap its bounty.”

King Krugar of the Taleutens strode forward and said, “It is the nature of
man to fight, Sigmar. It is the way things have always been, and the way they 
always will be.”

“No,” said Sigmar. “Not any more.”

“What are you suggesting?” asked King Aloysis of the Chemsens.

“That we become one nation,” cried Sigmar. “That we fight as one. When one
land is threatened, all lands are threatened. When one king calls for aid, all 
must answer.”

“You are a dreamer, my friend,” said Krugar. “We swear Sword Oaths with our
neighbours, but to fight for a king in distant lands? Why should we risk our 
lives for people not our own?”

“Why should we not?” countered Sigmar, his voice carrying throughout the
silent longhouse. “Think what we might achieve if we were united in purpose.
What great things might we learn, were our lands always kept safe from attack? 
What new wonders might we discover if scholars and thinkers were free from the 
burden of feeding or defending themselves, and bent their entire will to the 
betterment of man?”

“And who would rule this paradise?” asked Aloysis. “You?”

“If I am the only one with the vision to realise it, then why not?” cried
Sigmar. “But whoever would rule would be just and wise, a strong ruler with the
support of his chiefs and warriors. He would have their loyalty and in turn they 
would have the protection of every warrior in the land.”

“You really believe this can be done?” asked Aloysis.

“I believe it must be done,” nodded Sigmar, holding out Ghal-maraz. “I
believe that no problem of our destiny is beyond us. We must unite to fight for 
our survival, it is the only way. The high king of the dwarfs gave me this 
hammer, a mighty weapon of his ancestors, and I swear by its power that I will 
achieve this within my lifetime.”

A cold wind whistled through the longhouse, and a gruff voice, sonorous and 
deeply accented said, “Fine words, manling, but Ghal-maraz is much more than
just a weapon. I thought you understood that when I gave it to you.”

Sigmar smiled and turned to see a squat, powerfully muscled figure standing 
silhouetted in the doorway of the longhouse. Firelight gleamed on shining armour 
of such magnificence that it took away the breath of every warrior gathered to 
see it. Gold and silver hammers and lightning bolts were worked into the 
shimmering breastplate, and links of the finest mail covered the warrior’s short
legs.

A full-faced helmet, worked in the form of a stylised dwarf god covered the 
warrior’s face and he stepped into the longhouse as he reached up to remove it.

The face revealed was aged and pale, barely any flesh visible thanks to the 
swathes of braided hair and silver beard that covered the dwarf s face. The eyes 
of the dwarf were aged with wisdom beyond the ken of men, and Sigmar lowered 
Ghal-maraz as he dropped to one knee.

“King Kurgan Ironbeard,” said Sigmar, “welcome to Reikdorf.”

 

Every eye in the hall was fixed upon the High King of the dwarfs as he paced
before the assembled warriors upon the raised dais next to Sigmar and Eoforth. 
News of the dwarfs’ arrival had spread quickly, and the hall was packed with
warriors gathered to hear the king of the mountain folk speak.

Master Alaric had come from his forge, greeting his king like a long-lost 
friend, and they had spoken briefly in the language of their people before the 
high king had nodded sadly and turned away.

The king’s guards were powerful dwarfs in elaborate armour, fashioned from a
metal that shone brighter than the most polished silver, and which threw back 
the torch light of the hall in dazzling brilliance. Each of the warriors bore a 
mighty axe, easily the equal of any carried by the strongest Unberogen axemen, 
and their eyes were guardedly hostile. No man had yet dared speak with any of 
them, for they seemed like otherworldly beings, strange and dangerous to 
approach.

King Kurgan had returned Sigmar’s greeting, and marched through the men
gathered in the longhouse, parting them like a ship parts the water as he 
marched towards the dais before the throne of the Unberogen kings.

“You remember the day I gave you that hammer, manling?” asked the high king.

“I remember it well, my king,” replied Sigmar, following King Ironbeard.

“Clearly you do not,” growled Kurgan. “Or you’d remember that it was
Ghal-maraz that chose you. I saw something special in you that day, boy. Don’t
make me regret giving you the heirloom of my house.”

King Kurgan turned to the gathered warriors and said, “I expect you know how
this young one came by Ghal-maraz?”

No one dared answer the king until Wolfgart shouted, “We’ve heard it once or
twice, but why don’t you tell it, King Kurgan?”

“Aye,” nodded Kurgan, “mayhap I shad. Looks like someone needs to remind you
of what it means to bear an ancestral weapon of the dwarfs. But first I need 
some beer. “Tis a long way from the mountains.”

Master Alaric swiftly produced a firkin of beer, the mouth-watering aroma of 
fine dwarf ale drifting to those nearby as a tankard was poured for Kurgan. The 
dwarf king took a long swallow of the beer, and nodded appreciatively before 
setting the tankard down on the armrest of King Bjorn’s throne.

“Very well, manlings,” began Kurgan. “Listen well, for this is a tale you
will not hear from a dwarf s lips again for as long as any of you shall live, 
for it is the tale of my shame.”

A hushed sense of expectation pressed upon the walls of the longhouse, and 
even Sigmar, who knew the tale of Ghal-maraz better than anyone, felt a 
breathless sense of excitement, for he had never dreamed that he might hear the 
dwarf king speak of his rescue before a hall of tribesmen.

“Was barely yesterday,” said Kurgan. “The blink of an eye to me, so close I
remember everything about it, more’s the pity. Me and my kin were travelling
through the forests to the Grey Mountains to visit one of the great clans of the 
south, the Stonehearts. Fine workers of the stone, but greedy for gold. Loved it 
more than any other clan of dwarfs, and that’s saying something, let me tell
you. Anyway, we were crossing a river when the thrice-cursed greenskins fell 
upon us, led by a great black orcs monster named Vagraz Head-Stomper. Cunning as 
a weasel that one was, waited until we were ready to stop for the night and 
break out the beer before they attacked us. Black arrows took my kinsman, 
Threkki, in the throat. Stained his white beard as red as a sunset, I’ll never
forget it. Our guards, dwarfs I’d known longer than twice your eldest’s span of
years, were cut down without mercy, and our ponies were hamstrung by goblins. 
Friends from hearth and home were murdered by the greenskins, and I remember 
thinking it were an evil day when they took us prisoner and hadn’t just killed
us. They robbed us of our gold and treasure, and of our weapons. A black day it 
was for sure, and I remember thinking to myself, ‘Kurgan, if you ever get out
of this, there’s going to be a grudge as long as your arm…’. But I’m getting
ahead of myself, and my throat’s dry reliving this here story.”

The dwarf king stopped for another mouthful of beer, his audience enraptured 
by his tale and his iron-hard voice. It was a voice of supreme confidence, but 
was not arrogant, for the king had tasted defeat and, in doing so, had gained 
humility.

“So, there we were, tied to stakes rammed into the ground and nothing but
sport for the orcs. All we could do was try to break our bonds and die with 
honour. But even that was denied us, for we were tied with our own rope, good 
dwarf rope that even I couldn’t break. All around us, Vagraz and his orcs were
sitting like kings on our treasure, drinking five hundred year old beer that was 
worth an army in gold and feasting on the flesh of my friends. I struggled and I 
struggled, but I couldn’t break the ropes. I looked that big black orcs right in
the eye, and I’m not ashamed to say that he was a damned fearsome beast. It was
his eyes, you see… red, like the fires of a forge that had burned low, 
filled with hate and anger… so much hate. He planned on torturing us, one by 
one, letting me watch all my friends and kin torn apart for the fun of it. He 
wanted me to beg, but a dwarf begs to no one, least of all a damned orcs! I 
vowed right then that I was going to see that beast dead before the morn.”

Spontaneous cheering erupted, and Sigmar found himself joining in, swept up 
by the defiant turn in Kurgan’s tale. Every man in the hall was standing
straighter, pressing forward to hear more of the dwarf king’s story.

“Brave words, manlings, brave words indeed, but as my old counsellor, Snorri,
was dragged towards the fire, I don’t mind telling you that I thought my time
for this world was done, that I was all set to join my ancestors. But it was not 
to be.”

Kurgan walked over to Sigmar and placed a mailed fist in the centre of his 
chest.

“The greenskins were getting ready to torture old Snorri when suddenly the
air’s filled with arrows, human arrows. At first I didn’t know what was
happening, then I saw this young lad here leading a scrawny looking pack of 
painted men into the orcs camp, whooping and yelling, and screaming like 
savages. Half of me thinks that we’re still not out of the pot, that we’re just
going to get robbed and killed by this lot instead of the orcs, but then they 
starts killing the greenskins, fighting with courage as hard as an Ironbreaker’s
hammer and just as deadly. Never saw anything like that before, humans fighting 
orcs with such heart and fire. Then this lad jumps right into the middle of an 
orcs shield-wall, cutting and stabbing with a little sword of bronze. Madness I 
thought, he’ll never walk out of there alive, but then he does, not just alive,
but with a ring of dead greenskins all around him. Now I’m not a dwarf that’s
easily impressed, you understand, but young Sigmar here fought like the spirits 
of all his ancestors were watching him. He even lifted the stake old Bonis was 
tied to right from the ground, and I’d seen three orcs ram that stake into the
earth. Course by now some of us are being freed, and as my bonds were cut, I 
turns to young Sigmar and tells him that his warriors are all going to die 
unless they gets some help. Now my lads and I, well, we had some powerful rune 
weapons with us when we were taken, and I knew exactly where to find them.”

Kurgan paused as he shared a guilty look with Sigmar. “Well, maybe not
exactly, but not far off. I knew that Vagraz would keep all the weapons in his 
tent, close by so he’d have all the best stuff, because even an orcs knows good
weapons when he sees them. By now, Sigmar here’s fighting the monster, and
they’re going back and forward, hacking lumps from one another, only Sigmar’s
having the worst of it on account of Vagraz’s axe and armour. Now, I don’t know
what kind of enchantment the orcs shamans work, but whatever dark spells they 
wield must be powerful. Black flames flickered around the beast’s axe, and, no
matter where Sigmar stuck him with his sword, he couldn’t even scratch the
warlord.”

Sigmar shivered as he remembered the battle against the hulking orc. Every 
killing blow was turned aside, and each stroke of his enemy’s axe came within a
hair’s breadth of ending his young life. Even six years later, he sometimes
awoke in the night, bathed in sweat with the memory of that desperate struggle 
fresh in his mind.

“So anyway, I runs to the warlord’s tent and I’m hunting high and low for my
old friend, Ghal-maraz, but everything’s scattered and heaped all over the
place. I found my armour, but nothing to fight with save a man’s sword, which—and no offence here—wasn’t much use since the blade was so poorly forged. So
I’m looking for something useful, but I’m not finding anything, and every second
I’m looking, Sigmar’s men are dying, and I can hear Vagraz’s laughter as him and
his black orcs are set to kill us all. Then I found Ghal-maraz. I was cursing 
the orcs with every swear known to dwarfkind when my hand closed upon sturdy 
stitching wound around cold steel. I knew what it was by touch alone, and I 
pulled it from the heap of loot.”

Sigmar held out the mighty warhammer and Kurgan took it from him, running his 
hands along the length of the great weapon. The runes sparkled, though whether 
that was the light of the fires or the touch of its maker’s race, Sigmar knew
not. King Kurgan’s eyes lit up at the touch of the warhammer, and he smiled
ruefully as he held it out in front of him.

“I hold out Ghal-maraz and I’m ready to charge into battle, even though I’m
fit to drop with pain and exhaustion, but a dwarf never lies down when there’s
battle to be done unless he’s dead. And even then he’d better be really, really
dead or his ancestors will be having words with him when he gets to the other 
side! But even as I lifted the warhammer, I knew it wasn’t for me to carry it
into battle. You see, the power in Ghal-maraz is ancient, even to us dwarfs, and 
it knows who is supposed to bear it. Truth be told, I think it’s always been
your warhammer, Sigmar, even before you were born. I think it was waiting for 
you, down the long, lonely centuries. It was waiting for the moment you would be 
ready to wield it. So instead of charging in, I throws Ghal-maraz to Sigmar, 
who’s on the back foot, with Vagraz about to take his young head off, and damned
if he doesn’t catch it and meet the orcs’ axe on the way down. Now the odds are
even, and suddenly Vagraz doesn’t look quite so cocky, and starts running his
mouth off, gnashing and wailing his big fangs. But young Sigmar here isn’t
fooled, he can see the bastard’s worried and he lays into him with Ghal-maraz.
Piece by piece, he takes the orcs apart until he’s down on his knees and
beaten.”

Sigmar smiled at the memory, remembering the warmth and feeling of fulfilment 
that had enveloped him as he hefted the great warhammer and closed with the 
warlord to deliver the deathblow.

“You remember what you said to it?” asked Kurgan.

“I said, ‘Is that really the best you’ve got?’,” said Sigmar.

“Aye,” said Kurgan, “and then you smashed his skull to pieces with one blow.
And I don’t think there’s many could have done that, even with a dwarf hammer.
Now the battle’s turned. Orcs don’t like it when you kill their big boss, it
breaks their courage like brittle iron, and they went to pieces when Vagraz 
died. When the battle was over, I remember you tried to give Ghal-maraz back, an 
honourable gesture for a man, I thought, but I looked into your eyes and I saw 
that they were smouldering with an energy like I’d never seen.”

The light in the longhouse seemed to dim as the dwarf king closed in on the 
ending of his tale, as though the structure built by the craft of his kind 
sought to enhance the telling.

“The rest of young Sigmar’s face was in darkness, and as the flames flickered
in his eyes, I swear they took on an eerie light. Even the gaze of the greenskin 
warlord didn’t have the raw power of that stare. Right then I knew there was
something special about this one. I could feel it as sure as I know stone and 
beer. I looked down at Ghal-maraz and knew that it was time for me to pass this 
great weapon, this heirloom of my family, to a man. Such a thing has 
never happened in all the annals of the dwarfs, but I think a gift such as Skull 
Splitter is worth the life of a dwarf king.”

Kurgan marched across the dais and once again presented Ghal-maraz to Sigmar, 
bowing to the young prince before turning once again to the rapt audience.

“I gave Sigmar this hammer for a reason. True enough, it is a weapon, a
mighty weapon to be sure, but it is so much more than that. Ghal-maraz is a 
symbol of unity, a symbol of what can be achieved through unity. A hammer 
is force and dominance, an honourable weapon and one that, unlike most other 
weapons, has the power to create as well as destroy. A hammer can crush and 
kill, but it can shape metal, build homes and mend that which is broken. See 
this mighty gift for what it is, a weapon and a symbol of all that can be. Men 
of the lands west of the mountains, heed Sigmar’s words, for he speaks with the
wisdom of the ancients.”

King Kurgan stepped from the dais to thunderous applause, but the venerable 
dwarf raised his hands for silence, which duly followed after yet more cheering.

“Now let us drink to the memory of King Bjorn and send him to his fathers in
glory!”


 
 

BOOK THREE

Forging the Legend

 

Then fame and renown of Sigmar,

hammer bearer of the high king 
of the dwarfs.

Spread far and wide. 

Sigmar the chief mighty lord of the Unberogen

and other tribes of mankind.


 
 

—<FOURTEEN>—

Vengeance

 

 

Firelight from the burning ships lit the underside of the clouds with a glow
like the hells the Norsii were said to believe in. Sigmar watched from the 
cliffs above the vast expanse of the ocean as thousands of men died before him, 
burned to death on their ships or dragged below the surface of the water by the 
weight of their armour.

He felt nothing for the men he was killing; their barbarity rendering them 
less than nothing to Sigmar. Hundreds of ships filled the wide bay, the night as 
bright as day as Unberogen and Udose archers sent flaming arrows into their 
sails and hulls as they jostled to escape.

“Great Ulric’s beard,” whispered Pendrag. “Do you mean to kill them all?”

Sigmar bit back a sharp retort and simply nodded.

“They deserve no less,” snarled King Wolfila. “The blood-geld of my people
demands vengeance upon the northmen.”

“But this…” said Pendrag. “This is murder.”

Sigmar said nothing, for how could he make his sword-brother understand? The 
Norsii were not part of his vision and could never be part of it. The northern 
gods were avatars of slaughter, the Norsii culture one of barbarism and human 
sacrifice. Such a people had no place in Sigmar’s empire, and since they would
not accept his rule, they must be destroyed.

The firelight reflected on Sigmar’s face, throwing his handsome, craggy
features into sharp relief, his differently coloured eyes hard as stone. 
Twenty-five summers had passed since his birth upon the hill of battle in the 
Brackenwalsch, and Sigmar had grown into as fine a figure of a man as any could 
have wished.

The crown of the Unberogens sat upon his brow, his for the two years since 
his father had been laid to rest in his gilded tomb upon Warrior’s Hill, and a
long cloak of bearskin billowed around his wide and powerful shoulders.

Thousands of warriors lined the cliffs in wide blocks of swordsmen and 
spearmen. Udose clansmen cheered as they watched the Norsii die, while Taleuten, 
Chemsen and Unberogen warriors watched with awe as an entire tribal race died 
before them.

No sooner had King Bjorn’s tomb been sealed and Sigmar crowned king of the
Unberogen by the priest of Ulric than he had ordered a sword muster for the 
following spring. Pendrag, and even Wolfgart, had argued against a muster so 
soon, but Sigmar had been immoveable.

“We have great work ahead of us to forge our empire,” Sigmar had said, “and
with every day that passes, our chance to realise it slips further away. No, 
with the break of the snows next year, we march on the Norsii.”

And so they had. Leaving enough warriors to defend the lands of the 
Unberogen, Sigmar had gathered three thousand fighting men and marched back into 
the north, calling upon the Sword Oaths sworn to his father by the Chemsen and 
Taleutens. Both Krugar and Aloysis were reluctant to honour their oaths so soon, 
but with three thousand warriors camped before the walls of their cities, they 
had little choice but to march out with the king of the Unberogen.

As expected, King Artur of the Teutogens had refused to pledge any warriors 
to Sigmar’s cause, and so his army had continued north towards the beleaguered
lands of the Udose tribe, a realm that suffered daily attacks from northern 
reavers.

King Wolfila’s capital was a soaring granite castle atop a jagged promontory
of the northern coastline, pounding waves booming far below. Sigmar had liked 
Wolfila from the moment he had seen him riding through the black gates of his 
fastness. With braided hair the colour of the setting sun and a plaited kilt, 
Wolfila carried a sword almost as big as Wolfgart’s and his face was scarred and
painted with fierce tattoos.

The northern king had been only too willing to join Sigmar’s campaign, and
wild, kilted and painted men and women of the clans with great, basket-hilted 
swords were soon coming down from their isolated glens and hilltop forts to join 
the mighty host of warriors.

The Norsii had fought hard to protect their lands as Sigmar had expected, but 
with eight thousand warriors marching on them, burning and destroying as they 
went, the northmen could do nothing to stop them.

The weather battered the armies of the south, fearsome storms and barrages of 
lightning, smiting the heavens with leering faces and howling gales like the 
laughter of dark gods. The morale of the army suffered, but Sigmar was 
unrelenting in his care, ensuring that every warrior had food and water and 
understood how proud he was to lead them in battle.

The final outcome of the war had never been in doubt, for the Norsii were 
outnumbered three to one, and their men were starving, and had seen their lives 
destroyed by the vengeance of their previous victims.

Sigmar had been careful always to allow the Norsii to fall back to the 
northernmost coastline, where their ships were beached. Though the northmen were 
fierce warriors, they were also men who wanted to live.

When they boarded their ships, Sigmar unleashed the newest weapon in his 
arsenal.

From the cliffs around the bay, huge catapults unleashed great flaming 
missiles that arced through the air to smash onto the decks of the tinder-dry 
ships. Strong winds fanned the flames, and as yet more missiles rained down from 
the cliffs, the entire Norsii fleet was soon ablaze.

Here and there, a few smouldering vessels limped clear of the inferno, but 
they were few and far between. In less time than it had taken to assemble the 
war-machines, an entire tribe of man had been almost entirely exterminated.

Sigmar watched the slaughter below with satisfaction. The Norsii were ended 
as a threat to his empire, and he felt no remorse at the thousands dying below 
him.

King Wolfila turned to Sigmar and offered him his hand. “My people thank you
for this, King Sigmar. Tell me how I can repay you, for I’ll be in no man’s
debt.”

“I need no payment, Wolfila,” said Sigmar, “just your oath that we will be
brother kings, and that you and your warriors will march beside me as allies in 
the future.”

“You have it, Sigmar,” promised Wolfila. “From this day, the Udose and the
Unberogen will be sword-brothers. If you want our blades, all you need do is 
ask.”

The two kings shook hands, and Wolfila marched away to join his warriors, his 
sword and shield held high above him as the flames turned his hair the colour of 
blood.

“They will not forget this,” said Wolfgart as the king of the Udose departed.
“The survivors, I mean. They will come back one day to punish us for this.”

“That is a problem for another day,” said Sigmar, turning from the carnage
below.

Pendrag gripped his arm, his eyes imploring and forcing Sigmar to face the 
blazing sea. “Is this how it is to be, my brother? Is this how you mean to forge
your empire? In murder? If so, then I want nothing more to do with it!”

“No, this is not how it is to be,” said Sigmar, shrugging off his
sword-brother’s arm. “But what would you have me do with the Norsii? Bargain
with them? They are savages!”

“What does this act make us?”

“It makes us victorious,” said Sigmar. “I listen to their screams, and I
remember the people that died beneath their axes and swords. And I am glad we do 
this. I remember the women raped or carried into slavery, the children 
sacrificed on altars of blood, and I am glad we do this. I think of all the 
people who will live because of what we had to do today, and I am glad we do 
this. Do you understand me, Pendrag?”

“I think I do, my brother,” said Pendrag, turning away, “and it makes me
sad.”

“Where are you going?” asked Sigmar.

“I do not know,” replied Pendrag. “Away from this. I understand now why it
was done, but I have no wish to listen to the screams of the dying as we burn 
them to death.”

Pendrag walked down the cliff path through the ranks of armoured warriors, 
and Sigmar made to follow him, but Wolfgart stopped him.

“Let him go, Sigmar. Trust me, he needs some time alone.”

Sigmar nodded and said, “You understand we had to do this don’t you?”

“Aye,” said Wolfgart. “I do, but only because I have not the heart Pendrag
does. He’s a thinker, that one, and at times like this… well, that’s a curse.
Don’t worry, he’ll come around.”

“I hope so,” said Sigmar.

“So what now?” asked Wolfgart.

“Now we make offerings to Ulric and Morr. The end of battle brings duty to
the dead.”

“No, I mean for us. Are we going home now?”

Sigmar shook his head. “No, not yet. I have one last thing to take care of in
the north before we return to Reikdorf.”

“And what’s that?”

“Artur,” said Sigmar.

 

The army of the Unberogens turned from the destruction of the Norsii to march
along the northern flanks of the mountains, heading for the ancestral domain of 
the Teutogen. The journey through the forests north of the mountains had been 
fraught, and Sigmar had sensed inhuman eyes upon him as if an army of monsters 
watched from within the haunted depths.

Finally traversing the roof of the world and emerging from the shadowed 
forests, Sigmar had seen the Fauschlag rock from which Artur ruled his people.

Though yet a hundred miles distant, the great mountain stood alone and 
enormous, humbling the landscape as it reached into the sky. Its towering 
immensity defied belief, the great spire standing apart from the towering 
mountains that rose like grim sentinels to the east as though banished from the 
company of its fellow peaks. The presence of such a host of warriors had not 
gone unnoticed by the Teutogen, and Sigmar had felt the eyes of his enemies upon 
him with every step that brought them closer to the Fauschlag rock.

A well-travelled road curled southwards into less threatening woodland and, 
at last, their route brought them to the base of the great northern fastness, 
the scale of its enormity hard to credit, even when standing before it.

So great was the Fauschlag’s height that no sign of the settlement atop it
could be seen from the ground, but curling plumes of smoke had guided them to 
the castle at its base.

Towers of polished granite reared up to either side of a wide gateway of 
seasoned timber, banded with dark iron and studded with thick bolts. Scores of 
armoured warriors manned the walls, their spears gleaming in the sunlight, and 
blue and white banners fluttered in the wind.

Heavy chains hung from the top of the Fauschlag, guided down the face of the 
immense drop by vertical lines of iron rings hammered into the rock. In the days 
since his army had arrived, Sigmar had seen enclosed carriages travel up and 
down the Fauschlag, transporting men and supplies between the ground and the 
summit.

Sigmar had ridden towards the castle with Pendrag carrying his banner lowered 
as a sign of parley, and had announced his intention to call Artur to account 
for the Unberogen blood his warriors’ had spilled.

Days had passed without answer, and Sigmar’s frustration had grown daily as
he awaited word from King Artur. At last, as the sun set on the third day since 
they had arrived, a messenger rode from a concealed postern towards the 
Unberogen army.

Sigmar rode out to meet the messenger, Wolfgart and Alfgeir beside him, and 
Pendrag, who had barely passed a word with him for a fortnight, carrying his 
crimson banner.

The rider was a powerful warrior, his breastplate and shoulder guards painted 
the white of virgin snow, and his red hair thick and braided. A great wolfskin 
cloak hung from his shoulders, and a long-hafted hammer was slung across his 
horse’s shoulders, a great beast of some seventeen hands.

“You are Sigmar?” asked the warrior, his voice coarse and thickly accented.

“King Sigmar,” corrected Alfgeir, his hand sliding towards his sword
hilt.

“You bring word from your king?” asked Sigmar.

“I do,” said the rider, ignoring Alfgeir’s angry glowering. “I am Myrsa,
Warrior Eternal of King Artur of the Teutogens, and I am here to order you to 
leave these lands or face death.”

Sigmar nodded, for he had expected such a response and could see that it sat 
ill with the warrior that Artur had not come himself.

He leaned forward and said, “Marbad of the Endals once told me that Artur had
grown arrogant atop his impregnable fastness, and having seen this lump of rock, 
I can well believe it, for who would not feel above all other men with such a 
mighty bastion to call his own?”

Myrsa’s face reddened at the insult to his king, but Sigmar pressed on. “A
king who skulks behind walls grows fearful of leaving them, does he not?”

“These are Teutogen lands,” repeated Myrsa, keeping his voice level. “If you
do not leave, your warriors will be broken against the Fauschlag. No army can 
breach its walls.”

“Walls of stone are all very well,” Sigmar pointed out, “but I have enough
men to surround this rock, and I can seal Artur’s city until every man, woman
and child has starved to death. I do not want to do that, for I wish the 
Teutogen to be our brothers and not enemies. Ask the Norsii what becomes of my 
enemies. Tell Artur that he has one more day to face me, or I will climb that 
damned rock and break his head open in front of all his people.”

Myrsa nodded stiffly and turned his horse, riding back towards the castle at 
the base of the Fauschlag. The main gates swung open and the Warrior Eternal 
disappeared within.

“You didn’t mean that did you?” asked Pendrag. “About starving the city out?”

“No, of course not,” said Sigmar, “but I needed him to think that I did.”

“Then what do you intend?” asked Alfgeir.

“Exactly what I told him,” replied Sigmar. “If Artur does not come out, I’m
going to climb that rock and drag him out from wherever he is hiding.”

“Climb the Fauschlag?” asked Wolfgart, craning his neck to look up at the
towering rock.

“Aye,” said Sigmar. “How hard can it be?”

 

With sweat stinging his eyes and his muscles burning with fire, Sigmar had
cause to revise his earlier boast of the ease of climbing the Fauschlag rock. 
The forest stretched away below him in a great green swathe, the mountains of 
the east rearing from the trees in a series of white spikes, and the sea a 
distant glitter far on the horizon.

The exhilaration of seeing the world from this vantage point was offset by 
the terror of clinging to a rock face by his fingertips, knowing that one slip 
would send him tumbling thousands of feet to his death.

Powerful winds whipped around the Fauschlag, and, checking his handholds, 
Sigmar craned his neck upwards, but the top of the rock was still out of sight. 
Birds circled high above him, and he envied them the ease of flight.

His sword-brothers and Alfgeir had tried to talk him out of this foolhardy 
venture, but Sigmar knew he could not back down from this challenge. He had told 
Artur’s champion that he would climb the Fauschlag, and Sigmar’s word was iron.

Sigmar risked a glance down, swallowing hard as he saw his army spread out on 
the rocky haunches of the Fauschlag, little more than dots as they watched their 
king climb to glory or death.

“Still with me, Alfgeir?” asked Sigmar, shouting to be heard over the wind.

“Aye, my lord,” said Alfgeir from below, his voice strained and angry. “Still
think this was a good idea?”

“I am beginning to think it might have been a little foolish, yes,” admitted
Sigmar. “You want to climb back down?”

“And leave you here on your own?” spat Alfgeir. “Not bloody likely. I don’t
think either of us is getting down unless we fall.”

“Don’t speak of falling,” said Sigmar, thinking of Wolfgart. “It is bad
luck.”

Alfgeir said nothing more, and the two warriors continued their climb, 
dragging themselves up the rocky face of the Fauschlag, inch by inch. Hand and 
foot holds were plentiful, for the surface of the rock was not smooth, but the 
energy required to maintain his grip was fearsome, and Sigmar could feel his 
arms cramping painfully with the unfamiliar exertion of climbing.

Neither warrior was armoured, for to attempt such a climb in heavy mail would 
be even more suicidal than his warriors already believed it to be. Ghal-maraz 
hung from Sigmar’s belt, and Alfgeir’s sword was slung around his shoulders, for
neither warrior desired to reach the summit of the Fauschlag without a weapon.

Several times during their climb, Sigmar had heard the clanking sound of 
metal on metal, and had looked over to see the wooden carriages being raised on 
their long chains. One such carriage was being lowered towards them, and 
Sigmar’s eyes narrowed as he considered the practicalities of such a means of
transport.

“No amount of men could haul these carriages and that amount of iron the full
height of the Fauschlag,” said Sigmar. “There must be some form of windlass
mechanism at the top.”

“Fascinating,” gasped Alfgeir, “but what does it matter? Keep climbing. Don’t
stop or I won’t be able to start again.”

Sigmar nodded, and ignored the carriage as it passed onwards towards the 
castle far below. Once more, the climbers set off, clambering up the rock face 
until Sigmar felt as though he could not move another inch.

He heard Alfgeir climbing beside him and took a deep breath, his lungs 
heaving and on fire with the effort. An age passed for Sigmar, and he cursed the 
pride that had sent him on this foolhardy errand.

Sigmar remembered a time when he had been a young boy and his father had 
first shown him how to set a cook-fire in the forest. He had wanted to build a 
great bonfire, but Bjorn had shown him that the art of setting a fire was one of 
balance. Too small a fire would not warm you, but too large a fire could easily 
get out of control and consume the forest.

Pride, Sigmar was learning, was like that, too little and a man would have no 
self-belief or confidence and would never achieve anything with his life. Too 
much… well, too much might see a man clinging to the side of a towering rock, 
inches from death.

Still, it would make a fine addition to his growing reputation, and might 
even warrant a panel on the Sudenreik Bridge. The thought made him smile, and he 
hauled himself upwards once again, methodically reaching for another handhold 
and forcing his tired body to keep going.

The wind threatened to tear him from his perch at every turn, but he kept 
himself pressed to the rock, holding tighter than any lover had held the object 
of his desire.

Lost in the pain and exhaustion of the climb, it took Sigmar a moment to 
realise that the angle of his climb had lessened, and that he was clambering up 
a slope rather than a sheer rock face.

He shook his head and blinked his eyes free of sweat to see that he had 
reached the top. From here, the ground rose in a gentle slope towards a low wall 
built around the perimeter of the Fauschlag’s summit.

Sigmar reached back to help Alfgeir, whose face was grey with effort, and who 
nodded in gratitude.

“We did it, my friend,” gasped Sigmar. “We are at the top.”

“Wonderful,” wheezed Alfgeir, looking up. “Now, we just have to fight our way
in.”

Sigmar turned, and saw a line of Teutogen warriors in bronze hauberks appear 
at the wall, their swords bared and bowstrings drawn back.

 

Sigmar unhooked Ghal-maraz from his belt, and then helped Alfgeir to his
feet. The two Unberogen warriors stood proudly before the armed Teutogens, 
exhausted, but defiant and exhilarated at the sheer impossibility of their 
incredible climb.

Myrsa, the Warrior Eternal, stood in the middle of the line of warriors, and 
Sigmar climbed towards him, expecting the line of bowmen to loose at any second. 
Alfgeir followed him and whispered, “Please tell me you have a plan.”

Sigmar shook his head. “Not really… I hadn’t expected us to survive the
climb,” he said.

“Wonderful,” snapped Alfgeir. “I am glad to know you thought this through.”

Sigmar reached the wall and stood before Myrsa, looking him straight in the 
eye. He had expected Myrsa to be waiting for them, and hoped he had read the 
man’s heart correctly when they had spoken on the ground.

“Where is Artur?” asked Sigmar.

A tightening of the jaw line was the only sign of tension in Myrsa, but it 
spoke volumes of the conflict within the warrior.

“He prays to Ulric’s Fire,” said Myrsa. “He said you would fall.”

“He was wrong,” said Sigmar. “He has been wrong about a lot of things has he
not?”

“Perhaps, but he is my king and I owe him my life.”

“If I were your king, I would be honoured to have a man like you in my
service.”

“And I would be proud to offer it, but it is foolish to dream of that which
cannot be.”

“We shall see,” said Sigmar. “Now, unless you plan on cutting me down, take
me to Artur of the Teutogens.”

 

The buildings on the Fauschlag were as finely constructed as anything in
Reikdorf, and Sigmar could only wonder at the dedication and determination it 
must have taken to get the materials to build them lifted to the summit. He saw 
the artifice of dwarf masons in some of the buildings, but the majority of the 
structures were crafted by the skill of men. Man’s ingenuity never ceased to
amaze Sigmar, and he was more determined than ever to see his people united in 
purpose.

The walk through the settlement soon attracted a great following, with people 
emerging from their homes to see this strange king who had climbed the 
Fauschlag. Myrsa’s warriors ringed Sigmar and Alfgeir, and though they could be
killed at any moment, Sigmar felt curiously lightheaded and confident.

Everything he had seen of these Teutogens spoke of a fierce, pragmatic pride, 
and his early notions of them as savage and murderous raiders vanished as he saw 
their ordered society. Children played in the streets, and women gathered them 
up as the swelling procession made its way towards the heart of the city.

The priests of Ulric claimed that the god of wolves and winter smote the 
mountain with his fist in ancient times, flattening the summit for his faithful 
to worship upon. It was said that a great flame burned at its centre, a fire 
that burned without peat or wood, and Sigmar felt a childlike excitement at the 
thought of seeing such a miraculous thing.

No words passed between the warriors as they made their way towards the 
centre of the city, and Sigmar felt a growing tension as they neared their 
destination.

At last, Sigmar, Alfgeir and their escort emerged from between tall buildings 
of granite with clay roofs into a space cleared at the centre of the Fauschlag 
rock.

A great stone circle of menhirs had been erected in a wide ring, with flat 
lintel stones balanced precariously on top. Each stone was glossy and black, 
veined with lines of red gold, and in the centre of the circle a tall plume of 
white fire blazed from the ground, the light dazzling and pure.

The fire burned cold and was taller than a man. A warrior in a wondrously 
crafted suit of armour with a sword held point down before him knelt in its 
glare. He prayed with his hands wrapped around the hilt of his sword, the pommel 
resting against his forehead, and Sigmar knew this must be Artur.

The plates protecting his back and shoulders shone like silver, and the 
bronze mail that fringed them was as finely crafted as any dwarf armour Sigmar 
had seen. A winged helm of bronze sat on the ground next to Artur, and as Sigmar 
approached, the king of the Teutogens rose smoothly to his feet and turned to 
face him.

Artur was handsome, his dark hair threaded with silver, but his weathered 
face was strong with the easy confidence of a warrior who had never known 
defeat. The king’s forked beard was braided, and his power obvious.

It was to Artur’s sword that Sigmar’s eyes were drawn, however: the Dragon
Sword of Caledfwlch, the shimmering silver blade said to be able to cut the 
hardest iron or stone. The legends of the Teutogens spoke of a mysterious wise 
man from across the sea, a shaman of the ancient lore, who had fashioned the 
blade for Artur at his birth, using a captured shard of lightning, frozen by the 
breath of an ice dragon.

Looking at the long-bladed sword, Sigmar could well believe such tales, for a 
glittering hoar frost seemed to cling to the weapon’s edge.

“You are the king of the Unberogen?” said Artur as Sigmar entered the stone
circle. Four dark-robed figures appeared at the cardinal points of the circle, 
and from their wolfskin cloaks and wolf tail talismans, Sigmar recognised them 
as priests of Ulric.

“I am,” confirmed Sigmar, “and you are King Artur.”

“I have that honour,” said Artur, “and you are not welcome in my city.”

“Whether I am welcome or not is unimportant,” said Sigmar. “I am here to call
you to account for the deaths of my people. While my father made war in the 
north, Teutogen raiders destroyed Unberogen villages and killed the innocents 
that lived there. You will answer for their deaths.”

Artur shook his head. “You would have done the same, boy.”

“You do not deny this?” said Sigmar. “And, call me boy again and I
will kill you.”

“You are here to do that anyway are you not?”

“I am,” agreed Sigmar.

“And you are here to challenge me to single combat I suppose?”

“Yes.”

Artur laughed, a rich baritone sound of genuine amusement. “You are truly the
son of Bjorn, reckless and filled with ridiculous notions of honour. Tell me why 
I should not simply have Myrsa and his warriors cut you down?”

“Because he would not obey such an order,” said Sigmar, advancing towards
Artur holding Ghal-maraz before him. “You may have forgotten the meaning
of honour, but I do not believe he has. Besides, what manner of man would refuse 
a challenge before the eyes of the priests of Ulric? What manner of king could 
retain his authority were he to be proven a coward?”

Artur’s eyes narrowed, and Sigmar saw a towering anger and arrogance behind
his eyes.

“You have just climbed an impossible climb, an impressive feat, but
one which has drained you of your strength,” hissed Artur. “You are at the very
limits of your endurance and you think you can best me? You are nothing but a 
beardless boy, and I am a king.”

“Then you have nothing to fear,” snapped Sigmar, raising his warhammer.

“The Dragon Sword will cut your flesh like mist,” said Artur, picking up his
helmet and placing it upon his head. Sigmar did not reply, but simply circled 
towards Artur, studying his enemy and watching his movements. Artur was 
powerfully built, with the wide shoulders and narrow hips of a swordsman, but he 
had not given battle in many years.

For all that, he moved well, smooth and unhurried, his balance and poise 
almost as perfect as Gerreon’s had been. The name of Sigmar’s betrayer appeared
unbidden in his mind, and his step faltered at the memory.

Artur saw the flicker in his eyes, and leapt forward, the Dragon Sword 
cleaving the air with a whisper of the winter wind following in its wake. Sigmar 
recovered in time to dodge the blow, but the chill of the blade passed within a 
finger’s breadth of taking his head with the first blow of the challenge.

Sensing weakness, Artur attacked again, but Sigmar was ready for him, 
blocking with the head and haft of Ghal-maraz. Each block sent white sparks 
shivering through the air, and Sigmar felt the great warhammer grow colder with 
each blow he deflected.

Artur’s reach was much greater than his, and only rarely could Sigmar close
with the Teutogen king to attack. He spun around a thrust of the Dragon Sword, 
and Ghal-maraz slammed into Artur’s side. The clang of metal echoed from the
ring of black stones, and Sigmar swayed aside to dodge Artur’s return stroke,
amazed that his blow had not smashed the armour aside and splintered his enemy’s
spine.

Seeing his surprise, Artur laughed, and said, “You are not the only
king to make allies of the mountain folk and make use of their craft.”

Sigmar backed away, seeing the dwarf handiwork in the fluted scrollwork of 
the armour and the sheen of dwarf metal. The runic script on the haft of 
Ghal-maraz burned with an angry light as though displeased at being forced to 
inflict ruin upon another artefact of its creators.

The two kings traded attacks back and forth in the shadow of the blazing 
plume of Ulric’s Fire, and Sigmar felt his strength fading with every passing
moment. He had struck Artur several blows that would have killed a lesser 
warrior three times over, but the king of the Teutogens was unbowed.

He saw the triumph in Artur’s eyes, and desperately brought Ghal-maraz up as
another blow arced towards his chest. Once again, the weapons of power met in a 
ringing clash of metals unknown to Man, and Sigmar felt the impact numb his 
arms. Artur spun in and thundered his mailed fist against Sigmar’s chin.

Sigmar stumbled away from the force of the blow as light exploded in his 
skull.

He heard Alfgeir cry out, and looked up to see a roaring wall of white before 
him.

Sigmar threw up his arms as he fell through the searing flame of Ulric’s
Fire, the light filling his bones with blazing ice. He screamed as he fell, the 
aching cold of somewhere far distant and unknown to mortals like nothing he had 
ever known.

Even the vast emptiness of the Grey Vaults seemed welcome compared to the 
harsh, pitiless power encapsulated in the fire. For the briefest instant, a 
moment that could have been a heartbeat or an eternity, that power turned its 
gaze upon him, and Sigmar felt his life’s worth judged in the blink of an eye.

Then it was over, and he tumbled to the ground on the far side of Ulric’s
Fire, rolling to his feet with fresh vigour and energy. Gasps of astonishment 
rippled around the circle, and Sigmar shared their amazement, for there was not 
a mark on him, and the flame had left him untouched.

No, not quite untouched, for a fading cloak of shimmering wolfskin hung from 
his shoulders, and ghostly tendrils of mist clung to his body as though he had 
freshly emerged from the depths of the deepest glacier. White fire wreathed 
Ghal-maraz, and Sigmar felt a furious energy fill him, wild and untamed, as 
though he were the fiercest animal in the pack.

Sigmar threw back his head, but instead of laughter, the triumphant howl of a 
wolf tore from his throat, the echoes of it racing around the circumference of 
the stone circle.

White lightning flashed in Sigmar’s eyes, an endless winter’s landscape in
their depths, and he saw the legendary deeds of the past and future spread 
before him. The heroes of the past and the leaders of the future surrounded him, 
their epic deeds and courage flowing together, filling his heart with the glory 
and honour of their lives.

Without conscious thought, he raised Ghal-maraz, and felt the ringing blow of 
the Dragon Sword as it slammed into the warhammer’s haft. Sigmar dropped to his
knees as though he moved in a dream, and Artur swung his ancient weapon once 
more.

Sigmar raised his weapon, and the head of Ghal-maraz met the blade of the 
Dragon Sword in a cataclysmic explosion of force. Unimaginable energies exploded 
from the impact, and Artur’s blade shattered into a thousand fragments, the
blade dying with a shriek of winter and the death of seasons.

Artur fell back, blinded by the explosion, and Sigmar surged to his feet, 
Ghal-maraz swinging in a murderous arc towards the Teutogen king’s head.

The ancestral heirloom of Kurgan Ironbeard slammed into Artur’s helmet,
crumpling the metal and smashing the skull beneath to shards. Artur’s body flew
through the air, landing in a crumpled heap before the blazing fire at the heart 
of the stone circle.

Sigmar stood over the body, his chest heaving with the power that filled his 
veins and the exultation of victory. He saw the priests of Ulric bow their heads 
and drop to their knees. Not a breath of wind or a single voice disturbed the 
silence as Sigmar turned to face those who had borne witness to his defeat of 
Artur.

“The king of the Teutogens is dead!” cried Sigmar, holding Ghal-maraz high.
“You have a new king now. The lands of the Teutogen are mine by right of
combat.”

Even as he spoke the words, Sigmar could feel the lightness of them, 
the conviction that this was the will of the gods. He closed his eyes as he 
pictured the Unberogens and Teutogens going on to achieve great things. This was 
but the first step towards that goal. So vivid was this vision that Sigmar did 
not notice Myrsa approaching, until he spoke.

“You claim rulership over the Teutogens?” asked the Warrior Eternal.

Sigmar opened his eyes to see Myrsa standing before him with a dagger held to 
his throat. The Warrior Eternal’s eyes were as cold as Ulric’s Fire, and Sigmar
knew that his life hung by a thread. His eyes flicked to the edge of the circle, 
where he saw Alfgeir surrounded by armed warriors, his sword taken from him.

“I do,” said Sigmar. “I have slain the king, and it is my right in blood.”

“That it is,” nodded Myrsa sadly, “for Artur’s sons are dead and his wife is
long gone to Morr’s kingdom, but here I am with a blade at the throat of the
killer of my king.”

“You said you would be proud to serve me if I were your king,” said Sigmar.
“Does that no longer hold true?”

“That depends.”

“On?”

“On whether I believe you mean to make us slaves to the Unberogen,” said
Myrsa.

“Never,” promised Sigmar. “No man will be a slave of Sigmar. You will be my
people, brothers to me, valued and honoured, as are all who hold true to the 
bonds of loyalty.”

“You swear this before Ulric’s Fire?”

“I swear it,” nodded Sigmar, “and I ask again, will you join me, Myrsa?”

The Warrior Eternal lifted the dagger from Sigmar’s throat and dropped to his
knees. Myrsa bowed his head, and said, “I will join you, my lord.”

Sigmar placed his hand on Myrsa’s shoulder. “I need men of courage and honour
beside me, Myrsa, and you are such a man.”

“Then what would you have me do?”

“The lands north of the mountains are infested with the dark beasts, and one
day the Sea Wolves from across the ocean will return,” said Sigmar, offering his
hand to his latest ally and hauling him to his feet. “As your king, I need you
and your warriors to guard the northern marches and keep these lands safe.”

Myrsa nodded, and glanced over to the dead body of the king he had once 
served as the priests of Ulric came forward to retrieve it.

“Artur was a good man once,” said Myrsa.

“I do not doubt it,” said Sigmar, “but he is dead now and we have work to
do.”


 
 

—<FIFTEEN>—

Union

 

 

The path wound through the hills east of the River Stir, the earth rutted and
obviously well travelled by wagons, and war chariots, Sigmar remembered, looking 
to the rolling green slopes around their caravan, and half expecting to see a 
host of Asoborn warriors descending upon them.

Around Reikdorf, the roads were stone, formed from flat-faced boulders placed 
in shallow trenches, rendered level with sand and hard-packed earth. Before 
departing the lands of men to return to his king’s hold in the mountains, Master
Alaric had helped Pendrag devise a means for constructing roads that could 
survive the rains and winter. As a result, Unberogen trade caravans travelled 
with greater ease and speed than those of any other land.

Sigmar dearly wished for some of those Unberogen roads now, for the wagons he 
and Wolfgart had brought from Reikdorf were travelling slowly, and needed to be 
dragged from the sucking mud on a regular basis.

A spring storm had flooded the land a week ago, and the eastern lands were 
still waterlogged and muddy. A journey that should have taken only a week had 
already taken nearly a month, and Sigmar’s patience was wearing thin. Behind
him, a hundred warriors of Reikdorf, a mix of White Wolves and Great Hall Guard, 
marched in perfect formation, and another hundred riders surrounded the four 
carts of weapons and armour.

Hunting dogs darted between the wagons and a string of six broad-chested 
horses and a dozen outriders roamed the countryside further out, alert for any 
danger to the travellers. Cuthwin and Svein moved ahead of the procession of 
warriors and carts, and Sigmar trusted them more than any other precaution to 
keep them safe.

Alfgeir and Pendrag had reluctantly remained behind in Reikdorf to protect 
the king’s lands, while he was away on this mission to win the tribes to his
banner. The column of warriors had only recently left the lands of the 
Taleutens, where Sigmar had renewed his oaths with King Krugar with four 
cartloads of weapons and armour, some of which were crafted from fine, 
dwarf-forged iron and beyond price.

Now, Sigmar was travelling south to the land of the Asoborns to further 
strengthen the ties with the fierce warrior queen, Freya. The Asoborns and the 
Taleutens were allies, and had sworn Sword Oaths, but no such bond existed 
between Asoborn and Unberogen.

With these gifts, Sigmar hoped to change that.

Wolfgart rode alongside Sigmar, his chequered cloak and bronze armour dull 
and muddy.

“We’ll never find their settlements, you know that?” said Wolfgart. “Even
with Svein out front.”

“We will find them,” said Sigmar. “Or, more likely, the Asoborn hunters will
find us.”

Wolfgart cast a nervous glance to the hills around them and the thin copses 
of trees that crowned their summits.

“I don’t like these lands,” said Wolfgart. “Too open. Not enough trees.”

“Good farmland though,” said Sigmar, “and the hills are rich in iron ores.”

“I know, but I prefer Unberogen lands. This is altogether too close to
the eastern mountains for my liking. Lots of orcs are on the move in them, and 
it’s bad luck to go looking for trouble.”

“Is that what you think we are doing? Looking for trouble?”

“Aren’t we?” countered Wolfgart, shifting the weight of his great sword on
his back as water dripped from the pommel. “What else would you call riding into
Asoborn lands without permission? Oh it all sounds wonderful, I grant you, a 
land full of buxom warrior women, but I’ve heard of the eunuchs they make of
trespassers. I plan to hang on to my manhood, and to have many sons.”

“Weren’t you the one who thought it would be fun to spend the night with an
Asoborn woman? I seem to remember you being very amused when Queen Freya… 
handled me.”

Wolfgart laughed. “Yes, that was priceless. The look on your face.”

“She is a strong woman, right enough,” said Sigmar, wincing as he remembered
the power of her grip.

“All the more reason not to be here then, eh?”

Sigmar shook his head and waved a hand at the wagons. “No, if we are to make
allies of the Asoborns then they need to see that we are serious.”

“Well, we are certainly giving away enough weapons for that,” said Wolfgart
with a bitter shake of his head, “and the horses are some of my best stallions
and strongest mares.”

“It is not tribute, Wolfgart,” said Sigmar. “I thought you understood that.”

“It feels wrong. With what we just handed the Taleutens, this is more than we
can afford to give. Our own warriors could use these weapons and should be 
wearing this armour, and do we really want the Asoborns breeding stronger, 
faster horses?”

Sigmar held the angry response he was forming. Even after all these years, 
Wolfgart could still not grasp the concept of all the tribes of men working 
together. The tribal rivalries were still strong, and Sigmar knew it would be 
many years before the race of men could truly break their small-minded 
associations of geography to come together as one.

Without giving Wolfgart an answer, Sigmar rode to the vanguard of the column, 
passing his warriors and wagons to join the outriders. Lightly armoured in cured 
leather breastplates and hide-covered helmets of wood, these warriors were 
expert horsemen and carried short, recurved bows.

The contours of these lands were dangerous, for an attacking force of 
hundreds could be hidden in the hollows and dead ground without them knowing it. 
Ahead, the path curved around a waterfall in full spate on the hillside, and 
numerous bushes and boulders were scattered around the edge of the track.

It was open country, the sky somehow wider, and pressing down with grey 
clouds upon them. Rain was coming in from the mountains, and as Sigmar looked 
towards the vast wall of dark rock that reared up at the edge of the world, a 
shiver of premonition passed through him.

Wolfgart was right, it was not good to be so close to the boundaries of the 
land, for terrible creatures lurked in the mountains, entire tribes of greenskin 
warriors, who just awaited the rise of a warlord to lead them down into the 
lands of men.

All the more reason to make allies of the eastern tribes.

Little was known of the Asoborns, save that their society was fiercely 
matriarchal, ruled over with passionate ferocity by Queen Freya. Of the tribes 
further east and south, the Brigundians, the Menogoths and the Merogens, even 
less was known.

This journey into Asoborn land was dangerous, but it was necessary. 
Nothing provoked fear in people like the unknown, and, despite the danger, those 
other tribes would need to become known to Sigmar if his dream of empire was to 
become a reality.

Satisfied that the outriders and scouts were as alert as they ought to be, 
Sigmar halted his horse to give the rest of the caravan time to catch up as the 
threatened rain began to fall.

No sooner had Wolfgart and the caravan reached him than a great whooping yell 
arose from hundreds of throats, as the ground itself seemed to come alive with 
figures where none had been before.

Naked and semi-naked warriors leapt from concealment, clad in cloaks pierced 
with ferns and tufts of grass, which had hidden them from sight amid the brush 
and boulders.

“To arms!” shouted Sigmar as he heard a rumble of chariot wheels from beyond
the curve in the track ahead. He lifted Ghal-maraz from his belt as his warriors 
splashed through the mud to form ranks in the road ahead of the caravan.

Spears were thrust forward, and archers took up position to loose shafts over 
the heads of the spearmen. Sigmar spurred his steed along the line of Unberogen 
warriors, expecting a deadly volley of arrows from their ambushers at any 
second. Unberogen warriors drew back on their bowstrings, but as the Asoborn 
warriors made no move to attack, Sigmar knew that for them to loose would be 
folly of the worst kind.

This was an ambush, but not one designed to kill.

“Wait!” he cried. “Ease your bowstrings. Nobody loose!”

Confusion spread at his order, but Sigmar repeated it again and again. The 
rain rendered everything grey and blurred, but Sigmar could see that the strange 
figures surrounding them were women, naked but for loincloths, iron torques and 
bronze wrist guards. Each carried two swords and was painted with fierce 
war-tattoos, their heads crowned with a mix of wild cockades and shaved scalps.

Every one of them stood utterly immobile, their stillness more unnerving than 
any war shout would have been. Sigmar guessed that at least three hundred 
warriors surrounded them, and could scarcely credit that he had walked into the 
middle of such an ambush. What had happened to Cuthwin and Svein?

Wolfgart rode alongside him, his mighty sword held before him, his expression 
accusing.

“I told you this land was dangerous!”

Sigmar shook his head. “If they wanted to kill us, we would be dead already.”

“Then what do they want?”

“I think we are about to find out,” said Sigmar as a score of war chariots
appeared on the hillside and rolled towards them, the tripartite standard of 
Queen Freya billowing in the wind from spiked banner poles.

 

Sigmar blinked as the blindfold was removed and he found himself in a great,
earth-walled chamber, illuminated by hundreds of lanterns and a great fire pit. 
The smell of wet earth and damp cloth was strong in his nostrils, and he ran his 
hands across his face and through his hair.

Wolfgart was beside him, similarly startled by the change in their 
surroundings.

The rain had eased as the charioteers surrounded their procession, and though 
they made no overtly aggressive moves, the tension was palpable. A tall, broad 
shouldered woman, naked but for her long cloak and tattoos, had leapt down from 
the lead chariot and stood defiantly before them.

Cuthwin and Svein were bound on a chariot behind her, and Sigmar could feel 
their acute embarrassment in their refusal to meet his gaze.

“You are the one the Unberogen call king?” asked the woman.

“I am,” confirmed Sigmar, “and this is my sword-brother, Wolfgart.”

The woman acknowledged them with a curt bow. “I am Maedbh of the Asoborns,”
she proclaimed. “Queen Freya has declared you a friend of her tribe. You will
come with us to the settlement of Three Hills.”

“And if we don’t want to?” called Wolfgart before Sigmar could respond.

“Then you will leave our lands, Unberogen,” replied Maedbh. “Or you will die
here.”

“We will come with you,” said Sigmar hurriedly “For I much desire to see
Queen Freya. I bring gifts from my land that I wish to present to her.”

“You desire her?” asked Maedbh, waving a pair of her warriors forward. “That
is good, it will be less painful that way.”

“Painful? What?” asked Sigmar as the painted Asoborns unwound cloth bindings
from their wrists and made to blindfold them.

Wolfgart lowered his sword to point at the Asoborn woman’s chest. “What is
this for? We will not be rendered blind.”

“The secret paths to the halls of the Asoborn Queens are not for the eyes of
men,” said Maedbh. “You travel in darkness or you turn back.”

“You’re going to blindfold us all?” snarled Wolfgart.

“No, just you and those who bring your gifts. The rest of your warriors will
remain here.”

“Now just hold on—” began Wolfgart before Sigmar silenced him with a gesture.

“Very well,” said Sigmar. “We accept your terms. I have your word that no
harm will come to my warriors?”

“If they remain here and do not try to follow us, then no ill will befall
them.”

Wolfgart turned towards Sigmar and hissed. “You’re going to let these damned
women blindfold us and take us Ulric knows where? Without any warriors? They’ll
have our balls for breakfast, man!”

“This is the only way, Wolfgart,” said Sigmar. “We came here to see Freya
after all.”

Wolfgart spat on the ground. “If I return and am unable to provide my father
with a grandson, then you will be the one to explain this to him.”

The blindfolds had been tied tightly, and amid the protests of his men, the 
Asoborn warrior women had led Sigmar and Wolfgart away. As a parting order, 
Sigmar had shouted over his shoulder to Cuthwin and Svein.

“Make no attempt to follow us! Remain here until we return.”

They had been led into the forest, that much Sigmar knew, but beyond that, he 
could make no sense of their route, for it ventured over hills and through 
sheltered valleys and dense undergrowth. Though Sigmar tried to hold true to 
their course, he soon hopelessly lost his bearings and any sense of how far they 
had travelled.

At last he had heard the sounds of people and could smell the scents of a 
settlement. Even then, this was not the end of their journey as they had 
travelled through a long, enclosing space of echoes and wet, earthy smells. 
Sigmar had felt the heat and smoke of a fire, and had a sense of a great space 
above him.

The blindfolds had been removed, and Sigmar had found himself within the hall 
of the Asoborn Queen. It was like nothing he had seen before, the walls curving 
upwards as though they were in some giant underground barrow. Snaking tree roots 
laced together on the ceiling above him, and a timber-edged hole penetrated the 
roof to allow smoke to disperse.

Hundreds of warriors of both sexes filled the hall, dressed in striped 
leggings and long cloaks. Most were bare-chested, with bronze torques ringing 
their arms and swirling tattoos covering their chests and necks. Sigmar noticed 
that they were all armed with bronze-bladed swords.

“Ulric preserve us,” whispered Wolfgart, seeing the fierce queen presiding
over the assembly on her raised throne.

Queen Freya was a striking woman at the best of times, but here in her own 
domain, she was extraordinary. She sat draped across a graceful curve of 
fur-lined tree roots, the wood carefully shaped over hundreds of years by human 
hands to form the throne of the Asoborn queens.

Her flesh was bare, save for a golden torque around her neck, a split leather 
kilt and a cloak of shimmering bronze mail. A cascade of hair like flaming 
copper spilled from her head, held from her face with a crown of gold set with a 
shimmering ruby.

Freya swung her legs from the throne and stood facing them, lifting a trident 
spear from the warrior woman Maedbh, who stood next to her. Muscles rippled 
along her lean, powerful arms, and Sigmar did not doubt the strength in them.

“I knew you would come to me before long,” said Freya, descending from her
raised throne, and Sigmar could not help but admire her full, womanly figure. 
The cloak of mail partially covered her breasts, but what lay beneath was 
tantalisingly revealed with every sway of her hips and shoulders as she 
approached.

“It is an honour to stand in your halls, Queen Freya,” said Sigmar with a
short bow.

“You have come from Taleuten lands,” stated Freya. “Why do you enter my
domain now?”

Sigmar swallowed and said, “I have come with gifts for you, Queen Freya.”

“Armour of iron and dwarf-forged swords,” said Freya, tilting her head to one
side. “I have seen them, and they please me. Are the horses mine too?”

Sigmar nodded. “They are. Wolfgart here is a horse breeder of no little
skill, and these steeds are faster and more powerful than any others in the 
land. These beasts are among his finest studs and will give you many strong 
foals.”

Freya drew level with Sigmar, and he felt his pulse quicken as he took in the 
scent of the oils applied to her skin and hair. The queen of the Asoborns was 
tall, and her eyes were a fierce, penetrating emerald that regarded Sigmar with 
a predatory gleam.

“His finest studs,” repeated Freya with a smile.

“Aye,” agreed Wolfgart. “You’ll find no finer in the land.”

“We shall see about that,” said Freya.

 

The sun was approaching midday when Sigmar emerged from Queen Freya’s Great
Hall, tired and glad to feel the breath of wind on his face. His limbs were 
scratched and tired, and he felt as weak as when he had awoken from the Grey 
Vaults.

Golden light bathed him, and he turned his face to the sun, enjoying the blue 
of the sky now that the storm had broken. A great hill rose at his back, 
perfectly round and crowned with red-barked trees that flowered with a sweet 
smelling blossom. The queen’s halls lay buried beneath the tree, the entrance
hidden to all but the most thorough search.

Though he had just emerged from the hall, Sigmar found that even he could 
scarcely tell how to gain entry within. Looking around him, laughing Asoborns 
went about their daily duties, and here and there, Sigmar could see wisps of 
smoke from buried homes or perhaps a smithy.

The people of the east were long-limbed and fair of skin, their hair blonde 
or copper, and their bodies heavily tattooed. Though there was a mix of sexes 
moving through the cunningly concealed settlement, Sigmar noted that it was 
predominantly women who bore weapons and walked with the confident swagger of 
the warrior.

A fierce pride burned in the hearts of the Asoborns, and to harness that was 
to tie oneself to a maddened colt, but the bargain was sealed, and he and Freya 
had exchanged Sword Oaths after numerous bouts of furious lovemaking.

His back felt as though he had been flogged, and his chest bore the imprint 
of Freya’s sharpened teeth from collarbone to pelvis. His leggings had chafed
against his groin as he had dragged them on and finally climbed from her bed.

Sigmar walked amongst Freya’s people and saw the steep, thickly wooded slopes
of the other two hills that gave the name to the Asoborn settlement. He saw 
dwellings constructed atop the trees and among the tangled roots of their 
trunks. A mill had been fashioned in the body of tall oak, the sails turning 
slowly and turning a millstone that Sigmar suspected must lie beneath the hill.

A tumbling stream wound its way through the settlement, and Sigmar knelt 
beside it, dipping his head in the fast-flowing waters, letting the sudden cold 
wash away his tiredness and the taste of the potions that Freya had made him 
consume, claiming they would prolong the act of love.

Sigmar knelt back on his haunches and threw back his head, letting the water 
pour down his chest and back. He blinked away the last droplets on his face and 
ran his hands through his golden hair, pulling it into a long scalp lock and 
securing it with a leather cord.

“So could you?” asked an amused voice behind him.

“Could I what, Wolfgart?” asked Sigmar, rising to his feet and turning to
face his sword-brother. In contrast to his own appearance, Wolfgart looked fresh 
and well rested, his eyes full of wicked amusement.

“Could you beat Freya in a fight? Surely you remember your father’s advice
about only bedding wenches you could best in a fight?”

Sigmar shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know. I don’t think Freya sees much
difference between rutting and fighting. I certainly feel as though I have been 
in a battle.”

“You look like it too, brother,” said Wolfgart, turning him around and
inspecting the flesh of his back. “Gods alive! It looks like you’ve been mauled
by a bear!”

“Enough,” said Sigmar, pulling away from Wolfgart. “Not a word of this when
we get back. I mean it.”

“Of course not,” smiled Wolfgart. “My lips are sealed tighter than a virgin’s
legs on Blood Night.”

“That’s not very tight at all,” pointed out Sigmar.

“Anyway,” said Wolfgart, relishing Sigmar’s discomfort and ignoring his
glare, “are we allies with the Asoborns? Did they accept our gifts?”

“Aye, they did,” said Sigmar. “The gifts pleased the queen, as did your
horses.”

“I should damn well think so!” said Wolfgart. “I gave her Fireheart and
Blackmane, the finest stallions of my herd. You could strap a hundredweight of 
armour to them and they’d still outpace the ponies the Asoborns use to pull
their chariots. Give them a few years and they will have warhorses worthy of the 
name.”

“Freya knows that, and that’s why she gave me her Sword Oath.”

Wolfgart slapped his palm on Sigmar’s back and laughed as he flinched in
pain. “Come on, brother, we both know the real reason she gave you her oath.”

“And what is that?”

“When the sap of an Unberogen man rises there’s not a woman in the world can
say no.”

 

* * * * *

 

Sigmar and Wolfgart were returned to their warriors later that day, though as
sworn allies of the Asoborns, they were not blindfolded this time. As they led 
their horses over the ridge before the gathered Unberogen, a great cheer went 
up, and Sigmar cast a withering glance towards Wolfgart, who affected an air of 
supreme nonchalance.

Sigmar was glad to see the Asoborns had been true to their word and none of 
his warriors had been harmed, but they were clearly relieved to have their king 
return to them.

Once again, their guide had been the warrior woman, Maedbh, and she rode 
alongside them in a chariot of lacquered black wood and bronze edging. A pair of 
hardy plains ponies pulled the chariot, and the wheels were fitted with 
glittering scythe blades. Remembering the ripple of fear that had passed through 
his men at the sight of the chariots, Sigmar knew that when they were pulled by 
powerful Unberogen horses, they would be nigh unstoppable in battle.

Maedbh halted her chariot and stepped down from the fighting platform to 
stride over to Sigmar and Wolfgart. She shared her queen’s tempestuous beauty,
and Sigmar hid his amusement as he guessed the reason for her approach.

“You leave our lands as a friend, King Sigmar,” said Maedbh.

“We are one people now,” replied Sigmar. “If your lands are threatened, our
swords are yours to call upon.”

“Queen Freya said you were a man of stamina. All Unberogen men are like you?”

“All Unberogen men are strong,” agreed Sigmar.

Maedbh nodded and moved past him to stand before Wolfgart. Before his 
sword-brother could say anything, Maedbh hooked one hand behind Wolfgart’s neck,
the other between his legs and pulled him close for a long, passionate kiss.

Another mighty cheer erupted from the Unberogen warriors, and Sigmar laughed 
as Wolfgart struggled in the grip of the fearsome warrior woman. At last she 
released him and climbed back onto her chariot.

“Come back to me in the summer, Wolfgart of the Unberogen,” called Maedbh as
she turned her chariot. “Come back and we will fasten hands and make strong
children together!”

The chariot swiftly vanished around the bend in the track, and Sigmar put his 
arm around his sword-brother, who stood speechless at what had happened.

“Looks like I am not the only one to have made an impression,” said Sigmar.

 

Cormac Bloodaxe stood on the shore of a sea as grey as iron, and stared at
the ruin of what had become of his people. His anger made him gnash his teeth as 
the berserk rage threatened to come upon him once more, but he savagely quelled 
the rising fury. Sigmar of the Unberogen and his warriors had all but wiped them 
out, driving them from their homeland to this forsaken place across the sea.

The southern shores of the cursed land were bleak and swept with snow, a wind 
like the breath of the mightiest ice daemon howling across the string of 
makeshift settlements that dotted the coastline.

There was nothing of permanence to the settlements, for they had been 
constructed from the cannibalised remains of Wolfships, an ignoble end to the 
mighty vessels that had carried the Sea Wolves of the Norsii into battle for 
years.

Those same ships had brought them here from the lands of the southern kings, 
but few men were left that knew the skills of the woodworker and the builder. 
Draughty lean-tos and caves now sheltered the pitiful remains of all that 
remained of the proud Norsii people, where once they had dwelled in mighty halls 
of fire and warriors.

Cormac stood beside Kar Odacen, the stoop-shouldered mystic that had advised 
his father, the slain king of the Norsii, on the will of the gods. Cormac 
despised the man and had wanted to kill him for the disaster that had overtaken 
their people, but he knew better than to anger the gods, and had reluctantly 
allowed him to live.

Kar Odacen had counselled the warrior kings of the north for as long as 
Cormac could remember, and it had been whispered by the elders that this Kar 
Odacen was the same man who had stood at the right hand of his great grandsire.

Certainly, the man looked old enough, his pate shaved and his flesh wrinkled 
like worn leather. The man’s frame was skeletal, and his features were hooked
like those of a raven. Cormac shivered, despite his thick woollen leggings and 
the heavy bearskin cloak he wore wrapped tightly about him. Though Kar Odacen’s
dark robes were thin and ragged, he appeared not to feel the biting cold of the 
wind.

“Tell me again why we are here, old man?” snapped Cormac. “You will
see us both dead with a fever if we remain here much longer.”

“Have some patience, my young king,” said Kar Odacen, “and some faith.”

“I have precious little of either,” snapped Cormac as a freezing gust of wind
blew through him like a thousand icy knives. “If this is a fool’s errand, I will
cut the head from your shoulders.”

“Spare me your empty threats,” said Kar Odacen. “I have seen my death a
thousand times and it is not by your axe.”

Cormac swallowed his anger with difficulty, and stared out to sea once more. 
Far to the south, through the banks of fog and across the dark waters of the 
ocean, lay the warm, fertile lands of the south, lands that had once been 
theirs.

Lands that would one day be theirs again.

Cormac could still taste the ash in his mouth from the burning ships and men 
as Sigmar’s strange war machines had hurled balls of flaming death from the
cliffs. Thousands had died as their ships burned beneath them, and thousands 
more as they sank to the bottom of the sea.

Sigmar and his allied kings would one day pay for these deaths, and Cormac 
vowed that he and all who came after him would once again sail across the water 
and take the songs of war southwards.

Cormac knew, however, that these were dreams for another day, banking the 
flame of his anger in his heart. Last night around the fire, Kar Odacen had 
promised him that the days of blood would begin again soon, and that Cormac must 
accompany him to this desolate shoreline upon the dawn.

Cormac could see nothing to make him believe that this journey was anything 
other than a waste of time, and was just about to turn and make his way back to 
the settlement when Kar Odacen spoke once more.

“One comes who will be mightier than us all, even you.”

“Who?”

“Look yonder,” said Kar Odacen, pointing a bony finger out to sea.

Cormac shielded his eyes against the glare of the pale sky, and saw a small 
boat bobbing helplessly in the swell of the surging waves. The tide was carrying 
it to shore, and the wind gusted uselessly through a torn and flapping sail. 
Such a boat was never meant to cross such an expanse of ocean, and Cormac was 
amazed that it had survived at all.

“Where does it come from?” he asked.

“From the south,” answered Kar Odacen.

The boat continued to approach the shore, and as it tipped forward on the 
crest of a wave, Cormac saw that there was a man sprawled in its bottom.

“Go,” ordered Kar Odacen, when the boat had closed enough to reach. “Fetch it
in.”

Cormac shot the mystic a hostile glare, but waded into the sea nevertheless. 
The cold hit him like a blow, his legs numb within seconds. He waded in past his 
waist, already feeling the cold sap his strength with every passing moment.

The boat came near, and he grabbed the warped timbers of its gunwale, quickly 
turning and heading back to shore. He heard the man within the boat groan.

“Whoever you are,” he hissed through gritted teeth, “you had better be worth
all this.”

Cormac struggled to shore, pulling the boat up onto the grey sands with 
difficulty. The cold was threatening to overcome him, but he saw that Kar Odacen 
had prepared a fire on the beach.

Had he been in the water so long?

Kar Odacen approached the boat, his face twisted with grotesque interest, and 
Cormac turned to the man in the boat as he rolled onto his back and opened his 
eyes.

Midnight dark hair spilled around his shoulders, and his face was gaunt. 
Though unshaven and malnourished, the man was startingly handsome. A scabbarded 
sword lay in the bottom of the boat, and as the man stirred, he reached for the 
weapon.

Cormac reached down and plucked the scabbard from the man’s weakened grip. He
drew the blade from its scabbard, holding the weapon aimed at the man’s throat.

“Be careful,” warned Cormac. “It is a bad death to be killed by your own
sword.”

As he held the sword out before him, Cormac admired the shining iron blade, 
its balance flawless, and its weight matched exactly to his reach and strength. 
Truly it was a magnificent weapon, and he had a sudden urge to lower the blade.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

The man licked his lips and tried to speak, but his mouth was parched from 
unnumbered days at sea, and his voice was an inaudible croak. Kar Odacen passed 
him a waterskin, and the man drank greedily, gulping down great mouthfuls.

At last, the man lowered the waterskin and whispered, “I am called Gerreon.”

Kar Odacen shook his head. “No. That is the name of your past life. You shall
have another name now, a name given to you in ages past by the gods of the 
north.”

“Tell me…” begged Gerreon.

“You shall be called Azazel.”


 
 

—<SIXTEEN>—

To be a King

 

 

Though they were nearly a mile away, the strident cries of the berserker
king’s battle line could clearly be heard from the Unberogen camp. Sigmar felt
the weight of all his twenty-six years upon him now, hating the fact that his 
enemies on this battlefield were a tribe of men and not the greenskins.

The sun was bright and the air chill, the last of the snows still clinging to 
the peaks of the mountains to the north and the winter winds blowing in from the 
western coast. Nearly twelve thousand Unberogen warriors were camped in the 
wilds of the lands of the Thuringians, ready to do battle with the painted 
warriors of King Otwin.

Since dawn, the lunatic howls of berserk warriors had echoed through the 
forest, and the Unberogen men made the sign of the horns to ward off the evil 
spirits that were said to gather in the forests and drive men to madness.

Hundreds of sword bands gathered around fires, and men exchanged raucous 
banter, sharpened already honed blades or offered prayers to Ulric that they 
would fight well. The smell of cooking meat and boiling oats hung in the air, 
though most warriors ate frugally, knowing that a full bladder and bowels were 
not desirable before going into battle.

White Wolves tended to their mounts, rubbing them down and tying their tails 
with cords in preparation for the charge. The steeds did not yet wear their 
armour, for they would need all their strength in the battle to come, and it 
would needlessly tire them to have it lifted onto their backs too early.

The army was mobilising for war, the leaders of each sword band rousing his 
men and dousing the fires with handfuls of earth. What had once been a mass of 
men gathered without semblance of order, swiftly transformed into a disciplined 
army of warriors, and Sigmar’s heart swelled with pride to see them.

He turned as he heard footsteps behind him, and saw Wolfgart, Pendrag and 
Alfgeir approaching. All were arrayed for battle, and Pendrag carried Sigmar’s
crimson banner. The Marshal of the Reik’s face was grim, and even Wolfgart
seemed uncomfortable at the nature of the battle they were about to fight.

“Good day for it,” said Wolfgart acidly. “The crows are already gathering.”

Sigmar nodded sadly, for the outcome of the battle was surely not in doubt. 
Barely six thousand warriors opposed the Unberogen, and Sigmar’s army had never
known defeat.

“There is nothing good about this,” said Sigmar. “Many men will die today and
for what?”

“For honour,” said Alfgeir.

“Honour?” repeated Sigmar, shaking his head. “Where is the honour in this? We
outnumber Otwin’s warriors at least two to one. He cannot win here and he must
know that.”

“It is not about winning, Sigmar,” said Pendrag. “Then what is it about?”

“Think on it, if our lands were invaded, would we not fight?” asked Pendrag.
“No matter how badly we were outnumbered, we would still fight to defend our
lands.”

“But we are not invaders,” protested Sigmar. “I have done everything in my
power to avoid this war. I offered King Otwin my Sword Oath and a chance to join 
us, but every emissary I sent was turned away.”

Alfgeir shrugged, tightening the straps of his breastplate. “Otwin is canny;
he knows he cannot win here, but he also knows that he would not remain king for 
long were he not to oppose us. When we defeat his army he will seek terms, for 
honour will have been satisfied.”

“Thousands will die to satisfy that honour,” said Sigmar. “It is madness.”

“Aye, perhaps,” agreed Alfgeir, “but I can’t help but admire him for it.”

Wolfgart dragged his mighty sword from his shoulder scabbard. “Ach, let’s
just get this over with and go home.”

Sigmar smiled, guessing the cause of Wolfgart’s irritation, and grateful for
a chance to change the subject. “Do not worry, brother. We’ll keep you safe and
get you home for Maedbh.”

“Aye, she’d have our guts if we didn’t,” said Pendrag.

Despite the danger of travelling in the snow, Wolfgart had journeyed back 
into the east soon after their return from their mission to Queen Freya’s lands,
and had spent the winter with the Asoborns. When he had returned in the spring, 
he had proudly sported a tattoo upon his arm, a sign of his betrothal to Maedbh. 
When this bloody business with the Thuringians had been concluded, he would be 
joined to the Asoborn woman over the Oathstone in Reikdorf.

Sigmar was happy for his friend and looked forward to the revelries that 
always followed a hand fastening ceremony, but melancholy touched him as his 
thoughts inevitably turned to Ravenna. Many years had passed since her death, 
but not a day went by without Sigmar thinking of her.

Even when he had lain with Freya, it had been Ravenna’s face he had pictured.

He shook off such thoughts, for it would attract ill-luck to think of the 
dead before battle.

The blare of Unberogen horns sounded, the army ready to march to battle, and 
Sigmar shook hands with each of his comrades.

“Fight well, my friends,” he said. “If we must fight this battle for honour,
then let it be fought swiftly.”

 

Sigmar crashed his hammer into the chest of a Thuringian warrior, spinning on
his heel as he blocked a thrusting spear with the sword in his other hand. His 
elbow hammered the wielder’s face, and he leapt the falling body to shoulder
charge the man behind him. A berserker’s axe had splintered his shield and he
bled from a score of shallow wounds.

The sound of screaming warriors filled the air, thousands of battle-hardened 
tribesmen hacking at one another with axe and sword, or stabbing with spears and 
daggers. King Otwin’s army was disintegrating before the charge of the
Unberogens, Alfgeir’s White Wolves smashing into the left flank and crushing the
lightly armoured warriors there. Nimble outriders encircled the right flank, 
while unflinching spearmen and swordsmen met the furious charge of the 
berserkers in the centre.

Sigmar had waited with Pendrag and Wolfgart as the screaming Thuringians 
charged towards them. Most were naked and covered in colourfully painted 
spirals, their hair pulled into stiffened spikes with chalked mud. They swung 
enormous swords and axes, their eyes maddened and their mouths foaming.

A giant warrior came at Sigmar, his face pierced with spikes of metal and 
heavy rings. His body was enormous, packed with muscle and bleeding from deep, 
self-inflicted cuts. Sigmar ducked a whooshing sweep of the man’s axe, the blow
hacking the warrior next to him in two. The return stroke was blindingly swift, 
and the edge of the axe caught Sigmar’s shoulder guard, and tore him from his
feet.

Sigmar rolled in the mud, desperately trying to find his feet. A spear 
stabbed for him, and he deflected it with his forearm. The point hammered the 
ground, and Sigmar kicked out at the wielder, cracking his kneecap and driving 
him back. The ground slid beneath him, churned to mud by the battling warriors, 
and a sword slashed across his chest as he rose to his feet, the iron links 
parting beneath the powerful blow.

The padded undershirt he wore was cut, but the mail had robbed the blow of 
its strength. He headbutted the swordsman, and then slammed his hammer into his 
groin. The giant axeman swung at him again, and Sigmar threw up Ghal-maraz to 
block the blow. The ringing impact numbed his arm, but he spun around the 
warrior’s guard, and stabbed his sword into his gut.

The sword was torn from his hand, and the giant slammed the haft of his axe 
into Sigmar’s face. Blood sprayed from his burst lip, stars exploded behind his
eyes and he reeled at the force of the strike.

Though dealt a mortal wound, the axeman came at him again, apparently 
untroubled by the sword in his belly. The man howled as he swung his axe, the 
madness of battle overcoming his pain. Sigmar ducked beneath a killing blow, 
stepping in to ram the head of his hammer against the hilt of his sword. The 
impact drove the blade further into the man’s flesh until the hand guard was
pressed against his skin.

The warrior reached out and took hold of Sigmar’s hair, wrenching his head
back to expose his neck. The axe rose, and Sigmar reached down. He took hold of 
the sword’s handle and planted his foot in the giant’s belly.

Sigmar twisted the sword and pulled. The blade slid free and Sigmar spun, 
chopping it down with all his strength on the side of the giant’s neck. Blood
spurted from the wound, the squirting power of the crimson stream telling Sigmar 
that he had struck an artery.

The warrior staggered, and Sigmar swung his hammer in an upward arc, knocking 
the giant to the ground. The mail shirt was dripping rings to the ground, torn 
and useless, so, in the few moments of space he had created, Sigmar shrugged it 
off, leaving his upper body bare. His hair was unbound and wild, his face a mask 
of blood, and Sigmar hoped none of his warriors would mistake him for a 
Thuringian berserker.

A breathless Pendrag appeared at his side, his axe bloody and his mail shirt 
battered, but his grip on the banner still strong. “Gods, I thought that big
bastard was never going down!”

“Aye,” gasped Sigmar. “He was a tough one all right.”

“Are you hurt?” asked Pendrag.

“Nothing serious,” said Sigmar, seeing a furious melee erupt deeper in the
ranks of the Thuringians, beneath a banner bearing a design of silver swords 
against a black background.

“Come on,” said Sigmar. “I see Otwin’s banner!”

Pendrag nodded as Unberogen warriors formed a fighting wedge around their 
king and, without further words, Sigmar led his warriors towards the centre of 
the battlefield. Sigmar’s practiced eye could see that the Thuringian army was
doomed. The White Wolves were crushing the flanks and pushing towards the 
centre, their dreaded hammers rising and falling bloody as they pounded a path 
towards the king’s banner.

The right flank had collapsed into isolated shieldwalls. Only the centre held 
firm against the Unberogen attack, and if the battle was to be ended, Sigmar 
must reach the king.

Blood-maddened berserkers threw themselves in front of the Unberogen king, 
and all died before his warhammer or sword. Gathered around their king, Sigmar’s
warriors were unstoppable, fighting with stubborn courage and ferocity. Yard by 
yard, the Unberogen pushed through the screaming mass of Thuringians, hacking a 
bloody path and howling the name of Sigmar.

Sigmar saw Otwin fighting in the centre of his battle line and felt a shiver 
of superstitious dread seize him. The king of the Thuringians was a giant of a 
man, even bigger and more powerful than the axeman Sigmar had killed. Otwin’s
naked body was festooned with tattoos and piercings, his crown a patchwork of 
golden spikes hammered through the flesh of his temple. Blood coated his body 
and he wielded an axe chained to his wrist with twin blades more monstrous than 
those of Sigmar’s father’s weapon.

A clutch of similarly fearsome warriors gathered around their king, their 
howling cries like a pack of rabid wolves. Sigmar saw Otwin register the 
fighting wedge of Unberogen warriors and turn to face them with a leering grin 
of insane fury.

One of the king’s champions leapt forward, unable to contain his battle lust,
and Sigmar swung his hammer at the warrior. The warrior ducked and dived beneath 
the blow, rolling to his feet with his twin swords extended before him. Sigmar 
leapt above the thrusting blades and spun in the air, hammering his heel against 
the warrior’s chin.

The man’s neck snapped with a hideous crack and he fell as yet another
warrior attacked. Sigmar raised his sword to strike, but hesitated as he saw 
that this champion was a beautiful woman with a whip-thin physique, golden hair 
and tawny eyes. Her body was powerful, but fast.

Sigmar’s hesitation almost cost him his life as the twin swords she bore
slashed towards him in a blur of bloodstained bronze.

“I am Ulfdar!” screamed the warrior woman. “And I am your death!”

Sigmar parried one of Ulfdar’s swords as the other sliced across his shoulder
in a line of fire. He deflected another blow with his blade, and rammed his 
forehead into Ulfdar’s face. She staggered and spat blood, laughing maniacally
as her sword stabbed for his groin. Sigmar swayed aside as the blades of his 
warriors finally met those of the Thuringian king’s retinue.

The warrior woman’s second blade slashed towards his neck, and Sigmar stepped
into the blow, her hand striking the iron torque at his neck. Sigmar heard her 
fingers snap, and the sword spun away from her. He swung his hammer towards her 
stomach, the heavy head driving the breath from her body. His knee drove up into 
her jaw, and he heard it crack as she fell to her knees before him. The berserk 
light was fading from her eyes as the pain of her wounds overcame the red mist 
upon her, yet still she glared up at him in defiance.

Sigmar knew he should kill her, as she would have killed him, but some 
unknown imperative stayed him from delivering the fatal blow. Instead, he 
hammered his fist against her cheek, knowing that were she to remain conscious 
she would only try to find another weapon and get herself killed.

The battle flowed around Sigmar like a living thing, the tide of screaming 
warriors a rising crescendo of pain and fury. He saw a knot of enemy warriors 
forging a path towards his crimson banner, and shook his head free of the combat 
he had just fought as the mighty berserker king bellowed his challenge to him in 
blood and courage.

Sigmar lifted Ghal-maraz high for all his warriors to see, and answered with 
his own challenge.

The two kings met in a clash of fire and fury, Otwin’s mighty axe cleaving
the air in a bloody arc as Sigmar rolled beneath the blow to smash his hammer 
into his foe’s side. The king of the Thuringians grunted in pain, but did not
fall, the haft of his axe hooking down, the blade stabbing into the muscle at 
Sigmar’s shoulder.

Sigmar cried out in pain and dropped his sword. Otwin thundered his fist 
against Sigmar’s face, and he fell back, feeling his cheekbone break. The
Thuringian king pressed forwards, his axe slicing up to take Sigmar under the 
arm and drive into his heart. Sigmar spun away from the axe and let the momentum 
of his spin carry Ghal-maraz into Otwin’s hip, the powerful blow driving the
Thuringian king to his knees.

Sigmar shook his eyes free of blood, and leapt to attack his foe once more. 
Otwin’s axe swept out, but Sigmar was ready, and hammered Ghal-maraz against the
king’s wrist.

Hot sparks erupted from the chain that bound the axe to Otwin, and the links 
parted before the fury and craft of the great warhammer. Sundered links of chain 
flew through the air, and the enormous axe spun from Otwin’s grasp.

Sigmar closed the gap between them, and his hand closed on Otwin’s throat,
crushing the breath from him. The berserker king’s eyes bulged and he struggled
to rise, but Sigmar kept him on his knees, his grip like iron upon his neck. 
Otwin clawed at Sigmar’s arm, but the choking grip was unyielding. Sigmar lifted
Ghal-maraz above his head, the rune-forged hammer poised to split the Thuringian 
king’s skull.

All movement on the battlefield ceased as the warriors of both armies sensed 
the import of this clash of giants. The outcome of the battle was being decided 
in this one moment, and the clash of blades died as all eyes turned to the 
struggle at the centre of the field.

Sigmar lowered his warhammer and lifted Otwin from his knees, keeping his 
grip firm on his foe’s neck until he saw the light of battle-madness driven from
his eyes. The berserker king drew a rasping breath into his lungs as Sigmar 
released his grip and met his gaze without fear or shame.

“It is over, King Otwin,” said Sigmar, his tone brooking no disagreement.
“You have a choice now: live or die. Swear your Sword Oath with me. Become part
of my brotherhood of warriors, and together we will build an empire of men to 
hold back the darkness.”

“And if I refuse?” growled Otwin, blood leaking from the edge of his mouth
where he had bitten the inside of his cheeks.

“Then I will drive you and all your people from this land,” promised Sigmar.
“Every man gathered here will be slain, your villages will burn, your heirs will
die and the lamentation of your women shall be unending.”

“That is not much of a choice,” said Otwin.

“No,” agreed Sigmar. “What is it to be? Peace or war? Life or death?”

“You have a heart of stone, King Sigmar,” said Otwin, “but, by the gods, you
are a warrior to walk the road to Ulric’s Hall with!”

“Do I have your oath?” asked Sigmar, offering his hand to the Thuringian
king.

“Aye,” said Otwin, taking Sigmar’s hand, “you have it.”

 

Music filled the king’s longhouse, and dancers spun and laughed as they wove
in and out of each other’s path in time to the drums and pipes. Garlands of
flowers hung from the rafters, and the scent of jasmine and honeysuckle was a 
fragrant blossom on the air. Sigmar watched the wedding dances with unalloyed 
joy, relishing seeing his warriors at play instead of at war.

With the victory against the Thuringian host, the majority of warriors in 
Sigmar’s army had returned to their homes, while the standing fighting men had
marched back to Reikdorf in triumph. Though many men had died to secure the 
sword oath of King Otwin, Sigmar had been pleased, and not a little relieved, to 
see that many of the wounded would live.

Alfgeir had taken a lance to the side, but his armour had prevented the 
weapon from disembowelling him, and Pendrag had lost three fingers on his left 
hand when a Thuringian axe had struck the banner pole and slid down its length. 
Despite the loss of his fingers, Pendrag had not let the banner fall, and Sigmar 
had never been more proud of his sword-brother. The healer, Cradoc, had saved 
the rest of Pendrag’s fingers, but he would always bear the scars of the battle
to win over the Thuringians.

Wolfgart had come through the battle unscathed, requiring little more than a 
few stitches across his forearms and legs, and had immediately set off ahead of 
the main body of the army to Reikdorf.

Maedbh had been waiting for him, and on the day following Sigmar’s return, he
and Maedbh walked the flower-strewn path to the Oathstone, where the priestess 
of Rhya had fastened their hands with a spiral of mistletoe and taken their 
pledges of faith and fertility.

Sigmar had blessed the union and Pendrag had presented the fastening gifts: a 
gold torque of wondrous workmanship for Maedbh and a mail shirt embossed with a 
silver wolf for Wolfgart.

Sigmar had opened the doors to the king’s longhouse and all were made welcome
within, the wines and beers free to everyone who desired to be part of the 
festivities. The square before the longhouse became a gathering for feasters, 
and it did not take long for singers, minstrels and tale tellers to begin the 
entertainments.

Sigmar had danced with many of the village maidens, but he had excused 
himself before becoming too entangled with the dancing, and returned to his 
throne to watch over his people. Now, with the pleasant glow of wine and grain 
spirits warming his stomach, Sigmar felt as though his dream was on the very 
cusp of completion. Only the furthest tribes remained aloof from the advances of 
the Unberogen, the Jutones and Bretonii in the west, and the Brigundians and 
Ostagoths of the east.

Further south-east were the Menogoths and the Merogens, but whether they even 
still existed was a mystery, for their lands were dangerously close to the 
mountains, where all manner of bloodthirsty tribes of orcs and beasts made their 
lairs.

Sigmar smiled as he watched Maedbh and Wolfgart dance with their arms linked 
in a circle of their friends. Seated at a table nearby, Pendrag tapped his foot 
in time with the music, his hand wrapped in spiderleaf bandages.

Even Alfgeir had been persuaded to dance, and old Eoforth was dancing lustily 
with the maiden aunts of the town. Laughter and good cheer were the common 
currency of this day, and Sigmar’s people were spending it freely in the spirit
of shared friendship and plenty.

Reikdorf had continued to grow over the years, and with the discovery of 
fresh gold and iron ores in the hills, its prosperity had been assured. 
Tanneries, breweries, forges, clothmakers, dyers, potters, horse breeders, 
millers, bakers and schools could all be found within Reikdorf’s walls, and its 
people were well-fed and numerous.

Over four thousand people called Reikdorf home, and though much of the town 
was still protected by timber stockade walls, the majority of the foundations 
had been laid for an encircling wall of stone that would protect the Unberogen 
from attack.

Sigmar was not yet twenty-seven, but he had already achieved more than his 
father, though he was canny enough to know that he had stood upon the shoulders 
of giants to reach such heights.

The music shifted in tempo, slowing from the furious drive of the previous 
tune to become a haunting lament that spoke of lost love and forgotten dreams. 
The dancing slowed as couples held each other close, and friends drank fresh 
toasts to the honoured slain who walked with Ulric in the halls of the dead.

Sigmar rose from his throne and, unnoticed, slipped from the longhouse 
through a door at the rear, making his way from the festivities to a dark place 
to the north of the town. The night was warm and the light breeze was pleasant 
on his skin after so long in armour.

Both moons were bright and high, and his shadows were short as he walked 
alone through the streets. A few of his hounds followed him from the hall, but 
Sigmar sent them back with a curt whistle and a chop of his hand. The further 
Sigmar travelled from the centre of the town, the fewer stone buildings he 
passed, the majority well-formed from timber and thatch. The buildings were 
tightly packed, and he passed unnoticed towards the section of wall he knew was 
unfinished.

The wall was patrolled, but Sigmar knew the town and its rhythms, the pace of 
the guards and their movements better than anyone. It was a simple matter for 
him to pass the walls without detection and vanish into the forests around the 
city.

Free of the walls, Sigmar felt a strange sense of liberation as though he had 
been confined within the city as a prisoner, but had not realised that all his 
gaolers had long since vanished. Sigmar climbed the paths that led through the 
hills surrounding Reikdorf, looking back to see his home as a glittering, 
torch-lit beacon in the darkness.

Laughter and music were carried to him on the wind, and he smiled as he 
pictured his peoples’ revelries. Sigmar’s dream of empire had kept Reikdorf
safe, and his preparations had allowed the Unberogen to become the pre-eminent 
tribe of the lands west of the mountains, but he knew there was still much to be 
done.

Scouts were already bringing word of an increase in orcs raids from the 
mountains, and it was only a matter of time before the greenskins ventured from 
their lairs in a roaring tide of destruction and death. That, however, was a 
problem for tomorrow, for tonight was a night for Sigmar, a night for 
remembrance and regret.

Once within the forests, the tracks and paths were all but invisible, but as 
well as Sigmar knew Reikdorf, he knew the land better, and it knew him, 
welcoming him as a man would welcome an old and trusted friend.

Sigmar made his way through the dark trees, retracing the steps of a day long 
ago when he had walked into the future with only golden dreams in his heart. He 
heard the sound of rushing water ahead, and was soon descending into a peaceful 
hollow, where a shallow waterfall poured into a glittering pool that shone as if 
strewn with diamonds.

“I should have wed you sooner,” he whispered, seeing the moonlight reflecting
on the simple grave marker at the side of the pool. Sigmar knelt before the 
carved stone, tears of regret spilling down his cheeks as he pictured Ravenna’s
dark hair and joyous smile.

He rested his hand on the stone and reached up to touch the golden cloak pin 
he had given her the day they had made love by the river.

“The king of the Unberogen does not celebrate with his people?” asked a voice
from the edge of the clearing. “You will be missed.”

Sigmar wiped a hand across his face and rose to his feet, turning to see an 
ancient woman, her hair the colour of silver and her eyes buried within a 
wrinkled face that spoke of dark secrets and forbidden knowledge.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“You know who I am,” said the woman.

“My father warned me of you,” said Sigmar, making the sign of the horn. “You
are the hag woman of the Brackenwalsch.”

“Such a graceless title,” said the hag woman. “Men give vile names to the
things they fear, which only serves to feed that fear. Would men be afraid of me 
were I called the Joy Maiden?”

Sigmar shrugged. “Perhaps not, but then you bring precious little joy into
our lives. What is it that you want, woman? For I am in no mood for debate.”

“A pity,” said the hag woman. “It has been some time since I had the chance
to speak with someone who appreciates grander things than a hot meal and a soft 
woman.”

“Speak your piece, woman!” spat Sigmar.

“Such hasty words. So like your father. Quick to anger and quick to promise
what should be considered carefully.”

Sigmar made to walk away from the crone, tired of her ramblings, but with a 
gesture she halted him, his muscles rigid and the breath frozen in his lungs.

“Stay awhile,” she said. “I wish to talk with you, to know you.”

“I have no such desire,” said Sigmar. “Release me.”

“Ah, it has been too long since I walked among people,” said the hag woman.
“They have forgotten me and the dread I used to inspire. You will listen to me,
Sigmar, and you must listen well, for I have little time.”

“Little time for what?”

“Events are moving quickly and history is being written minute by minute.
These are the days of blood and fire, where the destiny of the world will be 
forged, and much now hangs in the balance.”

“Very well,” replied Sigmar. “Say what you have to say and I will listen.”

“The victory against the Thuringians was honourably won, but there is still
much to do, young Sigmar. The other tribes must come together soon or all will 
be lost. You must set off once more. The Brigundians and their vassal tribes 
must swear their sword oaths to you before the first snows or you will not live 
to see the summer.”

“My warriors have only just returned from the west,” said Sigmar. “I will not
muster the army again so soon, and even if I could, we would not reach the 
Brigundians and defeat them before winter.”

The hag woman smiled, and Sigmar was chilled to the bone. “You misunderstand
me. I said that you had to set off once more. The tribes of the 
south-east will not be won over by conquest, but with courage.”

“You wish me to go alone into the wilderness?”

“Yes, for agents of the Dark Gods goad the orcs of the mountains to war.
Without enough of the tribes beneath your banner, the greenskins will destroy 
everything you have built.”

“You have seen this in a vision?” asked Sigmar.

“Amongst other things,” nodded the hag woman, glancing towards Ravenna’s
gravestone.

“You saw her die?” hissed Sigmar. “You could have warned me!”

The hag woman shook her head. “No, for some things are carved in the stone of
the world and cannot be changed by mortals or gods. Ravenna was a brief, shining 
candle that was lit to show you the path and then snuffed out to allow you to 
walk it alone.”

“Why?” demanded Sigmar. “Why give me love just to take it away from me?”

“Because it was necessary,” said the hag woman, and Sigmar almost believed he
could detect a trace of sympathy in her voice. “To walk the road you must travel
requires a strength of will and purpose beyond the reach of ordinary men, who 
only crave the comfort of hearth and home. That is what it takes to be a king. 
This land is yours, and you promised to love it and no other. Remember?”

“I remember,” said Sigmar bitterly.


 
 

—<SEVENTEEN>—

Chains of Duty

 

 

The land spread out before Sigmar, more open than the domain of the
Unberogen, and even flatter than the wide plains of the Asoborns. The weeks 
since leaving Reikdorf had been liberating, and though his departure had 
provoked furious arguments in the longhouse, his decision to travel alone was 
proving to be the right one.

“It is madness,” stormed Alfgeir, when Sigmar had announced his intention to
go alone into the lands of the Brigundians.

“Insanity,” concurred Pendrag, and once Wolfgart had been dragged from his
marriage bed, looking like a whipped dog, he had added his voice to the 
naysayers. “They’ll kill you.”

Sigmar had listened patiently while all manner of alternatives had been 
voiced: diplomatic missions led by Eoforth, a quick war of conquest, and even a 
lightning raid into Siggurdheim to assassinate the Brigundian noble house.

He had listened to every suggestion, but made it plain that he intended to go 
alone into the wilderness, no matter what his friends and advisors said. As much 
as it rankled to listen to the hag woman’s counsel, the moment he had made the
decision to follow her words, a great weight had lifted from him, a weight that 
he had not even realised was upon him.

As the day turned from morning to afternoon, Sigmar gathered his supplies and 
marched towards the eastern gate of Reikdorf, passing from his capital and onto 
the roads that led towards the future.

His brothers had watched him from the walls, and that evening as he prepared 
a large meal of hot oats and rabbit meat, he had called out to the darkness, 
“Cuthwin! Svein! I know you are out there, so I have made enough for three. Come
in and take some warmth from the fire, and some food.”

Minutes later, his two scouts emerged from the woodland and wordlessly joined 
him for the meal. After it was finished, Cuthwin cleaned the pot and plates and 
the three of them had lain down to sleep in their blankets as the stars emerged 
from behind the clouds.

By the time the scouts woke, Sigmar was long gone, and neither could find his 
trail.

Walking through the landscape was an awakening for Sigmar, the sheer 
immensity of the vista before him expanding the horizons within him. He had been 
too long in the company of his fellows, and to walk alone in the world with the 
sun on his skin and the wind at his back was a rediscovered pleasure.

Unberogen lands had changed more than he could imagine in the last ten years, 
new fields in the lowlands, and herds of cattle, sheep and goats in the hills 
around Reikdorf. The discovery of new mines had changed the landscape beyond 
recognition, and a man could walk for days still seeing signs of habitation and 
no sign of true wilderness.

It was different here. This was the world as it was shaped by the gods: wide 
plains with rocky hillocks and great sweeps of open grassland. Dark, 
lightning-wreathed mountains flickered in the far distance of the south and 
east, and the raw, vital, quality of the land spoke to Sigmar on a level beyond 
words and mortal comprehension.

The sense of freedom out in the open, separated from all ties of brotherhood, 
family and responsibility was incredibly liberating, and as Sigmar watched a 
herd of wild horses thunder across the plains, he suddenly envied them. Ties of 
iron duty bound him to the Unberogen people and the future, but out here, with 
only the land for company, Sigmar felt those bonds loosen, and the tantalising 
prospect of a life lived for himself drifted before him.

A life with Ravenna had been denied him, but he was still young, and the 
world was offering him a chance to leave behind his life of war and blood, to 
step from the pages of history and become… become nothing.

Even as the temptation came to him, he knew he would never succumb to it, for 
he could not simply walk away from his place in the world and his duty to his 
people. Without him, the tribes of men would fall and the world would enter a 
dark age, a bloody age of war and death. In any other man such conceit would be 
monstrous arrogance, but Sigmar knew that it was simply the bare, unvarnished 
truth.

He also knew enough to know that ego played a part in his decision, for who 
would not wish to be remembered down the ages? To know that future generations 
of warriors might, in ages yet to come, give thanks to his memory, or tell tales 
of his battles over a foaming tankard of ale?

Yes, he decided, that would be fine indeed.

 

* * * * *

 

Days and weeks passed beneath the wide skies as Sigmar walked deeper into the
south-east, and the dark peaks of the mountains drew ever closer. Though still 
many miles away, the threat from these colossal, soaring spires at the edge of 
the world was palpable as though a million spiteful eyes peered out from beneath 
gloomy crags and plotted the downfall of man.

A spear of purple lightning danced across the heavens, and Sigmar gave thanks 
to Ulric that his lands were far away from these brooding mountains.

No man would choose to live in such a place without good reason, but Sigmar 
had seen that the land was rich and dark, and loamy with goodness. To survive 
and prosper in a land so close to these threatening peaks would take great 
courage, and Sigmar found his admiration for the Brigundians growing with every 
step he took towards the heart of their realm.

Sigmar knew next to nothing about Siggurdheim, save what merchants who came 
to Reikdorf had told of it. The seat of King Siggurd was said to dominate the 
land around it from a natural promontory of dark rock with a wall of smooth 
stone around it. Traders spoke of King Siggurd as a wily ruler of great cunning 
and foresight, and Sigmar looked forward to meeting his brother king.

He had thought to check his route at the few villages he had passed through 
to buy supplies, but quickly found he had no need to ask, for many trade 
caravans were travelling south and all were bound for Siggurdheim. The one fact 
that was known of the Brigundians was that they possessed great wealth, 
trading food and iron ores with the Asoborns and the southern tribes, and even, 
some claimed, grain with the dwarfs.

As night fell on the fourth week of his travels, Sigmar set up camp next to a 
small stream, at the base of a jagged hillock that stood proud of the landscape 
like a lone barrow, its slopes composed of tumbled slabs of masonry and wild, 
rust-coloured ferns. A family of foxes bared their teeth at him as he set down 
his pack amid a collection of pottery fragments and began to prepare a fire, but 
he ignored them and they retreated into their den.

In the shadow of a fallen slab of rock, Sigmar set his fire and prepared a 
meal of roast deer with meat he had purchased from the last village he had 
passed through. The meat was tough and stringy, the hunter clearly having loosed 
his killing arrow while the beast was on the run, but it was rich and 
flavoursome nonetheless. He scooped some water into a shallow bowl and drank 
deeply, before washing his hands in the stream.

He lay back on a pillow formed from his armour wrapped in his travelling 
cloak and gazed up at the stars, remembering looking at these same stars with 
Ravenna in his arms. Where before such a memory had caused him pain, he now held 
to it as a precious boon.

Sigmar glanced over at the slab he sheltered behind, seeing patterns in the 
weathering that he had not previously noticed. The fire threw shadows on the 
rock, and grooves that Sigmar had thought natural now bore the hallmarks of a 
deliberate hand.

He sat up and leaned close to the slab, seeing that it had in fact been 
carved by some ancient hand in a language unknown to him. There were elements of 
similarity with the script Eoforth and Pendrag had devised, and Sigmar wondered 
who had written this forgotten message.

He brushed away some of the earth that had collected around the slab, and 
pulled up the ferns closest to it, seeing more fragments of pottery and the 
rusted heads of spears. The more Sigmar cleared, the more he saw that he had 
made camp amid a treasure trove of ancient artefacts, and a chill stole across 
him as he realised that what he had thought resembled a barrow in fact 
was a barrow.

Sigmar shifted a pile of pottery fragments, bronze arrowheads and broken 
sword blades with his foot, noting the unfamiliar design of the weapons. The 
swords were curved at the end, but straight at the base, though the handles had 
long since rotted away, leaving the corroded remains of the tang visible with 
scraps of leather still clinging to the metal.

Who had this tomb belonged to? Clearly a warrior or someone who wished to be 
remembered as a warrior. Hundreds of years must have passed since this warrior’s
interment, and Sigmar wondered if anyone remembered his name. In ages past, this 
might have been the resting place of a king or a prince, or a great general: a 
man who thought his fame would live on past his death into immortality.

Here amid the cold winds of the Brigundian plains, a lone man sheltered in 
the ruins of what might once have been a magnificent memorial to a forgotten 
ruler. Any dreams of immortality or eternal remembrance were as dead as the 
barrow’s occupant. Such was the vanity of men to believe that their deeds would
echo through the ages, and Sigmar smiled as he remembered thinking such thoughts 
earlier in his travels.

Would anyone remember Sigmar’s name in a hundred years? Would anything he had
achieved be remembered when the world finally fell? Might some young man in a 
thousand years camp in the shadow of Sigmar’s tomb and wonder what mighty hero
lay beneath the earth, little more than food for the worms?

The thought depressed him, and he crouched down beside the slab once more, 
determined to learn who lay within this tomb, offer a prayer to his spirit and 
tell him that at least one man remembered him.

Perhaps someone would do the same for him one day.

The script on the slab was faded and hard to make out, but the stark shadows 
cast by the fire helped pick out the strange, angular shape of the writing. 
Sigmar had learned the Unberogen script quickly enough, and, while this shared a 
number of similarities in construction and shape, there appeared to be a great 
number of pictographic representations that formed the words within each 
grouping of characters.

Sigmar’s lips moved soundlessly as he attempted to read the characters,
tracing his fingers over the carved letters. A warm and arid wind whispered 
through him as he squinted at the writing and the plaintive cry of a 
night-hunting owl echoed over the plain. Sudden dread seized his heart as he 
felt a terrible hunger emanating from deep within the mound, a dormant rage born 
of thwarted ambition and eternal suffering.

Sigmar groaned as he saw the image of a skeletal king in golden armour, lying 
within a casket of jade and clutching a pair of the strangely curved swords. A 
cold blue light burned in the eyes of the skull, and a name whispered on the 
winds that billowed around him.

Rahotep… Warrior King of the Delta… Conqueror of Death…

Sigmar fell back from the slab as though it were afire, the image of the 
skeletal king at the head of a monstrous army of the dead burning in his mind. 
Giant warriors of bone and serried ranks of dry, dusty revenants filled the 
horizon, and the same, terrible, unnatural light burned in the lifeless eyes of 
every warrior that marched for eternity under the spell of their master’s
dreadful will.

The hot winds of a far-off kingdom of endless sand and burning sun gusted 
around him, and Sigmar felt a nameless dread and horror at the thought that this 
army of the dead had marched across lands that were now home to men.

And might one day march across it again…

Sigmar quickly gathered his possessions and fled from the ancient barrow, the 
sick feeling of terror in the pit of his stomach fading with every yard that he 
put between himself and the resting place of the terrible skeletal king.

Fear was not an emotion that Sigmar was used to, but the sight of these 
long-dead warriors had touched the part of him that was mortal, and which 
dreaded the cold emptiness of being denied his final rest.

For a warrior of the Unberogen, it was the greatest honour to be welcomed 
within the Halls of Ulric upon a glorious death, but to be denied that for all 
eternity, and to be forced to walk the earth forever as a mindless thing of 
death…

Sigmar ran through the night until dawn spilled over the eastern mountains.

 

Sigmar had walked swiftly for four days since making camp in the shadow of
the dead king’s barrow, passing many farms and villages before finally arriving
at Siggurdheim. Numerous rutted earth roads led towards the capital of the 
Brigundians, and a multitude of laden carts made their way towards the city.

Siggurdheim was as impressive as Sigmar had been led to believe, rearing 
above a river valley like a jumbled pile of knucklebones that might topple with 
the slightest push. The town was large, but constrained by the crag it was built 
upon, and what Sigmar could see of its defences impressed him, though its ruler 
had unwisely allowed the city to grow beyond the walls.

Many of the trades associated with a town of such size had spilled down the 
rocky slopes, with mills, tanneries and temples perched on narrow ledges, 
supported by a dangerous looking arrangement of wooden spars, or jutting 
precariously from overhangs.

Sigmar joined the road that led up the slopes by the most direct route, and 
soon found himself amid a press of men and women from all across the lands. He 
recognised Asoborn tattoos, painted Cherusens and the plaid cloaks of the 
Taleutens.

Mixed in with those tribes he recognised were several others he did not, 
harsh-faced men with dark clothing and sullen demeanours. Perhaps these were the 
Menogoths or Merogens, for who would not be morose living so close to danger?

As Sigmar drew close to the gate, he pulled off his travel cloak and swapped 
it for a clean red cloak from his pack. He draped it over his shoulders and 
fastened it in place with his golden cloak pin. Many passers-by admired the pin, 
and Sigmar glared at a number of would-be thieves until they fled.

Though many of the men were armed with short iron blades or hunting knives, 
none had a weapon of any significance, and Sigmar lifted Ghal-maraz from beneath 
his cloak and rested it across his shoulder. As he had expected, gasps of 
astonishment and whispers of his name spread like ripples in a pool as those 
around him saw the incredible weapon and pulled away.

Ghal-maraz was known and feared as the weapon of King Sigmar, and few who 
dwelled in the lands west of the mountains did not know of its great power.

Within moments, Sigmar was marching towards the gate alone, the wonder and 
majesty of his presence and that of his warhammer clearing a path for him as 
surely as a hundred trumpeting heralds.

The guards at the gate wore fine hauberks of iron scale, their bronze helmets 
polished and obviously well cared for. Each bore a long spear with a flaring, 
leaf-shaped blade, and a short, stabbing sword. Sigmar fought down a smile as he 
saw their suspicion turn to surprise and then awe as they recognised him.

Few, if any, of these folk would have laid eyes on Sigmar, but the force of 
his presence, the red cloak, dwarf-forged cloak pin and great warhammer could 
only belong to one man.

Sigmar halted before the gates of Siggurdheim. “I am Sigmar, king of the
Unberogen,” he said, “and I am here to see your king.”

 

* * * * *

 

“You have come alone from Reikdorf?” asked King Siggurd, his flowing robes
brightly coloured and edged with golden thread and soft fur. A golden crown sat 
upon his brow, its circumference studded with precious stones.

The Great Hall of King Siggurd was a far cry from the fire lit austerity of 
Sigmar’s longhouse, its walls inlaid with gold and painted with bright frescoes
depicting scenes of hunting and battle. Tall windows lit the hall without need 
for torches or lanterns, but rendered it unsuitable for defence.

Scores of warriors filled the chamber, and Sigmar had been impressed by their 
discipline as they had escorted him through Siggurdheim towards the king’s hall.
The town was noisy and thronged with people, its heart alive with shouting 
voices and ad-hoc markets, selling everything from expensive gold and silver 
jewellery to fresh meat and brightly dyed cloth.

Every aspect of the town was given over to trade, and every street was packed 
with merchants and carts transporting their goods to and from the gates or 
docks. Despite the intense atmosphere, Sigmar had sensed a subtle undercurrent 
of fear as though the inhabitants kept themselves deliberately busy to avoid 
dwelling on some nameless fear lurking behind the smiles and shouted haggling.

King Siggurd was an impressive figure, his bearing martial and his build that 
of a warrior. His long hair was dark, though streaked with white, and his eyes 
were as cunning as Sigmar had been told they were. His guards were well armoured 
and carried themselves well, but Sigmar could see fear in their eyes, though of 
what he could not tell.

“I have indeed walked from Reikdorf,” said Sigmar in answer to King Siggurd’s
question.

“Why?” asked Siggurd. “Such a journey is perilous at the best of times, but
on your own? With the orcs tribes on the march?”

“We have seen no orcs in the Unberogen lands for some years,” answered
Sigmar.

“Of course not, for you are far from the mountains, but we are not so
fortunate here.”

“I am not surprised,” said Sigmar, “and it is for that reason that I
travelled to your hall, King Siggurd. The lands of men stretch from the 
mountains on the south and east to the oceans of the north and west, and the 
tribes of men that dwell within it are the blessed people of the gods. We farm 
fertile land, we raise our children and we gather around the hearth fires to 
hear tales of valour, but there will always be those who seek to take what we 
have from us: orcs, beasts and men of evil character. In the north, I have 
forged alliances with many tribes, for we were like packs of wild dogs, fighting 
and scrapping while the wolves grew stronger around us. It is madness to allow 
petty divisions to keep us apart when our common ancestry should bind us 
together. In any settlement, all men must aid their neighbours, or they will 
perish. When one calls for aid, all must answer.”

“A noble sentiment,” said Siggurd, stepping down from his throne and walking
towards Sigmar. “Altruism is all very well, King Sigmar, but it is the nature of
man to serve himself. Even when one man helps another, it is usually in the hope 
that he will receive some reward.”

“Perhaps,” agreed Sigmar, “but I remember when a fire started in a barn at
the edge of Reikdorf last year. The barn was beyond saving, but the owner’s
neighbours still bent every effort to prevent its destruction.”

“To prevent the fire spreading to their own properties,” pointed out Siggurd.

“No doubt that played a part, yes, but when the fire was extinguished, those
same neighbours then helped to rebuild the burned barn. Where was the gain for 
them in this? Everyone in Reikdorf knows they can count on the people around 
them to support them in times of trouble, and that shared community is what 
gives us strength. It is the same with the tribes. I have sworn Sword Oaths with 
six kings of the north and all our warriors fight as one. When the beasts of the 
forest kill the settlements of the coast, Unberogen horse archers ride into 
battle alongside Endal spearmen. When the orcs of the east raid Asoborn 
villages, Taleuten warriors and Unberogen axemen drive them back into the 
mountains.”

Siggurd drew level with Sigmar, and he saw that the king’s eyes were drawn to
Ghal-maraz. Sigmar held the warhammer out for the king of the Brigundians to 
hold.

“The strength of your sword arm is well known to me, as is the power of your
allies,” said Siggurd, taking hold of the warhammer and hefting it in a powerful
grip. “You keep your lands safe with thousands of warriors, who fight with the
courage you give them. By strength of arms are your people defended, but we 
Brigundians prosper more by trade and diplomacy. Brigundian farms provide food 
for the Asoborns, the Merogens and the Menogoths, and our grain goes to the 
breweries of the dwarfs. These people are our friends, and through such 
alliances our lands are made safe.”

Sigmar shook his head. “There will come a time when diplomacy will avail you
nothing, when an enemy comes in such numbers that no tribe can stand before it 
alone. Join with me in swearing a Sword Oath, and our people will stand together 
as brothers. Together with the tribes of the south, we will finally be united as 
a people.”

“All men must stand together?” asked Siggurd, handing Ghal-maraz back to
Sigmar.

“Yes.”

“And all men should answer their neighbour if they call for aid?”

“No man of honour would refuse such a call,” said Sigmar.

Siggurd smiled and said, “Then as your brother king, I ask for your aid in
fighting a great evil that plagues my lands.”

“My strength is yours,” said Sigmar. “What manner of evil troubles your
lands?”

“A beast of the ancient times,” said Siggurd. “A dragon ogre.”

 

The peaks to the south of Siggurdheim were dark and hostile, the rocks jagged
and the clouds drawn in tight to the mountains’ flanks. The air was cold and,
within a few hours of climbing, Sigmar was coated in clammy wetness. The hairs 
on his arms stood erect, and flickering embers of ball lightning danced from the 
rocks around him.

No sound of wildlife nor cry of birds disturbed the silence, and the only 
sounds were the skitter of loose shale beneath Sigmar’s feet and the echoes of
stones falling down the slopes and splashing into dark, silent tarns.

The wind sighed through clefts in the rock, and Sigmar had the uncomfortable 
feeling that the mountain was groaning in some dreaming pain. His hands were 
bloody where the razor-edged rocks had cut his palms, and his leggings and tunic 
were torn open.

Sigmar had left King Siggurd and his warriors in the foothills far below, by 
the banks of a fast-flowing river that rose in the heart of the mountains. A 
fair-sized village had been built beside the river, but nothing lived there now. 
Every building had been gutted by fire or torn down, and the wanton devastation 
reminded Sigmar of the ruins of the Asoborn villages raided by the forest 
beasts.

The main road through the remains of the village was dotted with blackened 
craters that resembled powerful lightning strikes, and Sigmar felt a growing 
sense of nervous anticipation at the thought of facing a creature that could 
call upon such power. Then he remembered the leader of the forest beasts and how 
it had used dark sorcery to hurl deadly bolts of lightning.

It had fallen to his warhammer, and so too would this creature of evil.

A drizzling rain had cloaked everything in grey, and the bitter sense of 
abandonment was palpable. Sigmar saw that many of the houses had been smashed 
down instead of burned, not by axe or hammer, but by brute strength.

“This was once Krealheim,” explained Siggurd, sadly, “one of the many
settlements destroyed by the beast. Many believe this to be the first settlement 
of the Brigundians. It was where my mother and father were raised.”

“And the dragon ogre did all this?” asked Sigmar, aghast. “One creature?”

“Aye,” nodded Siggurd. “The dwarfs call it Skaranorak. They say that its
strength can crush boulders and its claws can cleave even rune-forged armour. My 
trackers believe it was driven from the depths of the mountains by the mountain 
king’s slayers and now seeks to prey on us.”

“You have sent hunting parties to destroy the beast?”

“I have, but none have returned,” said Siggurd. “My son led the last
expedition, and I fear greatly for his life.”

“I will slay this Skaranorak for you, King Siggurd,” vowed Sigmar, offering
his hand.

“Kill it and you shall have my sword oath,” promised Siggurd, “and the oaths
of the Menogoths and Merogens.”

“Their oaths are yours to give?”

“They are,” said Siggurd. “Kill the beast and we shall be part of your grand
empire.”

Sigmar had found a small fishing boat that was just about seaworthy, and made 
his way across the river to begin his climb. Now, with the icy wind slicing down 
through deep, vertical crevices in the rock, Sigmar was chilled to the bone and 
his body felt like it was wrapped in freezing blankets.

He found some shelter in the lee of a jutting overhang of black rock, the 
shadowed hollow beneath it mercifully free from wind and water. Sigmar gathered 
together the little wood he could find and set a fire, the flickering flames 
barely warming his numbed body at all. Despite the cold, he slept, tiredness, 
and the pressing despair that hung over the mountains like a shroud, conspiring 
to overcome his watchfulness.

When Sigmar awoke it was approaching dawn, the stars invisible above him and 
a mournful howling coming from far away. No wolf this, but something far more 
dangerous and unnatural. He had not idea how long he had slept, but the fire was 
virtually dead and his limbs were frozen in place. He added some kindling to the 
fire and stretched his legs, massaging the tension from his thighs, and 
stretched his arms behind his head when the blaze caught.

With his limbs loosened, Sigmar warmed his cloak over the fire and chewed a 
little cured meat he had brought with him. He drank from a leather waterskin, 
for he was unwilling to trust the dark streams that tumbled down the 
mountainside.

“Time to be on my way,” he said, the mountain throwing back his voice in a
mocking echo.

Weak sunlight lit the clouds, casting a diffuse glow over the bleak and 
inhospitable peaks, and Sigmar’s spirits fell as he saw how little he had
climbed. The low clouds obscured the full height of the mountains, but allowed 
him a perfect view of the lands below. The greens and golds of the fields and 
forests seemed to call out to Sigmar, and he ached for the feel of grass beneath 
his feet and the scent of flowers.

Looking at the sweep of wondrous land below him, it was little wonder that 
the beasts that dwelled in these forsaken peaks desired to take them for 
themselves.

For the rest of the day, Sigmar climbed higher and higher, pushing his body 
past the point where he knew he should turn back. Each time he came close to the 
edge of endurance, he heard his father’s voice in his ear.

“It’s all about oaths, Sigmar,” whispered Bjorn from the Halls of Ulric.
“Honour those you make and others will follow your example.”

And so, Sigmar would climb onwards.

 

As dawn broke in sheeting rain on the second day of his travels, Sigmar
heaved his battered body through a jagged cleft of boulders, every breath like 
fire in his lungs. He slumped to his knees, breaking clusters of wood beneath 
him. He was grateful for the brief shelter from the thieving wind, and took a 
moment to rest before setting off once more.

As his breathing returned to normal, he realised that the pile of splintered 
wood he knelt upon was in fact brittle, bleached bones. With the realisation 
came alertness, and Sigmar reached for the reassuring feel of Ghal-maraz. The 
haft of his warhammer was warm, and he could sense a smouldering anger burning 
within the weapon, as though some ancestral foe was close by.

Keeping as still as possible, Sigmar took stock of his surroundings: a wide, 
lightning-blasted canyon formed from great slabs of glistening rock that had 
collided in ages past and formed a multi-layered plateau filled with an army’s
worth of shattered bones and skulls.

To Sigmar’s left, the side of the mountain fell away into a darkened abyss,
its base lost to sight beneath swirling clouds of yellow vapour. Ahead was a 
yawning cave mouth with a dozen corpses scattered before it. Most were missing 
limbs, some were missing heads, but all had been partially devoured.

A crackling energy filled the air, fizzing the rain, and Sigmar could see 
rippling lines of blue fire wreath the head of Ghal-maraz.

He heard a heavy crunch of splintering rock and looked up to see a monstrous 
creature from his worst nightmares, emerging from the darkness of the cave: 
Skaranorak.


 
 

—<EIGHTEEN>—

Skaranorak

 

 

A dragon ogre, one of the most ancient races of the world. Sigmar had heard
the elders tell tales of the dragons of the deep mountains, and had once even 
seen the preserved corpse of a hulking warrior that a travelling showman had 
claimed was an ogre, but nothing had prepared him for the awesome sight of 
Skaranorak.

It was a thing of flesh and blood, to be sure, but it seemed harder, older 
and more solid than the mountains it called home. A cloak of winter trailed it, 
and lightning crowned its head, but its body was a horror of warped, iron-hard 
flesh. Its lower body was the colour of rust, scaled and hugely muscled like a 
giant lizard, with powerful, reverse-jointed legs, gripping the rain-slick rocks 
with yellowed talons like sword blades.

A serpentine tail slithered behind the beast, blue sparks leaping from the 
iron spikes hammered through its end. The dragon-like form of the beast’s lower
half merged with the upper body of what resembled a massively swollen man, 
layered with muscles like forged iron, and pierced with rings and spikes. Great 
chains dangled from its thick wrists, and Sigmar could only wonder what manner 
of fool would try to keep such a dreadful beast captive.

Tattoos of dark meaning slithered across its chest as though writhing beneath 
its skin, and a mane of matted fur, stiffened with blood, ran from the back of 
its bestial skull to the middle of its back.

The monster’s head was horrifyingly human, its features grossly exaggerated
and widely spaced across its face, yet altogether recognisable. Its nose was a 
squashed mass, and its lips were kept forever open by a jutting pair of bloodied 
tusks.

Beneath a heavily ridged brow of thick bone, eyes of such infinite malice and 
age that Sigmar could scarce credit they belonged to a living thing surveyed its 
domain.

With utter certainty, Sigmar knew that the monster was aware of him and was 
even now seeking him out, its flattened nose wrinkling as it sought to separate 
his scent from the myriad foetid odours before it.

The monster reached down and lifted a massive, double-bladed axe from the 
ground next to it, and Sigmar felt a tremor of fear as he saw the enormous size 
of the blades. Such a weapon could fell an oak with one blow!

“Ulric grant me strength,” he whispered, and regretted it immediately as he
saw the beast’s head snap towards his hiding place, though it could surely not
have heard him over the relentless hammering of the rain and distant booms of 
thunder.

The dragon ogre let loose a deafening bellow that echoed from the canyon’s
sides, and charged. It crashed over the rocks, its speed phenomenal for such a 
large creature, and Sigmar saw a raging fire in its eyes.

He rose swiftly and leapt to the side as Skaranorak’s weapon smashed down
onto the rocks, the force of the blow sundering boulders and cleaving rock. The 
axe swept to the side, and Sigmar pressed his body flat against the ground as it 
whistled over him, a hand’s span from splitting him from crown to groin.

Sigmar rolled aside, and swung Ghal-maraz against Skaranorak’s exposed flank.
The hammer rebounded from the beast’s iron hide. He scrambled to his feet and
slammed his weapon into the paler flesh above the scaled skin of the dragon, but 
this blow was just as ineffective.

The dragon ogre lashed out with its foreleg, and Sigmar was hurled through 
the air, landing on top of a mangled, half-eaten body. He rolled from the bloody 
corpse and shook his head free of the ringing dizziness that threatened to swamp 
him.

Thunder boomed, and a jagged fork of lightning slammed into the ground, 
sending leaping blue flame spinning through the air. The rain beat the earth, 
and Sigmar swore he could hear hollow laughter in the wake of the thunder.

The dragon ogre came at him once more, but Sigmar was ready for it this time. 
Again, he swayed aside at the last moment, letting the monster’s axe hammer the
ground next to him. As the blade bit into the rock, Sigmar leapt towards 
Skaranorak, slamming his hammer into its chest and drawing a bellow of pain from 
it.

He landed badly, and lost his footing on the slippery rocks, tumbling to the 
ground as Skaranorak’s axe slashed over him. Sigmar slithered over a jutting
overhang, and dropped to a lower level of the plateau as the monster’s foot
smashed down, leaving a clawed print hammered into the rock.

Sigmar ran for the cover of a jumbled collection of rocky spires, gathered 
together like a forest of dark stalagmites in a cave. Perhaps here he could find 
some advantage, for out on the plateau he had none.

He turned as he felt a gathering pressure in the air, and fell back as a 
colossal peal of thunder roared like the bellow of an angry god, and a spear of 
vivid lightning ripped the sky apart with its unimaginable brightness.

The bolt struck the dragon ogre full in the chest, and Sigmar’s initial
elation quickly turned to horror as he saw the creature swell with the terrible 
energies. Its eyes blazed with power and fire writhed beneath its flesh, as 
though its very bones were formed from the fury of the storm.

Skaranorak leapt down from the plateau, and the earth seemed to quake at its 
touch. Sigmar had never known a foe like this, and his every instinct was to 
flee before its terrible power, for surely no man could stand before such a 
creature and live.

Sigmar, however, had never once fled before his enemies, and the very fear he 
felt gave him strength, for what was courage without fear?

He stood straighter and hefted his warhammer as the great beast advanced 
towards him, its prowling pace deliberate, like a stalking wolf.

Seeing he was standing unyielding before it, the dragon ogre roared and 
charged once more, its axe sweeping out and smashing one of the stalagmite 
towers to splintered rock. Sigmar backed away from the beast as it hacked again, 
splitting yet more of the rock to jagged shards.

Sigmar risked a glance over his shoulder as he led Skaranorak deeper into the 
forest of stalagmites. He saw that the depthless chasm was close by, noxious 
yellow tendrils of smoke reaching up from below.

He also saw that he was running out of room to withdraw.

The monster’s roars drowned out the peals of thunder that were coming so
rapidly that it was like some daemonic drummer hammering on the roof of the 
world. Flickering lightning lit the skies with an unceasing barrage, and the 
rain hammered the mountains as though an ocean had been upended from the realm 
of the gods.

Sigmar gripped his hammer and knew that he would need to make his move soon, 
for his reserves of strength would only last for so long. The climb from the 
lands of the Brigundians had left him almost spent, and to fight this monster at 
the end of such exertion…

The dragon ogre smashed through a pair of stalagmites with brute force, its 
axe raised high to strike him down. Sigmar vaulted towards a tumbled spire of 
rock as the axe swept down, and hurled himself towards the beast as the blades 
passed beneath him.

Sigmar slammed into the beast’s chest, his free hand scrabbling for purchase
and finding one of the iron rings piercing its flesh. Gripping the ring tightly, 
Sigmar braced his feet against the monster’s stomach and smashed Ghal-maraz into
its face.

Skaranorak’s howl of pain sheared avalanches of rock from the mountain, and
it bucked furiously as it sought to throw off its attacker. Sigmar held fast to 
the iron ring and slammed his warhammer into the beast’s face again, drawing a
fresh bellow of rage.

Scalding blood spattered Sigmar, and he roared in triumph as he saw the 
terrible damage his weapon had wrought upon Skaranorak’s face. The flesh around
its eyes was a gory mess, blood spilling like tears down the shattered bones of 
its skull. The monster reared up, and Sigmar hung on for dear life as its clawed 
forelegs tore at him.

White-hot fire lanced through Sigmar as the monster’s talons ripped into his
back. He fell from Skaranorak, and cried out in agony as blood flowed from him. 
The dragon ogre thrashed madly above him, its bulk toppling stalagmites, its 
howls deafening.

Gritting his teeth against the pain, Sigmar pulled himself upright, swaying 
as his strength sought to desert him. The blind monster thrashed madly in its 
agony and rage. Sigmar turned to climb the nearest jagged spike of rock as his 
vision greyed around the edges. He climbed higher, the rain hammering him and 
the wind threatening to dislodge him at any second.

A clawed hand slammed into the rock beside him, the talons gouging deep 
grooves in the stone, and Sigmar lost his grip. He spun madly in the air, 
hanging by one hand as the rock trembled at the impact.

Skaranorak’s bloody face was inches from his, but he had no leverage to
strike the monster. It clawed at him, and Sigmar swiftly clambered above its 
questing hands as they scored the rock in quest of his flesh. More lightning 
shattered the sky, but the bolts were slamming into the ground without 
direction, as though without the dragon ogre’s guidance they could avail it
nothing.

Sigmar hauled himself onto the flat top of the rock spire, and lay flat on 
his belly, the rumbling quakes of Skaranorak’s madness causing it to shake like
a reed in the wind. Blue fire crackled around the head of Ghal-maraz, and Sigmar 
remembered the lightning that had struck it before he had killed the leader of 
the forest beasts all those years ago.

The power had flowed through him, and he had felt the energies of the heavens 
surge in his bones, filling his muscles and masking the pain of his wounds.

Below him, Skaranorak tore at the air with its claws, its blindness rendering 
its attacks haphazard and random. Sigmar felt no pity for the monster, for it 
was a creature of unnatural origin, its flesh a fusion of warped beasts that 
were utterly inimical to his kind.

Sigmar lifted Ghal-maraz and rose to his full height as thunder crashed from 
the sides of the canyon, and a fork of lightning spat from above.

The howling dragon ogre below him was illuminated for the briefest second, 
its roaring face turned up towards him.

With a roar of anger, Sigmar leapt from the rock, Ghal-maraz held high as 
Skaranorak’s axe struck the spire and smashed it apart. Sigmar landed on the
beast’s shoulder, and swung his hammer two-handed against the side of its skull.

Driven with all Sigmar’s strength and rage, the rune encrusted head of
Ghal-maraz smashed through the thinner bone of Skaranorak’s temple and buried
itself in the monster’s brain.

The dragon ogre’s howl of agony died, stillborn, and its enormous bulk
crashed through the few spires of rock that still stood. Sigmar gripped the 
matted hair at the beast’s spine as it careened forward, and its body registered
the fact that it was dead.

The monster crashed to the ground, the impact splitting the rock beneath it, 
and Sigmar was thrown clear, his body skidding through the shattered debris of 
their epic battle. Blood flowed in the rain from his many wounds, and Sigmar 
groaned in pain as the full weight of his victory settled upon him.

The last breath sighed from the tusked jaws of the dragon ogre, and as it 
died, the rain and thunder died with it. As Sigmar lay battered and bruised amid 
the rubble of the rock spires, the rain ceased, and the dark, purple-lit clouds 
began to disperse.

Sigmar rolled onto his front, groaning with the effort, and using the haft of 
Ghal-maraz to push himself to his knees. The body of the dragon ogre lay still, 
and despite the pain, Sigmar smiled. With the beast’s death, he had won another
three tribes to his banner.

“You were a worthy foe,” said Sigmar, honouring the spirit of so
mighty a beast.

The sun broke through the clouds and a shaft of golden light shone upon the 
mountains.

 

Summer sun shone on rippling fields of corn, and Sigmar felt a deep sense of
contentment as he rode along the stone road that led through the hills to 
Reikdorf. In the two months since his departure from his capital, the fields had 
grown fruitful and the land had returned the care his people had lavished upon 
it.

Many farms and villages dotted the landscape as the sun warmed the backs of 
farmers with their faces to the earth. Sigmar was proud of all that he and his 
people had achieved, and though there were sure to be hard times ahead, the land 
was at peace for the moment, and Sigmar was content.

He had returned to the ruined village of Krealheim to find Siggurd and his 
men camping forlornly by the side of the river. The Brigundian king had wept 
with joy at the sight of him and the trophies he dragged behind him. After 
resting on the mountains for a day to recover his strength, Sigmar had cut the 
great tusks from the dragon ogre’s jaw, and had taken his long hunting knife to
skin the iron-hard hide from its flanks.

“We thought you were dead,” said Siggurd when Sigmar had crossed the river.

“I am a hard man to kill,” replied Sigmar, breathless from his trek down the
mountain.

Sigmar held out the bloody tusks and offered them to Siggurd, who took them 
and shook his head in amazement and regret.

“Alone you have achieved what our best warriors could not,” said Siggurd.
“The tales of your bravery and strength do you no justice.”

Sigmar reached into a pocket sewn in his cloak, and removed something small 
and golden. He held it out to Siggurd and said, “I found this in the beast’s
lair and thought it should be returned to you.”

Siggurd looked at the object in Sigmar’s palm, and his face crumpled in
anguish.

“The ring of the Brigundian kings,” he said. “My son’s ring.”

“I am sorry,” said Sigmar. “I too know the pain of losing a loved one.”

“He was our best and bravest,” said Siggurd, fighting for composure before
his warriors. The king took the ring from Sigmar and drew himself upright, 
squaring his shoulders and looking into the mountain as he drew in a deep, 
shuddering breath.

“We Brigundians are a proud people, Sigmar,” said Siggurd at last, “but that
is not always a good thing. When first you came before me, I saw an opportunity 
to be rid of you, for I had no wish to be drawn into what I believed to be your 
quest to enslave all the tribes with pretty words and high ideals. But when you 
accepted the task of slaying Skaranorak, I realised that you spoke true and that 
I had acted selfishly.”

“It does not matter now,” said Sigmar. “I live and the beast is dead.”

“No,” said Siggurd. “It does matter. I thought I had sent you to your
doom, and I have waited here tormented by the guilt of that base deed.”

Sigmar offered his hand to the Brigundian king and said, “Then our sword oath
will mark a new beginning for the Unberogen and the tribes of the south-east. 
Let us measure our deeds from this point onwards as friends and allies.”

Siggurd’s face was pained, but he smiled. “It shall be so.”

They had left the shattered ruins of Krealheim and returned to Siggurdheim 
where the giant tusks of the slain dragon ogre were mounted on a great podium in 
recognition of Sigmar’s mighty victory. He had rested and recovered from his
wounds, and a week after his return from the mountains, the kings of the 
furthest tribes had come to Siggurdheim.

Henroth of the Merogens was a barrel-chested warrior with a long, forked 
beard of red and a heavily scarred face. Thick braids hung from his temples, his 
eyes were hard as napped flint and his grip strong. Sigmar liked him 
immediately.

The Menogoth king, Markus, was a shaven-headed swordsman with a lean, wolfish 
physique and suspicious eyes. His initial manner was cold, but when he saw the 
tusks Sigmar had taken from the dragon ogre, he was only too eager to obey 
Siggurd’s directive to swear a sword oath with Sigmar.

The four kings crossed their blades over Skaranorak’s tusks, and sealed their
pact with an offering to Ulric that was witnessed by the priests of the city. 
After three nights of feasting and drinking, Markus and Henroth had departed for 
their own kingdoms, for the orcs were on the march, and they had battles of 
their own to win.

Sigmar had promised Unberogen warriors to their battles, and he watched from 
the highest tower of Siggurdheim as they and their sword-brothers galloped 
towards the mountains. At dawn the following day, Sigmar took his leave from his 
brother king and prepared for the journey back to his own lands.

It had taken him nearly five weeks to reach Siggurdheim on foot, but the 
journey home would be shorter, for King Siggurd had gifted him a powerful roan 
gelding with a gleaming leather saddle fashioned by Taleuten craftsmen.

Unlike the horsemen of the Unberogen, who rode their steeds bareback, 
Taleuten riders went into battle on saddles fitted with iron stirrups, which 
allowed them to better guide their mounts and fight more effectively from 
horseback.

In addition, the armourers and garment makers of Siggurdheim had worked 
together to create a shimmering cloak of scale from the hide that Sigmar had cut 
from Skaranorak. It was a wondrous thing, and could turn aside even the most 
powerful sword blow without a mark.

Amid cheering crowds and the sound of singing trumpets, Sigmar rode north for 
his own lands once more, enjoying the sensation of riding with a saddle, and 
relishing the prospect of seeing his friends again.

The journey north was uneventful, and Sigmar had once again enjoyed the 
solitude of travelling through the open landscape. He rode without the sense of 
liberation that had gripped him as he had left Reikdorf, but the chains of duty 
that had seemed constricting on the journey south were now welcome.

Sigmar had hoped to arrive quietly and unannounced in Reikdorf, but he had 
been challenged by Unberogen scouts at the borders of his lands, and word of his 
return had swiftly travelled back to his capital. He had refused the offer of an 
escort, and had ridden for Reikdorf through a pastoral landscape of golden 
cornfields and peaceful villages.

He passed a marker stone in the road that told him he was three leagues from 
Reikdorf, and urged his horse to greater speed as he saw many lines of smoke 
etched on the sky, too many for Reikdorf alone.

At last, he came around the side of a rolling embankment and saw the smoke 
curling from the city, and from the hundreds of cook fires spread in the fields 
and hills to the north. The flanks of the hills were dotted with makeshift 
shelters, and thousands of people huddled together beneath canvas awnings or in 
shelters dug from the earth. From the colours of their cloaks and their dark 
hair, Sigmar could tell these people were not Unberogen, but who were they and 
why were they camped before the walls of Reikdorf?

Warriors manned the walls of his capital, and afternoon sunlight glinted on 
hundreds of spear points and links of mail shirts. The city—it could no longer
be called a town—was his home, and the life-giving River Reik glittered like a
silver ribbon as it wound around the walls and meandered towards the far distant 
coast.

Sigmar guided his horse along the south road, and joined the many trade 
wagons as they made their way towards the city. As he approached the gates of 
Reikdorf, a great cheer went up as the warriors on the wall recognised him. 
Within moments, the entire length of the wall was a mass of cheering men, who 
waved their spears or banged their swords against their shields in welcome.

The gates of the city swung open, and Sigmar saw his closest friends awaiting 
him.

Wolfgart stood alongside Alfgeir and Pendrag, who held his crimson banner in 
a gleaming silver hand. Beside Pendrag was a short bearded figure, clad in a 
long coat of shimmering scale, who wore a winged helm of gold. Sigmar smiled as 
he recognised Master Alaric and raised his hand in welcome.

Another man Sigmar did not recognise stood behind his friends, a tall, rangy 
warrior with a bare chest and a single scalp lock trailing down his back from 
the crown of his head. The man wore bright red leggings and high-sided riding 
boots, and he carried an ornate scabbard of black leather and gold.

Sigmar put the stranger from his mind as Wolfgart clapped a hand on his 
horse’s neck.

“You took your bloody time,” said his sword-brother by way of a greeting. “A
short journey you said. At least tell me it was successful.”

“It was successful,” said Sigmar as he dismounted. “We are now brothers with
the tribes of the south-east.”

Wolfgart took the horse’s reins and gazed quizzically at the arrangement of
saddle and stirrups. “Brigundian?”

Sigmar shook his head. “Taleuten, a gift from King Siggurd.”

Alfgeir came forward and looked Sigmar up and down, taking in the fresh scars 
on Sigmar’s arms. “Looks like they didn’t join peacefully,” he observed.

“It is a fine tale,” said Sigmar, “but I will tell it later. First, tell me
what is going on? Who are these people camped beyond the walls?”

“Greet your sword-brothers first,” said Alfgeir. “Then we will talk in the
longhouse.”

Sigmar nodded, and turned to Pendrag and Master Alaric. He took Pendrag’s
silver hand, and was surprised when the fingers flexed and gripped his own.

His sword-brother smiled and said, “Master Alaric fashioned it for me. Almost
as good as the real thing, he says.”

“Better than the real thing,” grumbled Alaric. “You won’t lose 
these fingers if you’re clumsy enough to let an axe strike them.”

Sigmar released Pendrag’s hand and gripped the dwarf’s shoulder. “It is good
to see you, Master Alaric. It has been too long since you visited us.”

“Pah,” grunted the dwarf. “Was just yesterday, boy. You manlings have such
poor memories. I’ve hardly been gone.”

Sigmar laughed, for it had been nearly three years since he had laid eyes on 
Master Alaric, but he knew that the mountain folk counted time differently to 
the race of men, and that such a span of time was as the blink of an eye to 
them.

“You are always a welcome visitor, my friend,” said Sigmar. “King
Ironbeard prospers?”

“Aye, he does. My king sends me to you bearing grim tidings from the east.
Much like this young fellow,” said the dwarf, nodding towards the bare-chested
man who stood apart from Sigmar’s captains.

“And who are you?” asked Sigmar, turning to face the stranger.

The man stepped forward and bowed before Sigmar. His skin was smooth and his 
features soft, but his eyes were haunted.

“I am Galin Veneva. I am Ostagoth and come from King Adelhard. It is my
people who are beyond your walls.”

 

* * * * *

 

Sigmar gathered his warriors in the longhouse to hear Galin Veneva’s tale,
and it was with a heavy heart that he sat upon his throne and rested his 
warhammer beside him. The journey home through the peaceful fields and golden 
sunshine seemed now to be a last gift from the gods before what he knew would be 
days of blood and war.

The Ostagoth tribesman’s voice was heavily accented, and he told his tale
haltingly, the memory of the horrors his people had suffered weighing heavily 
upon him.

Orcs were on the march in greater numbers than had been seen in living 
memory.

They had come in a green tide from the eastern mountains, burning and 
destroying all in their path. Entire Ostagoth settlements had been razed to the 
ground. No plunder had been taken and no captives hauled away, for the 
greenskins had simply slaughtered the people of the east for the sheer enjoyment 
of the deed.

Fields were burned and all the forces that King Adelhard could muster were 
swept away before the might of the orcs host. Braying, chanting orcs warriors in 
patchwork armour offered no mercy, and the scattered Ostagoths were no match for 
the brutal killers.

The men of the east fought on, their king rallying as many men to his banner 
as possible, while the survivors of the swift invasion fled into the west. Some 
were even now camped around Taalahim, seat of King Krugar of the Taleutens, but 
fearing the greenskins would drive onwards, many refugees had continued west to 
the lands of the Unberogen.

Sigmar well understood Galin’s bitterness at being in Reikdorf while his
kinsmen fought and died to defend their homeland, but his ruler had tasked him 
with a solemn duty to meet with King Sigmar and present him with a gift and a 
request.

Alfgeir tensed as the Ostagoth approached Sigmar’s throne, holding a black
and gold scabbard out before him.

“This is Ostvarath, the ancient blade of the Ostagoth kings,” said Galin
proudly. “King Adelhard bids me present it to you as a sign of his truth. He
pledges you his sword oath, and asks you to send warriors to his lands to fight 
the orcs. Our people are being slaughtered, and if you do not aid us, we will be 
dead by the time the leaves fall from the trees.”

Sigmar rose from his throne and accepted the scabbard from Galin, drawing the 
blade and letting his eyes linger on the fine workmanship of the sword. 
Ostvarath’s blade was polished and smooth, both edges honed to razor sharpness.
This was truly a blade fit for a king, and for Adelhard to have sent his own 
sword was a sure sign of his desperation.

“I accept your king’s sword oath,” said Sigmar, “and I give mine to him. We
will be as brothers in battle, and the lands of the Ostagoths will not fall. I 
give you my word on this, and my word is iron.”

The relief in Galin’s face was clear, and Sigmar knew that he wished to
return to the east and the battles being fought in his homeland. Sigmar sheathed 
Adelhard’s blade and handed it back to Galin.

“Return Ostvarath to your king,” commanded Sigmar. “Adelhard will have need
of it in the days to come.”

“I shall, King Sigmar,” said the tribesman with relief, before withdrawing
from the throne.

Sigmar said, “Master Alaric? What news do you bring?”

The dwarf stepped into the centre of the longhouse, and his voice was laden 
with grim authority as he spoke.

“The lad there spoke the truth, the orcs are indeed on the march, but the
greenskins attacking his lands will soon retreat to the mountains.”

“How do you know this?” asked Sigmar.

“Because my people will stop them,” said Alaric. “The warriors of the Slayer
King and Zhufbar are even now marching to meet them in battle. But word has 
reached Karaz-a-Karak of a great horde of orcs, moving up from the peaks of the 
south and from the blasted lands east of the mountains. A host of greenskins 
that will make the army ravaging King Adelhard’s lands look like a scouting
force. This is an army that seeks only to destroy the race of man forever.”

The atmosphere in the longhouse grew close, and Sigmar could feel the tension 
in every warrior’s heart at the news. The greenskin menace had been a constant
threat for as long as any man could remember, killing and rampaging throughout 
the lands of men, but this was no mere raiding force.

Sigmar lifted Ghal-maraz, and his gaze swept over the warriors gathered 
before him: proud men, courageous men. Men who would stand beside him and face 
this threat head on: Sigmar’s people.

“Send riders to the halls of my brother kings,” ordered Sigmar. “Tell them I
call upon their sword oaths. Tell them to muster their warriors and prepare for 
war!”


 
 

—<NINETEEN>—

The Swords of Kings

 

 

From where Sigmar stood on the banks of the River Aver, it appeared that the
southern lands had been set ablaze. Pyres of dead orcs sent reeking plumes of 
black smoke into the sky, and what had once been fertile grassland was now a 
charred, ashen wasteland. The advance of the greenskins had been merciless and 
thorough, no settlement going unmolested and nothing of value left intact.

Sigmar’s anger smouldered in his breast, banked with the need to avenge the
last two years of war. He had aged in these last years. His face was lined and 
tired around the eyes, and the first streaks of silver were appearing in his 
hair.

His body was still strong, the muscles iron hard, and his heart as powerful 
as ever, but he had seen too much suffering ever to be young again. His body 
ached from the days and nights of fighting to hold the bridges over the River 
Aver, and his many stitched wounds pulled tight as he walked through the 
Unberogen campsite.

Sigmar was bone weary, and wanted nothing more than to lie down and sleep for 
a season, but his warriors had fought like heroes, and he spent some time with 
each sword band, praising their courage and mentioning warriors by name. Dawn 
had been but a few hours old when the battle had been won, and now the sky was 
dark, yet still he could not rest.

Priestesses of Shallya and warrior priests of Ulric also made their way 
through the campsite, tending to the injured, easing the passing of the mortally 
wounded, or offering prayers to the Wolf God to welcome the dead into his halls.

Since Master Alaric’s warning of the orcs’ invasions, Sigmar had hardly seen
the lands where he had grown to manhood. He had returned to Reikdorf only twice 
in the last two years, but no sooner had he washed the orcs’ blood from his
armour and hair than the war horns would sound and he would lead his warriors 
into the fire of battle once more.

The dwarfs had been true to their word, holding the greenskin tribes from 
advancing any further into the lands of the Ostagoths, but the warriors of the 
High King had been forced to withdraw to defend their mountain holds. The time 
bought with dwarf lives had not been wasted, for King Adelhard had rallied his 
warriors and had linked with Alfgeir’s White Wolves, Chemsen axemen, Taleuten
lancers and Asoborn war chariots. In a great battle on the Black Road, Adelhard 
smashed the orcs and drove the bloodied survivors back to the mountains.

By the time Sigmar had mustered the hosts of his fellow kings to march 
south-east, the lands of the Merogens and Menogoths were all but overrun, their 
kings besieged in their great castles of stone. Orcs roamed the lands with 
impunity and laid waste to the lands of men.

Brutal, green-skinned savages destroyed villages and towns, burning what they 
could not carry. Thousands died, and only the natural internecine violence of 
the greenskins had prevented them from spilling west and north with greater 
speed.

Thousands of refugees flooded the lands of the Unberogen, and Sigmar had 
given orders that all were to be given shelter. The grain stores were bled dry, 
and kings from far off lands sent what aid they could spare in an effort to 
relieve the suffering. The days were dark and filled with despair, and it seemed 
as though the end of the world had come, for each day more howling warbands of 
greenskins descended from the mountains, while the armies of men grew weaker.

Sigmar paused by a lone, fire blackened tree atop a small hillock and looked 
out over the flood plains of the Aver, where the armies of Cherusens, Endals, 
Unberogen and Taleutens camped. Nearly fifty thousand warriors rested beside 
their campfires, eating, drinking and offering thanks to the gods that they were 
not food for the crows.

A limping figure climbed towards him, and Sigmar saw the aged form of the 
healer, Cradoc, the man who had helped bring him back from the wound Gerreon had 
inflicted.

“You should rest, my lord,” said Cradoc. “You look tired.”

“I will, Cradoc,” said Sigmar. “Soon. I promise.”

“Oh, you promise, do you? I was told always to beware the promises of kings.”

“I thought it was their gratitude?”

“That too,” said Cradoc. “Now are you going to get some rest, or am I going
to have to beat you over the head and drag you?”

Sigmar nodded and said, “I will. How many?” He did not have to qualify the
question.

“I will know for sure in the morning, but at least nine thousand men died to
hold these bridges.”

“And wounded?”

“Less than a thousand, but most will not live through the night,” said
Cradoc. “A man felled by an orcs rarely survives.”

“So many,” whispered Sigmar.

“It would be more if you hadn’t held the bridges,” said Cradoc, wrapping his
arms around his frail body. “I shudder to think of it. The greenskins would have
killed us all, and would be halfway to Reikdorf by now.”

“This is just a temporary respite,” said Sigmar. “The orcs will return. They
have an unquenchable thirst for battle and blood. The dwarfs say an even larger 
host of greenskins gathers east of Black Fire Pass, awaiting the spring to pour 
across the mountains and wipe us from the face of the world.”

“Aye, no doubt that’s true, but that is for another day,” said Cradoc. “We
are alive now and that is what matters. Tomorrow will look after itself, but if 
you do not rest, then you will be no use to man nor beast. You are a powerful 
man, my king, but you are not immortal. I have heard you fought in the thick of 
the battle, and Wolfgart tells me you would have been killed at least a dozen 
times, but for Alfgeir’s blade.”

“Wolfgart talks too much,” said Sigmar. “I have to fight. I have to be 
seen to fight. I do not wish to sound arrogant, but few men are my equal, 
and where I fight my warriors fight that much harder.”

“You think me a simpleton?” snapped Cradoc. “I have fought in my share of
battles.”

“Of course,” said Sigmar. “I did not mean to patronise you.”

Cradoc waved away Sigmar’s apology. “I know the sight of a king risking his
life in battle lifts the courage of men. But you are important now, Sigmar, not 
just to the Unberogen, but to all the tribes of men. Imagine how terrible a blow 
it would be if you were slain.”

“I cannot simply watch a battle, Cradoc,” said Sigmar. “My heart is where the
blood sings and death watches to take the weak.”

“I know,” said Cradoc sadly. “It is one of your less appealing
characteristics.”

 

With the armies already gathered in the south, King Siggurd had offered his
allies the hospitality of his city, and a council of war was convened. The king 
of the Brigundians greeted the rulers of the tribes as they arrived at the 
golden doors of his great hall, and Sigmar’s heart swelled with pride as he knew
he was witnessing a gathering such as had never before been seen in the lands of 
men.

A great circular table had been set up in the middle of the hall, and a 
brazier of coals burned brightly at its iron centre. Sigmar, Wolfgart and 
Pendrag stood at their appointed places around the circle and watched as the 
arrival of each king was announced.

Marbad of the Endals was first to arrive, flanked by his eldest son, Aldred, 
and two tall Raven Helms in black cloaks and fine mail shirts. King Marbad 
nodded a greeting, and Sigmar frowned as he saw the venerable king of the Endals 
turn pale as he noticed Pendrag’s silver hand.

Marbad was followed by Aloysis of the Cherusens, a lean, hawk-faced man with 
long dark hair and a neatly trimmed beard.

Next to enter were Queen Freya and Maedbh. Sigmar felt Wolfgart stand taller 
behind him at the sight of his wife, for it had been many months since they had 
been together. The Asoborn queen favoured Sigmar with a sly smile, and ran her 
hand across her belly before seating herself across from him.

King Krugar of the Taleutens was announced, and he marched into the hall with 
two hulking warriors in silver scale armour at his side. King Wolfila of the 
Udose tribe, clad in his finest kilt and pleated sash, entered the hall and 
offered a raucous greeting to the room. Two bearded clansmen of fearsome 
appearance accompanied the northern king, their beards and hair wild, and their 
broadswords carried lightly over their shoulders.

Representing the forces of the northern marches, Myrsa of the Fauschlag rock 
led a pair of warriors armoured in gleaming suits of plate, and Sigmar nodded to 
the Warrior Eternal as he took his place at the table.

Otwin of the Thuringians arrived next, and Sigmar did a double take as he saw 
who had come with the berserker king, for it was none other than Ulfdar, the 
warrior woman he had fought before facing Otwin. Both were virtually naked, clad 
only in loincloths and bronze torques.

King Markus of the Menogoths and Henroth of the Merogens arrived together, 
and Sigmar was shocked at the change in them since he had seen them two years 
ago. The sieges of their castles had only recently been lifted. Both men were 
painfully thin, and the dreadful suffering of their people haunted their eyes.

Adelhard of the Ostagoths was last to arrive, accompanied by Galin Veneva, 
and Sigmar liked the look of the eastern king immediately. The Ostagoth king 
stood tall and broad, his pride restored after the great victory on the Black 
Road, and his gratitude evident in the respectful nod he gave Sigmar before 
taking his seat at the table.

With all the oath-sworn tribal rulers gathered, Siggurd closed the doors of 
his hall and took his place at the table as a host of servers stepped forward 
and placed a silver goblet of rich red wine before each ruler.

Siggurd stood to address the gathering. “My friends, I welcome you to my
hall. In these dark days, it fills my heart with joy to see rulers from all 
across the lands beneath my roof.”

The Brigundian king lifted his goblet and said, “This wine is valued above
all others by my warriors, for it is only ever drunk in celebration of the 
greatest of victories. After two years of fighting, we have won such a victory, 
and driven the greenskins back to the mountains. Savour its sweet flavour and 
remember it, for a great battle awaits us at Black Fire Pass in the spring, when 
you will taste it again. Welcome, all.”

Fists were banged on the table as Siggurd took his seat, and Sigmar stood 
with his own goblet raised.

“Fellow kings,” he began.

“And queens!” shouted Maedbh good-naturedly.

“And queens,” smiled Sigmar, nodding towards Freya. “King Siggurd speaks the
truth, for it is a grand thing to see you all here. We are all bound together by 
oaths of loyalty and friendship, and it gives me hope to know that such warriors 
of courage and heart are gathered here.”

Sigmar pushed his chair back and began to walk around the circular table, his 
goblet still held out before him. “These last years have been dark indeed, and
doomsayers walk the land, tearing at their flesh and wailing that these are the 
end times, that the gods have turned from us. The gods have abandoned us to our 
doom, they say, but I do not accept that. The gods have given us many strengths. 
They have given us the wit to recognise those strengths, and also the humility 
to see our weaknesses. What are these if not gifts from the gods? I say the gods 
help those who help themselves, and this gathering is another step towards final 
victory.”

As he reached Marbad, Sigmar placed a hand on the Endal king’s shoulder.

“Since my father’s death I have travelled these lands and seen those
strengths first hand. I have seen courage. I have seen determination. I have 
seen fire, and I have seen wisdom. I have seen them in the deeds of every man 
and woman in this hall. I have fought alongside many of you in battle, and I am 
proud, so very proud, to count you as my sword-brothers.”

Sigmar lifted his goblet high. “Oaths of man have brought us together, but
ties of blood bind us even closer.”

The gathered rulers lifted their goblets, and as one, drank the victory wine.

 

“Never!” shouted the king of the Taleutens. “Surrender command of my warriors
to another? The gods would strike me down at such cowardice!”

“Cowardice?” retorted King Siggurd. “Is it cowardice to recognise that we
must fight as one or else be destroyed? I know you, Krugar, it is not cowardice 
that stays your hand, it is pride!”

“Aye,” nodded Krugar, “pride in the courage and strength of the Taleutens.
The same pride my warriors have in me for leading them in battle these last 
twenty-three years. Where will that pride be if I am to stand idly by while 
another leads them?”

“Whisht, man, it will still be there!” cried Wolfila. “Any man who’s fought
alongside Bjorn’s son knows there’s no shame in granting him command. When the
wolves of the Norsii were hammering at the gates of my castle, who was it drove 
them away? You were there, I grant you, Krugar, and you too Aloysis, but Sigmar 
it was who scattered them and drove them across the sea!”

“I share Krugar’s unease at surrendering command,” put in Aloysis, “but if we
each fight as individuals, the greenskins will destroy us one by one. I am a big 
enough man to allow my Cherusen to fight under Sigmar’s strategy.”

Sigmar nodded to the Cherusen king in thanks for his support.

“I will be no spectator in battle,” said Adelhard, drawing his sword and
laying it on the table. “Ostvarath hungers to be wetted in orcs blood.”

“You will be no spectator,” snapped Freya. “Like a true warrior, you will be
in the fire of battle, where Ulric’s wolves await to take the dead to their
rest. I will fight alongside Sigmar, for I know the strength in his blood. If 
any one of us is to take command, it must be Sigmar.”

“And what of the Bretonii and the Jutones?” asked Myrsa. “Their kings do not
join us?”

“Marius?” spat Marbad. “The man is a snake. I’d sooner have the Norsii on my
flanks than that conniving whoreson. At least with the Norsii you know where you 
stand.”

“Be that as it may,” said Sigmar. “I will send emissaries to the Jutones to
offer King Marius another chance to join us.”

“And when he refuses?” asked Marbad. “What then? His lands will be kept safe
by the deaths of our warriors, but he will shed no tears for them. He will wring 
his hands and think us fools. Such a man has no honour, and does not deserve a 
place within the lands of men.”

As much as he loved the aged king, Sigmar knew that Marbad’s hatred of the
Jutones ran too deep to be assuaged.

“Then we will deal with Marius when the threat of the orcs is dealt with,”
said Sigmar.

One by one, the remaining kings spoke up, and the debate swung back and forth 
as they danced around the issue of command. Though each king spoke highly of 
Sigmar, and expressed their respect for his deeds and vision in gathering them 
together, few were willing to surrender command of their warriors to another.

Sigmar felt his temper fraying with every hour that passed, the same 
arguments swirling around the table time and time again. He could see everything 
he had tried to build over the last decade and more slipping away.

At last he rose and placed Ghal-maraz heavily on the table before him. All 
eyes turned to him, and he leaned forward, placing both hands palm down on the 
table-top.

“So this is how the race of man will die?” he asked softly. “Bickering like
old women instead of standing before our enemies with bloodied weapons in our 
hands?”

“Die? What are you talking about?” asked Siggurd.

“This,” said Sigmar, contempt dripping from his words. “A lesser race stands
poised to destroy us, and we still find it in our hearts to fight amongst 
ourselves. Orcs are brute savages, creatures that live only for destruction. 
They build no farms, they work no land and they murder any who stand before 
them. By any measure of reckoning they are less than us, and yet they are united 
while we are divided by pride and ego. It grieves me to think that all we have 
achieved and the great strides we have made to bring our peoples together will 
end in such petty squabbles.”

Sigmar stood straight and lifted Ghal-maraz, holding it out before him. “King
Kurgan Ironbeard told of how I came by this hammer at my father’s funeral, and
he reminded me that this great warhammer is not just a tool of destruction, but 
one of creation. The blacksmith’s hammer forges the iron that makes us strong,
but Ghal-maraz is much more than a blacksmith’s hammer. It is a king’s hammer,
and with it I dreamed of forging an empire of man, a realm where all men could 
live in peace, united and strong. But, if we cannot put aside our pride, even 
when it means our doom, then I will have nothing more to do with this gathering. 
I will return to Reikdorf and prepare to fight any orcs that dares to venture 
onto Unberogen lands. I will expect no aid from any of you, and will offer none 
if asked. The greenskins will come and they will destroy us. It may take them 
many years, but make no mistake, they will do it. Unless you stand behind me in 
battle. Fight under my command, do what I say and we may live through this 
trial. Make your decision now, but remember, united we live, divided we die.”

Sigmar sat back down and placed Ghal-maraz back on the table before him. None 
of the tribal kings dared break the cold silence that followed until Marbad rose 
and moved to stand beside Sigmar. The king of the Endals drew Ulfshard, the 
shimmering blade forged by the craft of the fey folk, and laid it beside 
Ghal-maraz.

“I have known Sigmar since he was a lad,” said Marbad. “I fought alongside
his father and his grandfather, Redmane Dregor. All were men of courage, and it 
shames me that I ever doubted the wisdom of his course. I welcome the chance to 
fight at Sigmar’s side, and if that means placing my warriors under his command,
then so be it. How many years have we spent at war with one another? How many 
sons have we buried? Too many. Our strength was divided until Sigmar united us, 
and now we want to shy away from allowing him command of our armies? No longer 
will I stand apart from my brothers. The Endals will fight under Sigmar’s
command.”

Marbad gripped Sigmar’s shoulder, and said, “Bjorn would be proud of you,
lad.”

Adelhard rose from his seat and circled the table, drawing Ostvarath as he 
walked. He too placed his blade beside Sigmar’s weapon. “My people owe you their
lives. How could I not stand behind you?”

Next came Wolfila, who placed his great broadsword beside the other swords of 
kings.

One by one, each of the gathered rulers set their weapons beside Sigmar’s
warhammer.

Last to place his weapon was Myrsa, the Warrior Eternal of the Fauschlag 
rock, placing a heavy warhammer with a leather-wound grip and iron head in the 
shape of a snarling wolf next to Ghal-maraz.

“I am no king, Lord Sigmar,” said Myrsa, “but the warriors of the north are
yours by right and by choice. What would you have us do?”

Sigmar stood, honoured and humbled by the faith his brother kings had shown 
him.

“Go back to your lands, for winter is almost upon us,” said Sigmar. “Allow
your warriors to return to their families, for it will remind them why they 
fight. Gird yourselves for war and march your armies to Reikdorf in the first 
month of spring with sharpened swords and hardened hearts.”

“And then?” asked Myrsa.

“And then we will take the fight to the greenskins,” promised Sigmar. “We
will destroy them at Black Fire Pass, and secure our lands forever!”


 
 

—<TWENTY>—

Defenders of the Empire

 

 

“Leave me, boy,” gasped Svein, blood bubbling from the corners of his mouth.
“You… know you… have to.”

“Hush up there, old man,” snapped Cuthwin, hauling his friend and mentor’s
body around a loose tumble of snow-covered rocks, and propping him upright. 
Blood coated Svein’s leather jerkin and stained his woollen leggings. The wound
was plugged with a strip of cloth, but blood still leaked from the hole, leaving 
an easily followed trail of red dots on the snow.

Cuthwin was exhausted, and he took a moment to regain his breath as he 
scanned their back trail. There was no sign of pursuit yet, but there would be. 
The smell of blood would draw the goblins, even if they were somehow unable to 
follow the trail he had been forced to leave while carrying his wounded friend.

The goblin’s arrow had come out of nowhere and struck the older scout in the
small of the back, punching through his jerkin and jutting from his belly. A 
host of the squealing monsters had leapt from the darkness, serrated knives and 
stabbing swords bright in the moonlight.

Tiny hooded things that smelled of animal dung and rotten meat, the goblins 
were darting figures clad in ragged black robes that hid their cruel, pointed 
faces and needle-like teeth. Cuthwin killed the first two, and Svein had killed 
a third before they had closed in a flurry of rapid, slashing squeals.

Their weight had borne Svein to the ground, but Cuthwin had kicked them 
clear, stabbing with his sword and hunting knife. Even wounded, Svein had fought 
like a hero, snapping necks and gutting the foul little creatures with quick 
twists of his knife. More arrows had clattered against the rocks, and the 
struggling goblins had shrieked in terror at their fellows’ lack of care for
their lives, turning and fleeing into the darkened crevices of the mountains.

With the goblins fled for the time being, Svein had dropped to his knees, and 
Cuthwin had rushed to his friend’s side. The arrow piercing his body was a crude
thing, and Cuthwin snapped off the stone head and quickly slid the shaft from 
Svein’s body.

“Ach… they’ve done for me, lad,” said Svein. “Leave me, and get on back to
the armies.”

“Don’t be daft,” he said. “You’ll be fine. You’re too big and ugly to die
from this little pigsticker.”

Cuthwin swiftly plugged the wound, and hooked an arm under Svein’s shoulder
before hauling him to his feet. Svein grunted in pain, but Cuthwin could not 
afford to waste any time, knowing that the goblins would return when their 
fragile courage was bolstered by numbers.

Throughout the night, he bore his friend westwards to the gates of the 
mountains, and safety. Winter’s grip had finally loosened on the mountains at
the edge of the world, but the armies of the tribal kings were camped far from 
the mouth of the pass. If Svein could survive long enough, Cuthwin could get him 
to the apothecaries who would heal his wound.

As the night dragged on, however, and the wound continued to bleed, Cuthwin 
feared that the goblin’s arrow had pierced one of his friend’s kidneys and that
he was bleeding internally. He also knew that goblin arrows were often coated in 
animal faeces, and it was more than likely that Svein’s wound was already
infected.

Morning’s light brought little hope to Cuthwin, for Svein’s colour was
terrible, his face ashen and his cheeks sunken. Looking at him, he knew that his 
friend would be lucky to live another hour, let alone return to their fellow 
warriors.

Cuthwin felt tears prick at his eyes, and angrily wiped them away. He had 
known Svein for over half his adult life, and the big man had taught him the 
deepest mysteries, fieldcraft and survival, becoming the surrogate father he had 
never known since the greenskins killed his family many years before.

In the months they had spent in the mountains, the two scouts had encountered 
many goblin bands, and they’d had the best of all those encounters. Cowardly
creatures, the goblins would attempt to strike from ambush, but Cuthwin and 
Svein had craft beyond the cunning of mere goblins, and had evaded all such 
ambushes.

The mountains at the eastern edge of the world were home to all manner of 
foul creatures, goblins among the least of them, and three times they had been 
forced to hide to avoid the attentions of trolls and, once, a lumbering giant. 
The danger was incredible, but Sigmar had tasked them with gathering information 
on the movements and strength of the greenskin horde gathering in the mountains.

When they had reached the eastern mouth of the pass, they had seen the full 
extent of the orcs army. Though he had seen it with his own eyes, Cuthwin could 
still scarcely believe the size of the orcs horde, a swelling ocean of green 
flesh that filled the ashen plains beyond the mountains as far as the eye could 
see. Thousands of tribal banner poles dotted the plains, and the smoke from the 
greenskins’ fires cast a dark shadow over the entire landscape.

The boom of war drums echoed from the mountainsides, and the shouts and 
bellows of chanting orcs was like the roar of an angry god. Giant idols had been 
erected, enormous wicker effigies of foul orcs deities, and Cuthwin’s anger had
threatened to overwhelm his sense when they were burned, and he saw that each 
one was filled with screaming men, women and children.

Following the burning of the idols, a huge winged creature with a serpentine 
neck and loathsome reptilian skin took to the air, a monstrously armoured 
warlord astride its back. Even over the tramp of marching feet and bellowing 
roars of the orcs, Cuthwin could hear this mighty beast’s roar of hatred.

The horde began its march into the mountains, its movement fitful, and 
without the cohesion of an army of men. Packs of wolves roamed ahead of the 
seething host, and hideous monsters lurched alongside the tens of thousands of 
orcs.

Despite the snow that still lay in thick drifts, the greenskins were marching 
for the pass.

Both Cuthwin and Svein knew that unless Sigmar was warned the orcs were on 
the move, the greenskins would be through Black Fire Pass before the armies of 
men could stop them.

Haste had made Cuthwin and Svein incautious, and as they rested on the tenth 
day of their travels west, the goblins had finally caught them.

Svein would now pay with his life for their carelessness.

The news they carried was of vital import to Sigmar’s force, yet Cuthwin
found that he could not leave his friend to die alone on the mountains.

“You have to go,” said Svein, as though guessing his thoughts.

“No, I can’t leave you here,” protested Cuthwin. “I can’t.”

“Aye, lad,” said Svein. “That’s exactly what you have to do. This wound is
the death of me, and you know it.”

Cuthwin heard a soft scrape, as of rough cloth on rock, and knew that their 
pursuers had found them. Svein had heard it too, and he leaned forward to grip 
Cuthwin’s tunic, his face creased in pain and determination.

“They’re coming now and if you don’t get to Sigmar, then I died for nothing,
you understand me?”

Cuthwin nodded, his throat constricted and his eyes tearful.

“Give me that bow,” said Svein. “You won’t need it… and you’ll be quicker on
your feet without it.”

Cuthwin quickly strung the bow he carried, and handed it to Svein, propping a 
quiver of arrows against the rocks as his friend drew his sword and laid it on 
the ground next to him.

“Now, be off with you, eh?” said Svein. “And may Taal guide your steps.”

Cuthwin nodded, and said, “Ulric’s hall will be open to you, my friend.”

Svein nodded. “It’ll bloody well better be. I don’t plan on dying a hero’s
death for nothing. Now go!”

Cuthwin turned and slipped through the rocks, leaving a trail that would take 
more cunning than any goblin possessed to follow.

He had travelled less than a hundred yards when he heard the first squeals of 
dying goblins, followed swiftly by the clash of blades, and then nothing.

 

The Merogens called them the Worlds Edge Mountains, and Sigmar knew that the
name was well deserved. Grim sentinels at the very edge of the known world, 
there was little beyond them that was understood, and much that was feared. 
Towering peaks of grey rock soared above the landscape, reaching to the heavens 
and piercing the sky with their immensity.

Snow lay in thick shawls over the slopes, and stands of pines scented the air 
with a freshness that Sigmar found welcoming after the stench of thousands of 
warriors on campaign.

Spring’s boon was upon the wind, and with it the promise of a year of blood
and courage.

The sun was low on the eastern horizon, shimmering through the haze of early 
morning and framed by the towering escarpments that marked the sheer sides of 
Black Fire Pass. The day Sigmar had been preparing for all his life had finally 
arrived, and he could feel the potential of it pressing against the inside of 
his skull.

Today would see the race of man doomed or triumphant.

Eoforth had woken him from a dream in which he had supped from a cup of blood 
with Ulric himself, and eaten meat ripped from the bones of a freshly hunted 
stag. A pack of wolves with bloody snouts circled him, and their howls were 
music to his ears.

He had told Eoforth of the dream, and the old man had smiled. “A good omen, I
think.”

Sigmar’s silver breastplate sat upon an armour tree, gleaming and embossed
with a golden comet with twin tails of fire. His winged helm shone as though 
new, and his greaves of bronze were worked with silver wolves.

Eoforth had helped him don his armour, and as Sigmar lifted Ghal-maraz, he 
felt a thrill of excitement pass through him. The ancestral weapon of King 
Kurgan also appreciated the significance of this day. Eoforth then handed Sigmar 
a golden shield, rimmed with iron, with a carved boss at its centre, depicting a 
snarling boar’s head.

Sigmar emerged from his tent, and a great cheer erupted from hundreds of 
throats as the warriors camped nearest saw him. The rest of the army soon took 
up the cheer as word spread, and soon the mountains shook with the deafening 
roar of thousands of warriors.

The land of the wide plains before the gates of the mountains were filled 
with warriors, horses and wagons, for Sigmar and Wolfgart had travelled 
throughout the lands of men to ensure that the other tribes were keeping to the 
pledge they had made in King Siggurd’s hall.

Their travels took them to the far corners of the land, and both men were 
pleased to see that there were no dissenters. Even those kings who had not 
attended were approached afresh with promises of honour and glory, but to little 
avail.

Each emissary to King Marius of the Jutones had been rebuffed, and King 
Marbad of the Endals brought word that the Bretonii had also refused to send any 
aid, leaving their homes and marching south across the Grey Mountains to distant 
lands. As unwelcome as the news was, Sigmar knew that the departure of the 
Bretonii was a blessing for the Endals, who now had fresh land into which their 
people could expand.

As the first month of spring had drawn closer, an ambassador from the west 
had presented himself before the gates of Reikdorf with word from the king of 
the Jutones.

Sigmar’s heart had been full of hope for the meeting, but it had been cruelly
dashed when the ambassador, a thin, stoop-shouldered man named Esterhuysen, had 
presented him with a bow of wondrous quality, the wood golden and shaped with 
such craft as only the fey folk across the ocean were said to possess.

“King Marius offers you this token of his best hope,” said Esterhuysen,
bowing low. “Regrettably, he can spare you no warriors for your war in the
south, but he hopes that this magnificent weapon will bring you luck in all your 
endeavours.”

Sigmar had taken the bow, a truly wondrous artefact of incalculable worth, 
and broken it over his knee.

He hurled the broken pieces at the shocked Esterhuysen’s feet. “Leave my
city,” said Sigmar. “I need no luck to defeat the greenskins, I need warriors.
Return to your miserable home, and tell your coward king that there will be a 
reckoning between us when this war is won.”

The ambassador had been all but hurled from the western gates, and it had 
taken all of Sigmar’s self-control not to order an immediate attack on
Jutonsryk.

Though the refusal of the Jutones to fight was a crushing disappointment to 
Sigmar, every ruler who had attended the Council of Eleven—as men were calling
the momentous gathering in King Siggurd’s hall the previous year—had been true
to their word, and had marched to Reikdorf with their glittering hosts of 
warriors.

Like spring itself, it had been a sight to lift the hearts of all who saw it, 
and was a potent symbol of all that had been achieved over the last year. 
Throughout the winter, the forges of the Unberogen and every other tribe of men 
had worked night and day to craft swords, spears and arrowheads, and lances for 
the Unberogen cavalry.

Vast swathes of forest had been felled to provide fuel for the furnaces, and 
every craftsman, from bowyers and fletchers, to clothmakers and saddlers, had 
worked wonders in producing the less martial, but no less essential, supplies 
needed for an army about to march.

Winter was normally a time of quiet for the tribes of men, when families 
shuttered their homes and huddled around fires as they waited for Ulric to 
return to his frozen realm in the heavens, and his brother Taal to bring balance 
to the world in the spring.

With the prospect of war looming, however, every household had spent the cold 
months preparing for the coming year, ensuring each of its sons was equipped 
with a mail shirt and sword or spear. Entire herds were slaughtered, and the 
meat cured with salt to provide food for the thousands of warriors who would 
march into the fires of battle.

Within a week, the armies of the kings had mustered, and a host unlike any 
seen before had prepared to march to war. The Blood Night feasts were raucous 
and full of good humour, but also sadness, for many of those leaving in the 
morning would not return, leaving wives without husbands and children without 
fathers.

Sigmar and his brother kings had made sacrifices to Ulric, and offerings to 
the Lord of the Dead and the goddess of healing and mercy, Shallya. All the gods 
were honoured, for none dared anger even the least of them for fear of dreadful 
consequences in the battle ahead.

As the kings gathered on the morning of departure, Sigmar presented each one 
with a golden shield identical to his own, the design and workmanship exquisite. 
Pendrag had laboured long over the winter to create the shields, forging one for 
each of the allied kings of men. The outer circle of each was decorated with the 
symbols of the twelve tribes, and as Master Alaric had promised, Pendrag’s skill
with metal was greater than ever before.

“As you pledged me your swords last year,” Sigmar had said, “I now give you
each a shield to defend your body and your lands. We are the defenders of the 
land and this gift symbolises our union.”

Amid great cheering, the kings had renewed their oaths of loyalty, and the 
march south had begun to the sound of war horns, drums and boisterous pipe 
music.

For the first few weeks, the journey was made in high spirits, but as the 
shadow of the mountains grew darker, the easy banter soon petered out. The 
enormity of what was to come was lost on no one, and every man knew that each 
mile brought him closer to death.

The pace had not been forced, for the mountains were still cloaked in snow 
and the passes blocked, but that had changed when Cuthwin had staggered into the 
camp bringing word that the orcs were already on the march and that the snows 
were thinning in the pass. Sigmar was grieved to hear of Svein’s death, but had
put aside his sorrow to galvanise his warriors to greater urgency.

That urgency had been understood, and the men had marched with a mile-eating 
stride that saw them climbing into the mountains beneath a cold spring sun. 
Wrapped tightly in fur cloaks, the men of the tribes made no complaint or oath 
as they climbed higher and higher to where the air was thin and wind whistled 
down from the rocks with teeth like knives.

Sigmar looked up into the mountains, the craggy peaks dwarfing him and 
uncaring of the great drama about to be played out in their shadows.

This was Black Fire Pass.

This was where everything would be decided.

 

Sigmar, Alfgeir and Wolfgart rode out ahead of the army of men as the sun
rose higher, bathing the mountains in gold, and shining on over a hundred 
thousand glittering weapons. The ground was hard-packed and sandy, trampled flat 
by uncounted marching feet over the centuries.

Since the earliest days, Black Fire Pass had been the main route of invasion 
over the mountains, and it was easy to see why. Even this, the narrowest point 
of the pass, was nearly two miles wide, hemmed in by sheer cliffs on either 
side.

Black Fire Pass was a natural corridor from the blasted landscapes of the 
east to the fertile lands of the west, and Sigmar paused to look back on the 
assembled host of men.

The breath caught in his throat as he took in the awesome scale of the army 
of men: his army.

Warriors filled the pass from side to side without interruption, great blocks 
of swordsmen, standing shoulder to shoulder with spearmen and chanting 
berserkers.

Thousands of snorting horses stamped the ground, and Wolfgart’s skill as a
horse breeder was evidenced by almost all of the riders’ steeds wearing iron
barding. Most of the mounted warriors also carried tall lances, long lengths of 
wood with sharpened iron points. Heavier than a spear, these lances were deadly 
weapons, only made possible by the addition of stirrups to the Unberogen 
saddles. Clad in heavy plate armour, the riders were iron giants that would ride 
over the orcs in a roaring thunder of hooves.

Only Alfgeir’s White Wolves had refused to take up the lance, for they were
men of fiery courage, who desired to ride through the heart of the battle with 
their hammers crushing the skulls of the foe in honour of their lord and master.

Hundreds of Asoborn chariots were drawn up on the left flank, Queen Freya at 
their head, resplendent in a breastplate of gold with her wild, red hair unbound 
and pulled into great spikes of crimson. Maedbh rode beside her, and both women 
raised their spears as Sigmar and Wolfgart passed.

Taleuten horsemen ranged ahead, riding energetically along the line of the 
army, their crimson and gold banners trailing magnificently behind them.

The Raven Helms of King Marbad surrounded their king and his son, ready to 
take the fight to the orcs as soon as the word was given. Kilted Udose clansmen 
drank distilled grain liquor from wineskins, and waved their swords like madmen 
as a group of warriors armoured from head to foot in gleaming plate looked on 
with grim amusement. Myrsa, the Warrior Eternal, led these warriors, some of the 
strongest men in the west, men who fought with enormous greatswords said to have 
been forged by the dwarfs.

In the centre of the army were Sigmar’s Unberogen warriors, fierce men who
had fought for their king since Bjorn’s death. No finer warriors existed in the
land, and even the frothing, berserk warriors of King Otwin accorded them a nod 
of respect as they took their position in the battle line.

Merogens and Menogoths stood side by side, eager to take their vengeance upon 
the enemy that had ravaged their lands the previous year, their swords and axes 
blessed by the priests of Ulric to seek orcs throats. Brigundian warriors in 
gaudy cloaks and intricate armour stood alongside their southern brothers, and 
King Siggurd shone like the sun in a suit of magnificent golden armour said to 
have been enchanted in ages past.

A forest of coloured banners fluttered and snapped in the wind, and as Sigmar 
saw the multitude of different tribal symbols, he smiled and whispered a short 
prayer to the spirit of his father. Almost overwhelmed by the spectacle of so 
much martial power, Sigmar turned away and rode on towards the warriors waiting 
by the ruins of a crumbling watchtower.

The warriors of Kurgan Ironbeard, High King of the dwarfs, were grim and 
unmoving, without the animation and cheering that echoed from the men behind 
Sigmar. Fully encased in hauberks of shimmering silver metal and plates of 
gleaming iron, the dwarfs appeared as immovable as the mountains through which 
they passed.

Thick beards and long braids were all that indicated that they were living 
creatures of flesh and blood at all, such was the weight of metal protecting 
them. The warriors carried mighty axes or heavy hammers, and Sigmar raised 
Ghal-maraz in salute of their bravery as he rode towards the watchtower.

The ruined state of the watchtower spoke of the battles that had been fought 
there, but Sigmar knew that what was to occur here today would eclipse them all. 
The forces gathered here were beyond comprehension, and the thought that such a 
host of men was his to command left Sigmar breathless.

Sigmar dismounted, and tethered the roan gelding to a withered tree. He 
ducked beneath the low lintel of the doorway and made his way to the stairs, the 
rise of each step smaller than he was used to. Wolfgart and Alfgeir followed him 
inside the dwarf-built tower, which, despite the ravages of time and battle, was 
relatively intact within.

He emerged onto the roof of the tower to find King Kurgan Ironbeard awaiting 
him, flanked by two stout dwarf warriors with mighty axes, and the silver 
armoured form of Master Alaric. The dwarf king sat on a wide firkin and slurped 
from a tankard of ale.

“You came then?” asked Kurgan.

“I said I would,” replied Sigmar, “and my father taught me to be a man of my
word.”

“Aye, he was a good man, your father,” said Kurgan, taking a great mouthful
of ale and wiping his beard with the back of his hand. “Knew the value of an
oath.”

The dwarf king nodded his head to the east. “So what do you think?”

Sigmar followed the king’s gaze, seeing a desolate plain that began to slope
downwards, becoming progressively rockier the further eastward it fell. He 
looked to his left and right, and said, “It’s good ground, and this is the
narrowest part of the pass is it not?”

“Aye,” said Kurgan. “That it is, young Sigmar.”

“The greenskins will not be able to use their numbers against us, and the
cliffs will prevent them from flanking us.”

“And?”

Sigmar struggled to think what he might have missed.

“And the slope will slow them,” put in Wolfgart. “They’ll be tired when they
get to the top. Gives our archers more time to shoot the greenskin bastards.”

“And there’s that rock further back, Sigmar,” said Alaric. “The Eagle’s Nest,
we call it. It would be a good place from which to direct the battle, elevated, 
yet safe from attack.”

Sigmar let the suggestion hang in the air for a moment before answering.

“You are suggesting I do not fight in the battle?”

“Not at all,” said Alaric. “Merely that you direct the battle from safety
before deciding where best to strike when the time comes.”

“Would you do this?” asked Sigmar of King Kurgan.

“No,” admitted Kurgan, “but then I’m a stubborn old fool, lad. My fighters
tend to get a bit lost without me there to show them how to kill grobi.”

“I shall not skulk behind my men,” said Sigmar. “This battle will not be won
by stratagems and ploys, but with strength of arms and courage. I am king of the 
Unberogen and master of the armies of men. Where else would I be but in the 
forefront of battle?”

“Good lad,” said Kurgan, getting up from the firkin and leading Sigmar over
to the foreshortened battlements of the tower. “Listen. Can you hear that?”

Sigmar looked out over the rocky pass, the landscape more rugged and 
inhospitable the further east the pass went. Some half a mile away, it curved to 
the south around a spur of fallen stone that had once been a mighty statue of a 
dwarf god, and Sigmar could hear a faint rhythmic tattoo thrown back from the 
rocky walls of the mountains.

“It’s the drums, lad,” said Kurgan. “Orcs war drams. They’re close. We’ll be
knee deep in greenskin blood by midmorning, mark my words.”

Sigmar felt a flutter of fear at the thought, and quashed it viciously. All 
his life had been leading to this day, and now that it was here, he did not know 
if he was ready for it.

“I have fought many foes, my king,” said Sigmar, his eyes taking on a faraway
look as he gazed into the future. “I have killed beasts of the forest, my fellow
tribesmen, orcs, the blood drinkers and the eaters of men who dwell in the 
swamps. I have faced them all and defeated them, but this… this is something 
else. The gods are watching, and if we falter even a little, then all I have 
dreamed of will die. How does a man deal with such awesome responsibility?”

Kurgan laughed and handed him the tankard of ale. “Well, I can’t say I know
how a man would deal with it, but I can tell you how a dwarf would. It’s
simple. When the time comes, hit them with your hammer until they’re dead. Then
hit the next one. Keep going until they’re all dead.”

Sigmar took a drink of the dwarf ale. “That’s all there is to it?”

“That’s all there is to it,” agreed Kurgan as the sound of orcs war drams
grew louder. “Now, we’d best be getting back to our warriors. We have a battle
to fight!”


 
 

—<TWENTY-ONE>—

Black Fire Pass

 

 

The first ragged line of orcs came into view less than an hour later, a solid
wall of green flesh and fury. They filled the pass before the army of men, the 
booming echoes of their war drums and monotonous chanting, working on the nerves 
and heightening the dread every man felt.

Great, horned totems waved above their heads, festooned with skulls and 
fetishes, and the wind brought with it the reek of their unclean flesh: spoiled 
meat, dung and a sour, fungal smell that worked its way into the back of every 
man’s throat.

Though Sigmar had heard of the enormous size of the orcs host from the dwarfs 
and Cuthwin, the unimaginable vastness of their numbers still took his breath 
away. He looked to either side, and saw the same awe in the faces of his 
sword-brothers.

Wolfgart tried to look unconcerned, but Sigmar could see past the bravado to 
the fear beneath, and Pendrag looked like a man who had just seen his worst 
nightmare come to life.

The orcs were like some dreadful, elemental tide of anger and violence, their 
every action taken in service of the desire to wreak harm. This was unthinking 
violence made flesh, the aggressive impulse of a violent heart without the 
discipline of intellect to restrain it.

Were a man to walk from one side of the pass to the other upon the heads of 
the orcs, he could do so without once setting foot on rock. Sigmar smiled at the 
absurdity of the image, and the spell that the orcs numbers had upon him was 
broken.

The greenskins carried huge cleavers, axes and swords, the blades rusted and 
stained with blood. Goblins scampered between the ranks of orcs, disgusting, 
cowardly creatures, swathed in dark robes and clutching wickedly sharp swords 
and spears. Fangs gnashed and shields were beaten in a manic rhythm, and it 
seemed as though every band of orcs warriors strove to outdo the one next to it 
with its volume and ferocity.

Snapping wolves, wide-shouldered beasts with frothing jaws, pawed at the 
earth on the flanks of the great host, and more goblins riding loathsome, 
dark-furred spiders scuttled over the rocks. Towering above the orcs, groups of 
hideous troll-creatures lumbered through the army, wielding the trunks of trees 
as easily as a man might bear a cudgel.

“Ach, there’s not so many of them, eh?” said Wolfgart, undoing the strap
holding his greatsword in place and swinging the enormous weapon from his back. 
“We fought more at Astofen, don’t you think?”

“I think so,” agreed Sigmar with a smile. “This will just be a skirmish by
comparison.”

“By all the gods, they’re a ripe bunch,” said Pendrag as the rank odour of
the greenskins washed over him.

“Always stay downwind of an orcs,” said Sigmar. “That’s what we always said
wasn’t it?”

“Aye, but I’m beginning to regret it.”

“No time for regrets now, my friends.” 

“I suppose not,” said Wolfgart. “How’s that warhammer of yours?”

“It knows that the enemies of its makers are here,” answered Sigmar. Since
dawn, the mighty weapon had sent a powerful thrill of anticipation through him, 
and he could feel its hatred of the greenskins coursing through him, filling him 
with strength and purpose.

“Aye,” said Wolfgart. “Well, swing it hard, my friend. Plenty of skulls to
split today.”

A mob of greenskins, more armoured and darker skinned than the others, 
stepped from the rippling battle line of orcs, a tall, bull-headed totem held 
proudly above them. They began roaring in the guttural tongue of the orcs, 
brandishing their axes and swords in some primitive ritual of challenge or 
threat.

“Holy Ulric’s beard,” said Pendrag as they all saw the huge winged beast
appear above the orcs. Sigmar’s eyes narrowed, and he shaded them from the
eastern sun. Riding the flying monster was an orcs of such colossal size that it 
must surely be the leader of this army.

The warlord was huge beyond imagining, and was protected at least as well as 
Sigmar’s most heavily armoured riders, with thick plates of iron fastened to its
flesh. Its axe was taller than a man, and rippled with green flames.

The beast it rode was a wyvern, and, though Sigmar had never seen such a 
monster before, he had heard them described by his eastern allies enough times 
to recognise one. Yet, as much as the sight of it filled him with dread, he 
longed to match his strength against it.

“What do you think?” he shouted. “Shall I mount that beast’s hide on the
longhouse wall?”

“Aye!” shouted a warrior from the ranks behind Sigmar. “Skin it and you can
use it to make a map of the realm!”

“I may just do that,” answered Sigmar.

The warlord swooped low over his army, and the orcs redoubled the fury of 
their roars, clearly eager for the slaughter to begin. The booming of cleavers 
and axes on shields rose to a deafening crescendo, the metallic ringing echoing 
from the sides of the pass, until it seemed as though the very mountains would 
crumble and fall.

The front ranks of the orcs host began shaking, and just as it seemed as if 
they were having some horrific seizure, a terrifying war shout erupted from 
every orcs throat in unison.

Immense and powerful, the sound was torn from the heart of their violent 
core, an ancestral expression of hatred and fury that had given birth to their 
race in blood and fire.

As the primal roar continued, the orcs began to jog towards the army of men, 
hatred gleaming in their eyes, and their tusked jaws bellowing for blood.

“Here they come,” said Sigmar, hefting Ghal-maraz in one hand and his golden
shield in the other. “Fight bravely, my friends. Ulric is watching.”

 

Ulfdar watched the advancing line of orcs through a haze of weirdroot and
hemlock, their movements appearing sluggish as though they charged through 
sucking mud. Beside her, King Otwin beat his bare breast with spiked gauntlets, 
drawing blood and pushing his berserk fury to even greater heights. The king 
foamed at the mouth, and bled from the golden spikes hammered through his temple 
that formed his crown.

Ulfdar could feel her own battle fury threatening to explode from her at any 
moment, the bitter herbal infusions she had swallowed before battle surging 
through her heart and driving her into this paroxysm of rage. Her arms and neck 
were ringed with iron torques, her bare flesh painted with fresh tattoos to ward 
off enemy blades, and her golden hair was pulled into a tall mohawk with handfuls of smeared blood.

Her king raised his mighty axe, chained once more to his wrist, and let loose 
a wordless shout of rage and fury. Along the line of Thuringian warriors, the 
king’s war shout was answered, and Ulfdar felt the wild beat of her heart
hammering like a frenzied drummer against her ribs.

The king screamed again, his eyes wide and his mouth pulled back in a rictus 
grin. His body shuddered like a tethered colt, and he leapt forward, unable to 
contain his berserk fury any longer. King Otwin charged towards the orcs, a lone 
warrior against a horde, and his lust for battle swept through his warriors in 
an instant.

With a cry of rage equal to that of the enemy, the Thuringian berserkers 
charged towards the greenskin lines. Ulfdar easily caught up to her king, her 
twin swords spinning in her grip as she ran and gnashed her teeth, chewing the 
inside of her cheeks bloody. The sharp, metallic flavour mingled with the 
intoxicating anger that consumed her, and she screamed as she saw the face of 
the first orcs she would kill.

King Otwin’s axe hammered through an orcs, cleaving it in two, and the king
leapt amongst the foes behind it. Ulfdar’s sword plunged into a body, and tore
upwards as she leapt, feet first, at another. She felt bone break and landed 
lightly, spinning on her heel and slashing her sword through another greenskin’s
face.

A spear stabbed for her, but she swayed aside and thrust both her blades 
though her attacker’s throat, ripping the blades free in a spray of blood. Orcs
were all around her, stabbing and chopping, but she wasted no energy in 
defensive strokes, simply attacking with all her strength. Her swords were twin 
blurs of iron, slashing throats and opening bellies as she spun amongst her 
foes.

A club struck her a glancing blow to her shoulder, spinning her around. She 
hacked the wielder’s arm off at the elbow, revelling in the pain, noise and
confusion of battle. Hundreds of her fellow warriors tore through the enemy 
lines, a mass of screaming, berserk warriors intent on killing.

A warrior with his pelvis crushed stabbed orcs from the ground until a 
massive green fist flattened his skull. A berserker used his own entrails to 
strangle his killer, while yet another had cast aside his weapons in his fury 
and tore at the orcs with his bare hands. Ulfdar shrieked at the sensations 
flooding her body.

The blood, the violence and the noise were incredible. She bled from a 
handful of wounds she could not remember receiving, but even the pain was 
intoxicating. A sword slammed into her, cutting into the metal of her torques 
and breaking her arm, but sliding clear before severing the limb.

Ulfdar yelled in pain and swung her good arm to behead the orcs. More and 
more of the greenskins were attacking, yet still her king was pushing deeper and 
deeper into their ranks, his huge axe sweeping out in great arcs to cut down 
anything in his way.

Everywhere was blood and death, her fellow warriors cutting a bloody swathe 
through the heart of the greenskin ranks. The pain in her arm was intense, but 
Ulfdar used it to fuel her anger, and she leapt into the fray once more, her 
sword cutting and stabbing.

More blades stabbed for her, and she felt a spear plunge into her back. She 
twisted and the point was wrenched clear. Her sword smashed the speartip from 
the shaft, and the return stroke slammed down on the orc’s helmet. The metal
crumpled, and her sword was torn from her grip as the dead beast fell backwards.

She heard a rumbling thunder around her, but her world had shrunk to the foe 
in front of her and its death.

She swept up a fallen axe and threw herself forward, the blade biting flesh 
and armour alike as she laughed and screamed with hysterical fury.

 

Her copper hair streaming behind her like a war banner, Queen Freya pulled
back her bowstring and let fly with deadly accurate arrows. She gave a whooping 
yell with every orcs she felled, though there were so many it was impossible to 
miss. One might as well applaud an archer for hitting the sea.

The queen’s chariot was high-sided and armoured with layered strips of baked
leather, its wheels rimmed with iron and fitted with deadly blades. Maedbh held 
the reins loosely in one hand, holding a throwing spear aloft in the other.

Two hundred chariots thundered towards the orcs in a staggered line, a swarm 
of arrows slashing from each one as Asoborn warriors loosed their shafts into 
the enemy. The sandy plain of Black Fire Pass was ideal ground for chariots, and 
Freya felt a delicious shiver of pleasure as Maedbh drove them ever closer to 
the enemy.

Otwin’s berserkers had broken ranks, and charged forwards as soon as the orcs
line had twitched, but that was no surprise. Sigmar himself had bid her protect 
the Thuringian king, fully expecting him to charge wildly at the enemy. The 
berserkers fought magnificently, their fighting wedge plunging into the enemy 
army and driving deep into its heart.

The greater numbers of orcs was now telling, however, and, like the jaws of a 
trap, the greenskins were surrounding and butchering the Thuringians. Freya 
could see King Otwin atop a mound of dead monsters, his huge, chained axe 
cutting down foes by the dozen. Hundreds of berserkers pushed ever deeper into 
the orcs, but their pace was slowing, and more and more were being dragged to 
their deaths.

Across the battlefield, Freya could see a furious exchange of missile fire 
between the armies. Black-shafted arrows flew from darting goblins, but most of 
these thudded into wooden shields or bounced from shirts of iron mail. In 
contrast, the arrows of the Unberogens and Cherusens were wreaking fearful havoc 
amongst the orcs, thousands of iron-tipped shafts slashing downwards and 
punching through orcs skulls.

Galloping horsemen rode in wild circuits before the charging greenskins, 
riding in close to loose frantic volleys before galloping clear. Some were swift 
enough, others were not and were brought down to be torn limb from limb by 
vengeful greenskins.

“Be ready, my queen!” shouted Maedbh, dragging Freya’s attention back to her
portion of the battlefield. The orcs were close, and she loosed a last arrow 
before dropping her bow and drawing her broadsword. A spear was a better weapon 
for use in a chariot, but Freya’s blade had belonged to an ancient hero of her
blood, and she could no more wield a different weapon than she could stop loving 
her sons.

Freya lifted her sword and swung it around her head. The foetid odour of the 
orcs was strong, and the billowing clouds of dust caught in her throat.

She saw the gleam of hatred in their red eyes and felt the hot reek of their 
foul breath.

“Now, my brave warriors!” she yelled.

Freya braced herself against the side of the chariot and looped a leather 
thong around her wrist, as Maedbh wrenched the reins, and the horses veered to 
the side.

Almost as one, the Asoborn chariots turned to run parallel to the orcs lines, 
the scythe blades on their wheels tearing the front ranks of their enemies from 
their feet in a storm of blood and severed limbs. Freya hacked through skulls as 
Maedbh skilfully guided the chariot along the front of the greenskin horde.

Bellows of pain followed the Asoborn queen as her host of chariots cut the 
front ranks of the enemy down. Spears stabbed the survivors, and hissing arrows 
slashed into the orcs further back. Without a word from her queen, Maedbh turned 
her chariot away, and those following behind followed her example.

Roaring orcs leapt forward, and a handful of chariots were brought down, 
splintered to matchwood by enormous axes.

Freya laughed with the joy of battle and waved her bloodied sword in the air 
once again.

The chariots of the Asoborns wheeled and turned back towards the orcs.

 

Sigmar swung Ghal-maraz in a looping arc, and smashed the head into a
bellowing orcs that had its hand wrapped around his horse’s neck. The greenskin
collapsed, its skull a splintered ruin, and Sigmar kicked the dying beast from 
him as he guided his horse forward once more. Beside him, Pendrag held his 
banner high in his silver hand, the sight inspiring all those around him to 
greater effort.

Attack was the best form of defence, and Sigmar watched with pride as King 
Otwin led his berserk warriors in a screaming charge. The furious melee had 
halted the orcs in their tracks, and though Otwin was surrounded, Freya’s
chariots were cutting a bloody path towards him.

As the arms of the trap had closed around Otwin, Sigmar had raised his hammer 
high and led his Unberogen riders forwards in a charge to glory. Armoured riders 
slammed into the orcs and trampled them beneath iron-shod hooves as swords 
cleaved through crude helmets and spears stabbed unprotected backs.

Arrows arced overhead in a constant rain, and the swelling roar of battle was 
building into a rolling wave like the boom of surf on cliffs. Sigmar blocked a 
sword blow with his shield, smashing his hammer down and feeling its joy singing 
in his veins. Blood sprayed him, and his horse reared, the stink of blood a foul 
stench in its nostrils.

Sigmar gripped his horse’s flanks with his thighs as it lashed out with its
hind legs and crushed a handful of goblins that sought to hamstring it. The 
warhorses of the Unberogen were trained to fight and defend themselves as well 
as any warrior, and this horse, the roan gelding King Siggurd had gifted him, 
was just as ferocious as any bred by Wolfgart.

Sigmar’s sword-brother rode alongside him, his mighty sword swooping around
his body in deadly arcs that smashed through iron plates and shattered shields. 
Arterial blood sprayed around him, and, though he carried no shield, Wolfgart 
appeared unwounded.

“Unberogen!” shouted Sigmar. “To me! Onwards!”

A roar of approval followed Sigmar as he rode deeper into the orcs, 
bludgeoning a path with Ghal-maraz and killing any foe that dared come near him. 
A dozen fell before his fury, and then a dozen more. His every strike was death, 
and the orcs before him saw their doom in his eyes as he rode through them like 
a vengeful god.

Ahead, Sigmar could see King Otwin fighting for his life in the centre of a 
mass of howling foes. Perhaps a score of berserkers fought alongside him, and 
Sigmar saw that one was Ulfdar, her left arm hanging useless at her side. The 
orcs pressed in, scenting victory, but the crash of horses and the whooping 
yells of Asoborn women were drawing ever closer.

If Otwin knew his warriors were surrounded, he gave no sign, and simply kept 
on hacking his way through as many orcs as he could reach. His body was a mass 
of deep wounds, a long gash on his thigh pouring blood down his leg, and a 
broken sword blade jutting from his shoulder.

Most of the berserkers were similarly wounded, but fought on regardless. 
Sigmar saw Freya’s flame-coloured hair, and felt a flush of excitement at the
sight of her standing proud and fierce atop her chariot, lopping heads like ears 
of corn with her long, golden-hilted broadsword.

The greenskins were being crushed between the Unberogen horsemen and Asoborn 
chariots, yet there was no give in them. Dying orcs were trampled beneath 
thundering hooves or crushed beneath iron-rimmed wheels. Ghal-maraz reaped a 
fearsome tally of dead, the hammer of the dwarfs crushing skulls, shattering 
shoulders and smashing chests with every stroke.

Sigmar took the head from a roaring orcs, and slammed his shield into the 
face of another as it leapt for him. Reeling from the force of the impact, he 
did not see a monstrous orcs rise up behind him, towering above him with its 
cleaver raised to split him in two.

A terrifying scream sounded behind Sigmar, and he twisted in the saddle to 
see a hulking orcs in battered plates of iron armour struggling with one of 
Otwin’s berserkers. As the orcs twisted around, Sigmar saw Ulfdar clinging to
the orcs’ back, an arm that was clearly broken wrapped around its massive neck
as she plunged her blade into its throat like a dagger.

The monster fought to throw her off, blood squirting from its neck in a 
geyser of sticky fluid. Ulfdar screamed as she was thrown around, and Sigmar 
could only imagine the agony of her shattered arm.

Sigmar kicked his feet from his stirrups and leapt from his horse, swinging 
his hammer for the orcs’ face. Bone shattered beneath the blow, and Ghal-maraz
smashed clear of its head. Sigmar landed beside the corpse as it fell, and 
Ulfdar was thrown clear.

Amid the chaos of fighting orcs and men and thrashing horses, Sigmar ran over 
to the berserker woman. She struggled to rise, but her arm was twisted in ways 
an arm was not meant to bend, and her body was covered in blood, though Sigmar 
could not tell how much of it was her own.

“Here!” he cried over the din as he hooked an arm under her shoulder. “Come
on.”

She looked up at him with a snarl of rage, not seeing him for who he was, and 
stabbed with her sword. There was no strength to the blow, and Sigmar blocked it 
easily, hauling Ulfdar to her feet.

“Stay your hand!” he yelled. “It is Sigmar!”

His words cut through the red mist of her rage, and she slumped against him.

Sigmar backed away from the fighting, the triumphant yells of Unberogen and 
Asoborn warriors telling him that the first orcs attack had been broken. He 
looped Ulfdar’s unbroken arm around his shoulders, and hooked his own arm around
her waist as he half carried, half dragged her to safety.

“Climb up here, Sigmar!” said a voice, and Sigmar looked over as Freya and
Maedbh’s chariot skidded to a halt beside him in a cloud of dust.

“My horse is somewhere here!” shouted Sigmar.

“It ran off,” replied Freya, “back to our lines.”

Sigmar swore, and dragged the wounded warrior woman onto the chariot. Freya 
helped lift her, and Sigmar climbed up to join them. The chariot was cramped 
with the four of them in it and Sigmar found himself pressed up against the 
warm, naked flesh of the Asoborn queen.

“Just like old times,” smiled Freya.

 

The day had opened well for his army, but Sigmar had fought enough battles to
know that such things were rarely decided in the first clashes. The initial orcs 
advance had been defeated, split apart by the wild charge of the berserker king, 
and then crushed between the hammer and anvil of the Unberogen and Asoborns.

Sigmar let his warriors cheer as they saw him returned to his army in the 
Asoborn chariot, but quickly hopped down when Ulfdar had been carried to the 
healers at the rear of the army. His horse had been caught by Wolfgart, and he 
vaulted back into the saddle.

“We’ve bloodied their nose,” said Sigmar, watching as the scattered survivors
of the orcs vanguard limped back to their lines, “but this is just the
beginning.”

“Aye,” agreed Wolfgart, his armour dented and torn, but all the blood
dripping from him was that of slain orcs. “This is work for the infantry now.”

The main body of the orcs army was advancing, a solid wall of green flesh, 
brazen armour and hatred. Tall monsters with grey flesh and wiry hair advanced 
with the army, and rumbling chariots, heavy things with baying crew, were thrown 
out in a ragged screen before them.

“The next portion of the battle will not be so easily won.”

“Easy?” asked Pendrag as he rode over with Sigmar’s banner clutched tightly.
“You thought that was easy?” Like Wolfgart, Pendrag appeared to be unharmed,
though his horse bore several slashes to its hindquarters.

“That charge was just to test our strength,” said Sigmar. “Our enemies will
know now that they will need to bring their entire force to bear to crush us and 
take the pass. Still, it has given us a victory, and that will lift the men’s
spirits.”

“It will need to lift them high indeed,” agreed Wolfgart. “For if this is how
the battle is to go, we’ll be lucky to see out the day.”

Asoborn chariots wheeled in circles before the army, the warriors of Queen 
Freya standing tall, their spears jabbing the air as Taleuten horsemen rode 
towards the flanks of the enemy army in search of a gap to exploit. Sigmar knew 
that such were the enemy numbers that they would not find one.

“Come on,” said Sigmar, turning his horse. “This is a fight to be made on
foot.”

 

This time the orcs army advanced en masse, an army as wide as the pass
itself, and the hearts of men quailed before such an awesome spectacle. No 
warrior gathered beneath Sigmar’s banner had witnessed such a sight, and to see
so many orcs gathered in one place was to believe that the entire greenskin race 
had come to destroy the lands of men.

Goblins mounted on slavering wolves sped forward and the Taleuten horsemen 
were caught unawares by their incredible speed. A volley of arrows felled 
several of the wolves, punching through their fur and pitching them to the 
ground, but many more survived. Fangs and talons flashed, and blood sprayed as 
men were clawed to death and horses’ necks were bitten open.

Some warriors tried to flee, but great spiders leapt from the high cliffs, 
pouncing onto the horses’ rumps and tearing the riders from their saddles to
feast on their flesh.

The valley echoed to the tramp of marching feet and the rumble of chariot 
wheels. Orcs’ chariots were nothing like as elegant or as masterfully created as
those of the Asoborn. Heavier and festooned with blades, no horse pulled these 
ungainly contraptions, but filthy, matted boars with sharpened tusks like sword 
blades. Each was as large as Blacktusk, though none had the nobility of spirit 
possessed by that mighty beast.

Hundreds of arrows arced towards the orcs line, most thudding into the thick 
wood of the chariots’ armour, or embedding themselves in heavy iron shields.
Several chariots were smashed on the rocks as some arrows plunged home in the 
flesh of the boars and drove them mad with pain.

Most of the chariots survived the hail of arrows, however, and the orcs crews 
drove their beasts to even greater speed with cracks of their whips. Where the 
Asoborns had mastered the use of the chariot throughout a battle, the orcs cared 
little for subtlety, and simply drove hard and fast for the enemy line.

The chariots smashed into King Siggurd’s warriors, ploughing through rank
after rank of them. Blood sprayed as scythe blades severed limbs and the heavy 
chariots crushed men beneath them. Boars squealed and snapped, razor-sharp tusks 
goring men to death even as they bit and stamped through their enemies.

Shuddering like a wounded beast, the line of warriors folded in around the 
orcs’ chariots, stabbing and cutting at the encircled orcs. Even as the chariots
were surrounded and destroyed, the main strength of the orcs was advancing at a 
rapid pace. Before the Brigundian warriors could redress their lines, however, 
the latest orcs’ weapon was brought to bear.

Enormous boulders sailed overhead and crashed into the earth with 
teeth-loosening force, crushing a dozen warriors beneath them and exploding into 
whistling fragments that killed a man as surely as any arrow. Huge holes were 
torn through King Siggurd’s men as orcs catapults hurled more and more boulders
through the air.

Terrified of these enormous missiles, some men turned and ran, and only the 
shouted cries of their king steeled their hearts once more.

The damage was done, however, and ragged holes opened up in the centre of 
Sigmar’s army.

King Kurgan Ironbeard was first to see the danger, and pushed his warriors 
forward beyond the battle line to cover the gap. On the other side of the 
Brigundian warriors, Sigmar shouted a command to King Wolfila, who marched his 
clansmen forward and planted his sword in the earth before him.

The king of the Udose spat on his hands and took his banner from the warrior 
next to him. He rammed it into the earth beside his sword, and the meaning of 
the gesture was clear.

This was where he would fight, and this was where he would stay.

No sooner had the king retrieved his sword than his warriors were embroiled 
in battle.

A swelling roar of hatred burst from the orcs as they charged the last gap 
between them and the combined line of dwarfs and Udose clansmen. The dwarfs were 
a dam of iron and courage, and the orcs broke against it like a green wave, 
hurled back again and again by the stoic resolve of the mountain folk.

No brute ferocity could compete with the bloody-minded determination of the 
dwarfs, their axes cutting through every green-skinned foe that came before 
them. Like one of the machines of the dwarf craftsmen, the warriors of King 
Kurgan slaughtered the foe mechanically, never tiring and never flagging in 
their killing.

In contrast, King Wolfila’s clan warriors battled with heart and fire, their
war songs lusty and full of lurid tales of past heroes. The Udose king fought 
without care for his own defence, two kilted giants in black breastplates 
protecting him from his own reckless ferocity.

The two armies met in a heave of strength and iron, both charging in the last 
few moments before contact. The early stages of the battle had been move and 
counter-move, but this was raw courage against hate and aggression. Swords 
stabbed and axes fell. Shields splintered and spears were thrust into gaps.

Both armies shuddered as their front ranks were killed almost to a man, the 
sheer ferocity of their meeting a killing ground where only the strongest or 
luckiest could possibly survive.

Howls of pain and hate. The screaming clash of handcrafted iron and crude pig 
iron. The grunts of men pushing shields and the bellows of unthinking brutality 
were all mingled into one almighty roar of battle, the like of which this world 
had never yet seen, nor would again for a thousand years.

As the centre of the army struggled, the flanks met, and the sound of tearing 
fangs added to the din of battle. Blood-maddened wolves charged into King 
Markus’ warriors, tearing, snapping and biting with animal ferocity. The king’s
hunting hounds leapt to defend their master and dour Menogoth spearmen lowered 
their polearms and marched forward in solid lines. The handful of surviving 
wolves were impaled on iron speartips, and the Menogoths offered no quarter to 
their riders.

There were no cheers from the Menogoths, for they had suffered too much in 
the previous year to take any joy in slaughtering their foes, only grim revenge. 
Their vengeance was to be short-lived, however, for a hail of monstrous iron 
javelins, hurled from enormous war machines, slashed through the air to punch 
through their ranks. Each bolt killed a dozen men, skewered by the powerful 
barbs, and scores were hurled towards the Menogoths in every volley.

The carnage was terrible, and the Menogoth warriors fell back before this 
dreadful hail of spears, leaving the flanks of the Merogens unprotected. Orcs 
warriors streamed forward, pouring into the gap the flight of the Menogoths had 
opened, and, though Sigmar had ensured that each sword band had a smaller group 
of warriors to protect its vulnerable flanks, these detachments were soon 
butchered and overrun.

Scenting victory, the orcs advance was angled towards the open flank, and the 
shape of the battle began to change. Where before, two armies had faced each 
other in an unbroken line, the battle now swung like a gate, with the solid left 
flank as the hinge.

The Merogens were crumbling beneath attacks from the front and side, and it 
was only a matter of time before they broke.


 
 

—<TWENTY-TWO>—

The Death of Heroes

 

 

Sigmar saw the right flank collapsing, and raked his spurs back. Orcs were
pouring into the gap created by the flight of the Menogoths, and fearful 
slaughter was being wreaked upon the Merogens. The great strength of this 
battleground was that the orcs could not bring the full force of their numbers 
to bear upon his army, but that advantage would be for nought if the greenskins 
were able to get behind them.

Thanks to the courage of the dwarfs and Udose warriors, the centre was 
holding, and the left flank of the army, held by King Adelhard’s warriors was
untouched. The Ostagoth warriors were yet to fight, and Sigmar could see their 
eagerness to spill orcs’ blood.

“We have to get over there,” said Sigmar. “If Henroth’s warriors break, we
are lost.”

“Aye,” agreed Pendrag. “The Merogens have courage, but they won’t last long
attacked on two fronts.”

“Pendrag, you and I will plug the gap,” ordered Sigmar. “Wolfgart, take five
hundred men and reinforce the centre. Wolfila’s men cannot keep fighting as they
are for long, and they will need the strength of our warriors to hold.”

Wolfgart nodded and ran over to gather his warriors as Sigmar and Pendrag 
dismounted and ran to join the nearest sword band. Sigmar quickly outlined his 
orders. The clarion’s war horn gave three short blasts followed by one long
blast, and the Unberogen formed up around Sigmar’s banner, six hundred warriors
in mail shirts, carrying wickedly sharp swords. Each warrior carried a 
kite-shaped shield and wore a helm of iron or bronze.

With all the discipline worked into them over the long years of campaigning, 
the Unberogen marched towards the collapsing flank with Sigmar’s banner rippling
in the wind and their king at their head.

Sigmar could feel the pride these men had in him, and he returned that pride. 
They could not know the honour it was to lead them, and his heart swelled to see 
them marching towards battle with fire in their hearts.

“King Henroth’s warriors have the hearts of heroes, but they need our help!”
cried Sigmar as the clarion blew the note for war pace. His warriors shouted, 
and broke into a steady jog.

Sigmar could see that the orcs were rolling up the flanks of the Merogen 
forces, butchering warriors who could not fight as they had trained. Menogoth 
warriors were reforming further along the pass, under the wrathful cries of King 
Markus, but they would not return to battle in time to save the Merogens.

Some of the orcs were turning to face the Unberogen, but most were too busy 
killing Merogens to bother with what was happening around them. The carnage was 
terrible, and Sigmar could only marvel at the courage of the Merogens to have 
kept fighting in the face of such horrendous butchery.

The clarion gave a last strident blast of his horn, and Sigmar raised 
Ghal-maraz for all his warriors to see as they broke into the charge. The orcs 
before Sigmar fell back, ancient fear of his weapon causing their hearts to 
quail before it.

With a cry of fury and pride, the Unberogen warriors smashed into the orcs, 
and great was the slaughter. Sigmar cleaved left and right, and no armour was 
proof against his blows. Plates of iron were sundered before his might, and 
blood spattered his armour and flesh as he killed orcs by the score. His 
warriors slammed into the orcs, shields battering their opponents to the ground 
with the momentum of their charge, and swords stabbing for throats and groins.

The orcs turned to face their new enemy, and great axes smashed Unberogen 
shields and bore their bearers to the ground. The charge slowed, and, for one 
terrible moment, Sigmar feared that the orcs would not break.

Roaring with anger, Sigmar hurled himself forward into the mass of orcs, 
punching deep into the packed mass of enemy warriors. His warhammer was a blur 
of striking iron, the rune-forged head breaking open skulls and chests in equal 
number. Swords and spears stabbed at him, and his shoulder guard was torn away 
by a stray axe blow.

Orcs fell back around him, and Unberogen fighters poured into the space he 
had created. Sigmar fought onwards, driving the wedge deeper into the orcs, 
heedless of the fact that he was pushing ahead of his warriors.

A spear stabbed into his unprotected shoulder, and Sigmar grunted in pain as 
the orcs pressed in around him. His pace faltered, and a looping club slammed 
into his helmet, driving him to his knees as starbursts exploded behind his 
eyes.

Blood streamed down the side of his head, and dizziness swamped him.

The metal of his helmet was buckled across his eyes, and he dragged it clear, 
hurling it into the face of a charging orcs. The beast smacked it aside with its 
fist, but then Pendrag was beside him, his sword plunging into the orcs’
throat. The crimson of Sigmar’s banner caught the light, and Pendrag held it
high in his silver grip as he stood over his king.

“Sigmar!” cried Pendrag, leading the Unberogen onwards. “For Sigmar and the
empire!”

Bloody warriors pushed past Sigmar, cleaving into the orcs, the pace of their 
charge unrelenting. Brutal momentum carried them onwards, and within moments the 
greenskin attack on the Merogens was all but destroyed.

Sigmar pushed to his feet and wiped blood from his eyes.

The Unberogen were pushing ever forward, chasing down the fleeing orcs with 
great fury, but even as Sigmar exulted in the victory, he saw the danger.

Thousands more orcs were charging towards the right flank of his army, and 
his warriors would soon find themselves isolated and alone, crushed as they had 
crushed the orcs.

“War!” he cried. “Hold! Hold!”

The noise of the battle was overwhelming, and his cries fell on deaf ears. 
Sigmar looked for the clarion, desperate to call his warriors back from their 
peril, but he saw the crushed and broken form of the horn blower lying in the 
dirt. The man’s war horn was shattered, and nothing Sigmar could do would quell
his warriors’ battle fury.

 

King Marbad of the Endals rode as though the daemons of the
mist were at his heels, his black horse lathered with sweat as he whipped it to 
greater speed. His son, Aldred, rode at his side, and eight hundred Raven Helms 
galloped across the plain behind their king.

Many years had passed since he had ridden to battle, and it felt magnificent 
to have so great a steed beneath him and the curved blade of Ulfshard in his 
hand.

Only fighting beside his old friend, King Bjorn, could have made this moment 
more perfect, but then without Sigmar, this battle would not have been fought at 
all.

The ebb and flow of the battle had changed dramatically in the last few 
moments, and, with the arrival of Wolfgart’s warriors, the centre was still
holding. The Ostagoths and surviving Thuringians were hooking around the centre 
to relieve the pressure there, but orcs boar riders were even now moving to 
counter them. Every manoeuvre made by Sigmar’s army could be met with vast
hordes of orcs and bludgeoned into submission.

Courage and iron could only hold the line for so long.

Eventually, the brutal arithmetic of war would see the army of men destroyed.

Clouds of dust were thrown up around them, and Marbad desperately sought out 
the banner of the Unberogen king amid the swirling melee before the cliff face.

He and his Raven Helms had been searching for a gap in the enemy lines to 
exploit when Marbad had seen the crimson banner raised high by Sigmar’s silver
handed standard bearer.

No sooner had Marbad seen the banner than he had ordered his warriors to 
follow him. Aldred had protested, but the word of his father was law, and Marbad 
had ridden with his finest warriors towards the embattled right flank.

When you see the silver hand lift the crimson banner high.

He had been dreaming, or so he had thought, when he had seen the vision of 
the crone in black beside his bed in the Raven Hall twenty years ago. How she 
had come to be in his chambers was a mystery to him, yet here she was, perched 
on the end of his bed.

“Who are you?” he asked. “And how did you get here?”

“How I got here is unimportant, Marbad,” said the white-haired crone, “but I
am sometimes known as the hag woman of the Brackenwalsch. An ugly name, but one 
I am forced to bear for this age of men.”

“I have heard of you,” said Marbad. “Your name is a curse to the Unberogen.
They say you practise the dark arts.”

“The dark arts?” laughed the hag woman. “No, Marbad, if I practised the dark
arts then Sigmar would already be dead.”

“Sigmar? What has Bjorn’s son to do with anything?”

“To some, maybe I am a curse,” continued the hag woman as though he had not
spoken, “but when men are desperate, you would be surprised how swiftly they
seek my aid.”

“I require nothing of you,” answered Marbad.

“No,” agreed the hag woman, “but I require something of you.”

“What could one such as you want of me?”

“A sacred vow, Marbad,” said the hag woman, “that when you see the silver
hand lift the crimson banner high, you will ride with all your strength to 
Sigmar’s side and grant him your most precious possession.”

“I do not understand.”

“I do not require your understanding, Marbad, just your sacred vow.”

“And if I do not give it?”

“Then the race of men will die, and the world will end in blood.”

Marbad paused to see if the woman was joking, but when she remained silent he 
knew she was not. “And if I give you this vow?”

“Then the world will endure a little longer, and you will have changed the
course of history. What man could ask for more?”

Marbad smiled, recognising the flattery for what it was, but sensing no lie 
in the hag woman’s words. “For this, I will earn glory?”

“You will earn glory,” agreed the hag woman.

“I have the feeling you are not telling me something,” said Marbad.

“True, but you will not want to hear it.”

“I will be the judge of that, woman! Tell me.”

“Very well,” said the crone. “Yes, if you honour your vow you will earn
glory, but you will be choosing a path that leads to your death.”

Marbad swallowed, making the sign of the horns. “They are right to call you a
curse.”

“I am all things to all men.”

Marbad chuckled. “Glory and a chance to save the world,” he said. “Death
seems like such a small price for that.”

“Do I have your oath?” pressed the hag woman.

“Yes, damn you. I give you my oath. When I see the silver hand lift the
crimson banner high, whatever that means, I will ride with all my strength to 
Sigmar’s side.”

The following morning he had awoken refreshed and with only a fleeting 
recollection of the encounter with the hag woman, but as he had seen Pendrag 
raise Sigmar’s banner, the memory of two decades ago had returned with
incredible clarity.

Marbad sat tall in the saddle as he rode with all his strength to Sigmar’s
side.

Glory and a chance to save the world… not bad for an old man, eh?

 

The fighting swirled around Sigmar like a living thing, pulsing and flowing
to unseen rhythms that were invisible to a normal man, but which were as plain 
as day to him. The charge of his Unberogen warriors had been magnificent and 
glorious, headstrong and courageous, but ultimately foolhardy.

Blades rose and fell, but the sword arms of the Unberogen were tired, their 
weapons seeming to have gained ten pounds in weight. The charge to rescue the 
Merogens would be a tale to tell in years to come, but first they had to survive 
the fight.

The Unberogen had hacked down many of the fleeing orcs, and then run into a 
solid wall of iron and green flesh. Orcs as hard as the mountains, and with as 
little give in them, cut men down with ruthless ferocity, and Sigmar saw that 
these darker-skinned orcs were larger and more heavily muscled than any they had 
fought thus far.

Where once his warriors had marched to the rescue of their fellows, they now 
fought for their lives. Pendrag still held the banner high, but he bled from a 
wound to the head, and the great standard wavered in his grip.

Sigmar hammered a shield from a snarling orcs’ grip, and slammed a fist into
its porcine face. He grunted at the impact, for it was like punching stone. The 
orcs roared and lashed out with its axe, and Sigmar ducked, slamming his hammer 
into the beast’s groin. It dropped, and Sigmar drove his shield into its face,
snapping its tusks and sending it reeling backwards.

Bellowing orcs surrounded him, and a heavy club smashed into his shoulder, 
tearing his last remaining shoulder guard away and driving him to his knees. 
Ghal-maraz swept out in a low arc and smashed the legs from his attacker, who 
fell in a crumpled heap beside him.

Sigmar rose and stamped his heel down on the orcs’ throat as he blocked the
sweeping axe blow with his shield. A sword sailed past his head, and he swayed 
aside as a spear stabbed for his chest. He smote the spear-carrier, and rammed 
his shield forward into the face of another orcs as an axe caromed from his 
breastplate.

“Pendrag!” cried Sigmar as he saw a great shadow loom over his sword-brother.

The troll creature was a terrifying monster of gigantic proportions, its 
limbs grossly swollen and lumpen with twisted muscle. Its head was enormous, 
repellent and humanoid, but its eyes held no gleam of intelligence. Hideous 
growths and fur like wire sprouted from its grey, stony flesh, and it carried 
the trunk of a tree with a dozen sword blades jutting from the end.

The monster drooled smoking saliva, and its limbs moved with a ponderous 
strength. Pendrag looked up through a mask of blood in time to see the massive 
spiked club descending towards him, and raised his arms in a futile gesture of 
defiance.

Sigmar slammed into Pendrag, pushing him from the path of the troll’s club.
The monstrous weapon split the ground, and Sigmar rolled to his feet with 
Ghal-maraz raised and his shield held before him. Pendrag lay where he fell, the 
crimson banner fallen beside him.

The troll towered above Sigmar, a thick lipped smile of hungry malice 
spreading across its slack features. A series of booming grunts came from its 
mouth, and Sigmar realised that it was laughing.

Anger filled him, and he ducked beneath its swinging club, smashing his 
hammer against the monster’s thigh. The beast’s hide cracked beneath the blow,
and the ringing impact travelled up Sigmar’s arm as though he had struck the
side of a mountain. Its club swung for him again, and he took the blow on his 
shield. The metal cracked, and his arm felt as though a horse had trampled.

The troll reached for him, but he dodged its clumsy, grasping hands. Sigmar 
heard shouts from his men as they saw their king’s danger and rushed to his aid.
The orcs fell back from the renewed attack, but they would not be held for long.

Sigmar spun inside the troll’s reach, swinging his hammer for the monster’s
face, but the beast reared up, and Ghal-maraz slammed into its chest with a 
heavy crack. The troll’s armoured hide split wide open, and vile, stinking blood
sprayed from the wound. Sigmar gagged and fell back, his gorge rising at such an 
unholy reek.

He blinked to clear his vision, and stared in shock as the terrible wound in 
the troll’s chest began to close over, its thick skin slithering and growing
with unnatural speed to repair the damage. Sigmar’s surprise almost cost him his
life as the troll drew in a great breath and leaned forwards with its mouth 
opened wide.

Instinct made Sigmar raise his shield, and he cried out as a torrent of 
disgusting fluid vomited from the troll. The stench was unbearable and the acrid 
stink of its digestive fluids stung his eyes.

Sigmar tumbled away from the troll, repulsed beyond words as he felt a 
sizzling heat across his arm and chest. His shield was melting, the metal 
hissing and flowing as it dripped in golden droplets to the earth. Astonishment 
made him slow, until a tiny rivulet of the troll’s eructation dripped onto his
arm.

The pain was incredible, and he cast the shield from him, seeing that he had 
been the luckiest of those standing before the troll. A trio of Unberogen 
warriors screamed in unimaginable pain as the acidic bile burned through their 
armour and liquefied the flesh beneath. Sigmar felt a heat on his chest, and 
looked down to see a bubbling stain of hissing bile eating through the metal of 
his breastplate.

Sigmar dropped to his knees, fumbling with the straps securing the 
breastplate to his chest, but they were out of reach. He cried out as the heat 
of the acid seared his skin.

“Hold still,” said Pendrag, appearing at his shoulder with a knife in his
hands.

“Hurry!” cried Sigmar.

Pendrag sawed through the straps securing the armour, and Sigmar cast the 
breastplate from his body with a desperate heave. In pain, but grateful to be 
alive, Sigmar nodded his thanks to his sword-brother and rose to his feet in the 
thick of the fighting.

Pendrag once again held his banner, and Sigmar saw that his warriors had 
formed a shieldwall around him, protecting him while he faced the troll. Perhaps 
a hundred men still fought, and Sigmar could see no end to the orcs encircling 
them. An ocean of green flesh surrounded this island of Unberogen.

His warriors were attempting a fighting withdrawal, but the orcs had cut off 
every avenue of escape, and they were trapped. Sigmar could see little of the 
battle beyond this fight, but he hoped that Alfgeir or some other king could see 
their desperate predicament.

Sigmar heard a disgusting cracking, slurping sound, and saw the troll 
devouring one of the warriors who had fallen beneath its dreadful vomit. The 
man’s leg still protruded from its jaws, but with a heave of its gullet, the leg
was swallowed. The troll looked up, and, seeing Sigmar, bludgeoned its way 
through the shield-wall towards him.

Warriors were smashed aside by its enormous club, sailing over the heads of 
their fellows to land in the midst of the orcs. Sigmar leapt to meet the troll, 
even as he knew he could not defeat it alone. As if in answer to that thought, a 
handful of his warriors, including Pendrag, attacked with him, stabbing long 
spears and swords at the horrific beast.

Blades cut its hide and spears stabbed into its sagging belly, but no sooner 
had the monster bled than its terrible anatomy would heal within moments. Men 
were crushed beneath its heavy club, and Sigmar saw cruel enjoyment in its 
moronic features. Nothing they could do was harming this monster, and the 
shieldwad was shrinking as men fell to the chopping blades of the orcs.

Then Sigmar heard the thunder of hooves, and his heart leapt as he saw the 
blessed sight of the Raven Helms of King Marbad cutting a path through the orcs. 
The black-armoured riders smashed through the greenskins, their heavy steeds 
crushing their foes, and their lances spitting them where they stood.

King Marbad rode at their head, and the old king was magnificent, his silver 
hair streaming behind him as he clove through the ranks of the orcs, Ulfshard’s
blade streaming with blue fire. No power of the orcs could stand before the 
sword of the fey folk, and the stone set in its pommel shone with ancient power.

The Raven Helms were the greatest warriors of the Endals, and the orcs 
scattered before them or else were destroyed by them. Needing no orders, the 
Unberogen began fighting to link with Marbad’s warriors.

A deafening roar of hunger echoed as the troll smashed through Sigmar’s
warriors and came at him again, its stomach heaving with grotesque motion. Its 
monstrous head lowered and its jaws spread wide once more.

“Sigmar!” shouted Marbad, drawing his arm back.

The king of the Endals hurled Ulfshard towards Sigmar, the glittering blade 
of the fey folk spinning with effortless grace towards him.

Sigmar plucked the weapon from the air, blue flames leaping from the blade at 
his touch, and spun on his heel.

The wondrous blade sliced into the troll’s throat, cutting clean through its
neck with a searing blast of power. The monster’s head flew from its shoulders,
and its body crashed to the ground.

Sigmar roared in triumph, and let the fire of Ulfshard join with the winter 
flames that burned in his own heart. With a weapon of power in each hand, Sigmar 
turned from the troll’s corpse and raced to rejoin his warriors as Pendrag led
them through the orcs towards the Raven Helms.

A cry of rage torn from scores of throats made him look up, and he cried out 
as he saw Marbad’s horse brought down, and the old king fall among the orcs.

“Marbad!” shouted Sigmar, cleaving a path towards his friend. The orcs were
no match for him, and his twin weapons cut through his enemies with ease, but 
Sigmar already knew he would be too late. He smashed Ghal-maraz through the 
skull of an orcs too slow to flee before him, and stabbed Ulfshard through the 
back of another as he drove them from the body of the fallen king.

Sigmar reached the king of the Endals and knelt beside him, anguish tearing 
at his heart as he saw the terrible wound in Marbad’s chest. Blood pooled
beneath the king, and Sigmar saw there would be no saving him.

A spear had torn into his lower back, ripping up into his lungs, and a broken 
sword blade jutted from his side. A circle of warriors formed around him, Raven 
Helms and Unberogen born.

“You old fool,” wept Sigmar, “throwing your sword like that.”

“I had to,” coughed Marbad, gripping Sigmar’s hand. “She promised me glory.”

“And you have it, my king,” said Sigmar. “You are a hero.”

Marbad tried to smile, but a spasm of coughing shook him. “There is no pain
now,” he said. “That is good.”

“Yes,” said Sigmar, pressing Ulfshard into the dying king’s hand.

“I always feared this day,” said Marbad, his voice drifting, “but now that it
is here… I do not… regret it.”

With those words, the king of the Endals passed from the realms of man.

Sigmar stood, and his hatred of the greenskins burned hotter than ever as he 
took in the measure of the battle in an instant. The tempo of the fighting had 
changed, and he saw that Menogoth warriors were pushing forward to secure the 
right flank that they had previously fled.

Once more the battle had become a desperate toe-to-toe struggle of heaving 
warriors.

Howling orcs crashed against the warriors of men and dwarfs, the line of 
defenders bending back, but as yet unbroken. The charge of the Raven Helms had 
forged a path back to his army, and Sigmar was not about to waste his brother 
king’s sacrifice.

A young man Sigmar recognised as Marbad’s son pushed through the ring of
warriors, his face a mask of grief.

“Father,” wept Aldred, cradling Marbad’s head in his lap.

“Let me help you with him,” offered Sigmar.

“No,” snapped Aldred as four Raven Helms stepped forward. “We will carry
him.”

Sigmar nodded and stepped back as the Endal warriors lifted Marbad onto their 
shields.

As he watched the Raven Helms bear Marbad away, Sigmar knew that there was 
only one way to end this battle.

 

“Gods, man, what were you thinking?” demanded Alfgeir as Sigmar jogged back
to where the war banner of the Unberogen was planted in the ground. He did not 
answer Alfgeir, but simply swung into the saddle of his gelding. His armour had 
been torn from him, and his body was a mass of blood and scars.

“We cannot win the battle like this,” said Sigmar. “The orcs will grind us
down, and there is nothing we can do to stop them.”

Alfgeir looked set to deliver a withering reply, but saw the cold fire in 
Sigmar’s eyes and thought better of it. “What are your orders, sire?” he asked.

“Send runners to every king,” commanded Sigmar. “Tell them to watch the rock
of the Eagle’s Nest and to follow my example.”

“Why?” asked Alfgeir. “What are you going to do?”

But Sigmar had already ridden away.


 
 

—<TWENTY-THREE>—

Birth of an Empire

 

 

Sigmar pushed his roan gelding hard towards the Eagle’s Nest, riding behind
the front lines of battle. The clash of iron and flesh filled his senses, and it 
was all he could do not to turn his horse towards the battle. He would fight 
soon enough, but he had grander plans than simply joining the fighting ranks.

The jutting rock was aptly named, for it rose in a sweeping curve like an 
eagle’s noble head. It dominated the centre of the pass, its summit some ten
yards above the ground, and Sigmar could see why Master Alaric had suggested he 
direct the battle from here.

Sigmar vaulted from his saddle as he reached the rock, and slapped the 
gelding’s ramp to send it on its way to the reserves gathered behind the front
line. He swiftly climbed the rock, the many handholds making the ascent easier 
than he had thought.

Atop the Eagle’s Nest, the entire battle was laid out before him, and the
sheer scale of it astounded him. In the thick of the fighting, a man could only 
see his immediate surroundings, the warriors next to him and the enemy before 
him, but here, the awesome spectacle of two entire races attempting to destroy 
one another was laid before Sigmar.

He could not even begin to guess how many warriors filled the pass, for 
surely no concept existed for such an amount. From the narrowest point of the 
pass, the orcs hordes stretched back, virtually uninterrupted, to where the 
ground dropped away to the east.

Tens of thousands of warriors opposed them, but they were a thin wall of iron 
and courage between the dark lands of the east and Sigmar’s bountiful homeland
of the west.

High above the orcs host, its master soared on the back of the dark-pinioned 
wyvern, and Sigmar longed to bury his warhammer in its foul skull.

Goblin arrows arced towards him, but Sigmar did not move as they clattered 
against the rock or whistled past him. His practiced eye, which had read a 
hundred battles, now saw the grim reality of this struggle.

It could not be won.

As things stood, his warriors had already achieved the impossible, holding 
back a numberless tide of greenskins with a fraction of the numbers, but that 
could not last forever, the orcs would simply wear them down.

King Kurgan’s warriors fought in the centre of the battle, where the fighting
was thickest, the dwarf king killing orcs with gleeful abandon. Master Alaric 
fought beside the king, his runestaff wreathed with crackling lightning that 
burned the flesh of whatever it touched.

No king could ask for finer allies than these.

The warriors of the tribal kings saw him atop the Eagle’s Nest, and cheered
his name as they fought, pushing the orcs line back with renewed determination. 
Warriors from all the different tribes fought side by side, and as Sigmar saw 
the fresh fire in their hearts, he knew what he had to do.

Sigmar gripped the haft of Ghal-maraz tightly and sprinted towards the edge 
of the rock, leaping from the Eagle’s Nest towards the mass of roaring orcs.

 

Alfgeir saw Sigmar’s insane leap from the Eagle’s Nest, and cried out as his
king flew through the air with his warhammer raised high. The moment stretched, 
and Alfgeir knew he would never forget the sight of Sigmar as he fell towards 
the orcs like a barbarian hero from the ancient sagas.

Every warrior in the army watched as Sigmar landed among the orcs with a roar 
of hate and then vanished from view.

Alfgeir had lost one king in battle and he vowed he was not about to lose 
another.

He circled his horse and shouted, “White Wolves. To me! We ride for the
king!”

 

Sigmar swept his warhammer around his body, the heavy head smashing the
armour of a huge orcs armed with a blood-soaked cleaver. He wielded Ghal-maraz 
in both hands, his strength undiminished despite the bloodshed of the day. Each 
blow was delivered with a bellowing howl of rage, animal to the core, answering 
the orcs’ unending war-cry. Blood sprayed as the king of the Unberogen
slaughtered his foes, driving ever deeper into the greenskins like a man 
possessed. Cold fire burned in his eyes, and, where he fought, the winter wind 
howled around him.

Orcs scrambled to be away from this bloody madman, who fought with a fury 
greater than that of any orcs. Sigmar killed and killed without thought, seeing 
only the enemies of his race and the destruction of all that was good and pure. 
His vengeance against the orcs was unsullied by notions of honour and glory. 
This was simple survival. Ghal-maraz filled him with hate, his fury armoured him 
in thunder, and Ulric poured lightning into his veins.

Sigmar was screaming, but he knew not what he shouted, for his entire being 
was focused on the slaughter. His rage was total, yet this was not the wanton 
fury of the berserker, this was controlled aggression at its most distilled.

A hundred orcs were dead already, and a great circle opened around Sigmar as 
the orcs fought each other to escape his rampage. Ancient energies flared from 
Ghal-maraz as it worked its slaughter, powers that not even the most revered 
runelords could name aiding the king’s bloody work.

Sigmar fought with the might of every one of his illustrious ancestors, his 
enemies unable to even approach him, let along bring him down. Powers from the 
dawn of the world flowed through him, his muscles iron hard and invigorated with 
strength beyond imagining.

With grim, murderous strokes, Sigmar pushed onwards, hearing a swelling roar 
behind him as the tribal kings followed the last order he had given to Alfgeir.

Their hearts filled with fiery pride, the armies of men charged with the last 
of their strength and hope.

Unberogen champions and Udose clansmen threw themselves at the orcs, fighting 
with the same fury and strength as Sigmar. Wolfgart cut through orcs armour with 
mighty swings of his heavy sword, and Pendrag fought like a berserker as he 
hacked a path towards Sigmar.

Ostagoth blademasters cut bloody thin through the orcs, and Chemsen wildmen 
cackled like loons as they tore at their foes with hooked gauntlets. Asoborn 
warrior women danced through the greenskins with long daggers, plucking out eyes 
and slashing hamstrings, while Taleuten riders abandoned their steeds to charge 
in with slashing swords.

Raven Helms skewered orcs upon lowered lances, and the steeds of the White 
Wolves smashed into the orcs as their riders broke open enemy heads with their 
swinging hammers.

Screaming berserkers fought without heed of their own lives, and King Otwin 
roared as he swung his axe in lethal arcs. Myrsa and the warriors clad in 
all-enclosing plate chopped a bloody swathe through the orcs with wide sweeps of 
their terrifying greatswords.

The orcs were in disarray, and the front line was butchered by the sudden 
onslaught.

None dared come near Sigmar as he pushed onwards, further even than his most 
courageous warriors had reached. Orcs flowed around him, and panic seized the 
nearest, a ripple of fear spreading from the front of the army as the fury of 
this newborn god spread.

Sigmar neither knew nor cared how many orcs he had slain, but no matter how 
grand a total, he knew it would never be enough. Even with the courage and fire 
his warriors were displaying in this magnificent charge it could never be 
enough. Sigmar was leaving his warriors far behind, their war cries swallowed by 
the baying of the orcs.

The press of bodies from the rear of the orcs army prevented many from 
escaping his wrath, and he slew them without mercy, corpses building around him 
in a vast mound of the dead.

Ghal-maraz shone like a beacon of faith in the centre of the battlefield, and 
the orcs quailed before it. The warriors of the twelve tribes fought like 
heroes, and as yet more orcs fled before its might, Sigmar felt the first 
stirrings of hope in his breast.

Then a dark shadow fell upon the battlefield like a slick of oil across 
water.

Sigmar looked up and saw great emerald wings and a roaring maw as the wyvern 
struck like a thunderbolt from the sky.

 

The wyvern’s jaws snapped at Sigmar, and he dived to the side, tumbling down
the slope of orcs dead and falling to the ground amid a rain of split heads and 
broken corpses. He rolled to his feet as the wyvern landed atop the bodies of 
the greenskins that Sigmar had slain. Its homed head was massive, thrice as big 
as the largest bullock, and its jaws were filled with teeth like Cherusen 
daggers.

Its monstrous body was scaled and leathery, rippling with muscle and bony 
scales that ran the length of its back to a slashing tail that dripped hissing 
black venom. Two enormous wings stretched out behind it as its thick, serpentine 
neck pushed its head forward.

The black soulless orbs of its eyes fixed Sigmar with a stare of brutal 
cunning.

Atop the wyvern’s back sat the largest orcs that Sigmar had ever seen. Its
skin was coal dark, and its armour was composed of heavy plates of iron hammered 
into its flesh with spikes. Tusks as large as those of the beast it rode jutted 
from its jaw, and its red eyes burned with all the hatred of its race.

Not even the eyes of Vagraz Head-Stomper had held such malice within them. 
This warlord was the purest incarnation of orcs rage and cunning combined.

Ghal-maraz burned in Sigmar’s hand, and he felt its recognition of this
warlord: Urgluk Bloodfang.

Green fire rippled around the warlord’s axe, a weapon of immense power and
evil. The blade was smooth obsidian, and no orcs craft had fashioned so deadly a 
weapon. Twisted variants of the runes that blazed on Ghal-maraz were worked 
along the length of its haft, and Sigmar felt their evil clawing at his soul.

Currents of power flowed around the two masters of the battlefield, and the 
fate of the world rested upon this combat. Man and orcs faced one another, and 
the souls of both armies were carried within them. His own warriors were still 
far behind Sigmar, and, though orcs surrounded him, none dared intervene in this 
titanic duel.

“Come ahead and die!” shouted Sigmar, holding Ghal-maraz before him. The
ancient hammer blazed with power, its urge to wreak death upon its enemies an 
almost physical force.

The wyvern launched itself at Sigmar, its wings flaring as its jaws snapped 
for him. Sigmar sidestepped, and swung his hammer in a short arc that slammed 
into the side of the beast’s head. Roaring in pain, the wyvern staggered, but did
not fall.

A powerful sweep of the wyvern’s thick tail caught his shoulder and hurled him
from his feet. He landed badly and felt something break inside him, but he 
managed to scramble to his feet as the monster lunged forward. He dived beneath 
the snapping jaws and rolled beneath the creature’s neck, snatching up a fallen
sword as he went.

With every ounce of his strength, Sigmar thrust the sword into the wyvern's
chest. The blade sank into the beast’s flesh, but before Sigmar could drive it
home, the creature took to the air, clawing at him with its rear legs.

Talons like swords sliced down Sigmar’s chest and he roared in agony. He
brought his warhammer up and battered the wyvern's legs away before its claws
could disembowel him. Gasping in pain, he rose to his feet in time to see the 
beast diving towards him once more.

Sigmar dived to the side, blood flowing freely from the wounds on his chest 
and a dozen others. He let the pain fuel his anger, and rose to his full height, 
a blood-soaked king of men with the mightiest of hearts.

“Come down and face me!” he shouted to Bloodfang.

If the warlord understood or cared, it gave no sign, but it hauled on the 
beast’s chains and grunted as it pointed at Sigmar. The wyvern's jaws opened wide
enough to swallow Sigmar whole, and it gave a terrifying roar. Its head snapped 
forward, and Sigmar vaulted over its jaws as he smashed Ghal-maraz down on its 
skull.

The beast shuddered and once again it reared up in pain.

Sigmar dropped close to the wyvern and swung his warhammer with two hands 
towards the sword that still jutted from the monster’s chest. Ghal-maraz slammed
into the sword’s pommel, thrusting the weapon deep within the wyvern and piercing
its heart.

With a strangled bellow, the wyvern crashed to the ground, its wings 
crumpling like torn sails as the life went out of it.

Sigmar rushed forward, hoping to catch Bloodfang struggling beneath his 
fallen mount, but the warlord was already on his feet and waiting for him. The 
black axe sang for Sigmar’s neck, and he hurled himself to the side. Green fire
scorched Sigmar’s skin as the blade came within a hair’s breadth of taking his
head.

Bloodfang arose from the death of his mount, a towering giant of enormous 
proportions and endless hate. The warlord’s muscles bulged and pressed at the
armour plates nailed to his flesh. A warlike chant built amongst the orcs 
surrounding Sigmar, and Bloodfang seemed to stand taller as the brutal vitality 
of his race surged through him.

For long seconds, neither combatant moved. Then Sigmar leapt to attack, his 
warhammer swinging in a deadly arc for Bloodfang’s head. The axe flickered up to
block the strike, and the warlord pistoned a fist into Sigmar’s jaw.

Sigmar had seen the blow coming at the last second, and rolled with the 
punch, but the force behind it was phenomenal, and he staggered away, desperate 
to put some space between him and his foe. The black axe slashed towards him, 
and Sigmar dropped, slamming the head of Ghal-maraz into Bloodfang’s stomach.

The warhammer howled as it struck the enormous orcs, unleashing potent 
energies as it found the perfect target for its rage. Bloodfang staggered away 
from Sigmar, a newfound respect in the glowing embers of his eyes.

Both warriors attacked again, axe and hammer dashing in explosions of green 
and blue fire. Though Bloodfang had the advantage of strength, Sigmar was faster 
and landed more blows against the orcs.

As the battle went on, Sigmar knew that he was reaching the end of his 
endurance, while Bloodfang had just begun to fight. The orcs chanting was 
growing louder, but so too were the war cries of Sigmar’s army.

His warriors were battling to reach him and their courage gave him the 
strength to fight on.

The axe came at him again, and Sigmar slammed his warhammer into the obsidian 
blade, leaping closer to the immense orcs. He spun low, and brought Ghal-maraz 
up in a crushing underarm strike, the head connecting solidly with Bloodfang’s
jaw.

The warlord’s skull snapped back, but before Sigmar could back away, the
orcs’ fist closed on his shoulder, and he screamed as bones ground beneath his
skin. Bloodfang fell back with a heavy crash, and Sigmar was dragged with him, 
fighting to free himself from the warlord’s grip.

Bloodfang released his axe and took hold of Sigmar’s head.

Sigmar dropped Ghal-maraz and wrapped his hand around Bloodfang’s wrists, the
muscles in his arms bulging as he strained against the enormous strength that 
threatened to crush his skull.

Veins writhed in his arms and his face purpled with the effort of trying to 
pull Bloodfang’s hands from his head.

Their faces were less than a hand’s span apart, and Sigmar locked his gaze
with the powerful warlord, his twin-coloured eyes meeting the blazing red of 
Bloodfang’s without fear.

“You. Will. Never. Win,” snarled Sigmar as the power of a winter storm surged
through his body with cold, unforgiving fury.

Inch by inch, he prised Bloodfang’s hands from his head, relishing the look
of surprise and fear in the warlord’s eyes. That fear drove Sigmar onward, and
with growing strength he pulled the warlord’s hands even further apart.

Sigmar grinned in triumph and rammed his forehead into the warlord’s face.
Blood burst from the orcs’ pig-like nose and it roared in frustration.
Realising that he could not simply crush Sigmar with brute strength, Bloodfang 
ripped a hand clear and reached for his axe.

It was all the opening that Sigmar needed.

He swept up Ghal-maraz and brought the ancestral heirloom of the dwarfs down 
upon Bloodfang’s face with all his might.

The warlord’s skull exploded into fragments of bone and flesh and brain
matter. A flare of white light burst from the warhammer, and Sigmar was hurled 
clear as Bloodfang’s body was entirely unmade by the most powerful energies of
the dwarfs’ ancient weapon.

Blinking away the afterimages of Urgluk Bloodfang’s death, Sigmar saw the
shock and awe on the faces of the orcs that surrounded him. They still earned 
sharp swords, and he saw the fires of vengeance and opportunity in their eyes.

Sigmar tried to stand, but his strength was gone, his blood-covered limbs 
trembling in the aftermath of channelling such mighty power. He sank to his 
haunches and reached for a weapon of some description to fight these orcs, but 
only broken sword blades and snapped spear hafts lay next to him.

A broad-shouldered orcs with a helmet of dark iron reached for the fallen 
warlord’s axe, and a white-shafted arrow punched through the visor of its helmet
to bury its iron point in the beast’s brain. Another followed and within seconds
a flurry of arrows thudded into the orcs ranks, followed by a swelling roar of 
triumph.

Sigmar lifted his gaze to the blue sky, and wept in gratitude as the warriors 
of his army swept past him and into the stunned orcs. Asoborn warrior women 
shrieked as they tore into the orcs alongside Unberogen, Chemsens, Taleutens and 
Merogens. Thuringian berserkers, led by King Otwin, rushed headlong into the 
orcs lines, followed by Menogoth spearmen. Thundering Raven Helm cavalry, hungry 
to avenge Marbad’s death, smashed into the greenskins, and Brigundian archers
harried the orcs with deadly accurate shafts.

King Wolfila cleaved a bloody swathe through the orcs with his enormous, 
basket-hilted broadsword, and his howling clansmen followed him into the orcs 
with furious howls.

The orcs’ courage and resolve, teetering on a knife edge at the incredible
death of their leader, broke in the face of this new attack, and within moments 
they were a panicked, fleeing mob.

A horse drew up next to Sigmar and he looked up into Alfgeir’s scowling face.

“By all the gods, Sigmar!” snapped the Marshal of the Reik. “That was the
most insane thing I have ever seen.”

 

Darkness was falling by the time the last of the greenskins had been driven
from the field. With the death of Urgluk Bloodfang, the awesome power that had 
dominated and bound the orcs tribes together was gone, and they had fractured 
like poorly forged steel. Without the warlord’s force of will, old jealousies
erupted and, even amid the slaughter of the rout, the orcs had turned on one 
another with bloody axes and swords.

The exhausted warriors of Sigmar’s army had pursued the orcs as long as they
were able, vengeful cavalry riding down thousands as they quit the pass and fled 
for the desolation of the east. Only darkness and exhaustion had prevented 
further pursuit, and the sun was low in the west when the riders returned in 
triumph, their horses windblown and lathered.

It had taken some time for the enormity of the victory to sink in, for so 
many had died to win it, and so many would yet die upon the surgeon’s tables,
but as the horsemen rode back to camp, the laughter and songs had begun, and the 
relief of those who lived surged to the fore.

Wagons of ale threaded through the camp, and Sigmar watched the spirits of 
men soar like sparks from a fire. Men and dwarfs shared this night of victory, 
talking and drinking as brothers, sharing tales of courage and the deeds of 
heroes.

The dead would be mourned, but tonight was for the living.

The warriors that lived drew air that was fresher than any they had 
previously breathed into their lungs, drank ale that tasted finer than any brew 
supped before, and sat with friends that would become dearer than any they had 
ever known.

Moonlight bathed the battlefield of Black Fire Pass, and Sigmar smiled as he 
felt the breath of the world sigh through the mountains, filling him with the 
promise of life. The lands of men would endure, and the first great challenge 
had been met and overcome, though he knew there were still battles to fight and 
enemies to overcome. He wondered where the next enemy would arise as a cold wind 
blew from the north.

The orcs dead were dragged away and left for the crows, while the fallen of 
Sigmar’s army were carried to great funeral pyres built in the shadow of the
ruined dwarf watchtower. A warrior from each of the tribes stepped forward to 
light the pyres, and as the flames caught and sent the dead to Ulric’s hall, the
pass echoed with the howls of mountain wolves.

With the warriors of the army honoured, the kings of men marched in solemn 
procession towards the last remaining pyre, bearing the body of King Marbad upon 
a bier of golden shields.

The king of the Endals was borne by Otwin of the Thuringians, Krugar of the 
Taleutens, Aloysis of the Cherusens, Siggurd of the Brigundians, Freya of the 
Asoborns and Marbad’s son, Aldred.

Sigmar followed behind the fallen king with Wolfila of the Udose, Henroth of 
the Merogens, Adelhard of the Ostagoths and Markus of the Menogoths. Each of 
these kings carried a golden shield, and no words were spoken as they followed 
the body of their brother king to his final rest.

Kurgan Ironbeard of the dwarfs stood at the watchtower, resplendent in his 
silver armour and a flowing cloak of golden mail. Beside him stood Master 
Alaric, his head bowed in sorrow, and Sigmar favoured his friends with a nod of 
respect.

A priest of Ulric awaited the bearers of the dead beside the pyre, swathed in 
a cloak of wolf pelts and carrying a flaming brand. Thousands of warriors 
surrounded the procession of kings, but not a breath of wind or a single whisper 
broke the silence.

The kings bearing Marbad brought him to the pyre and laid his body upon it. 
Even in death, the aged king of the Endals was a striking figure, and Sigmar 
knew he would be greatly missed.

His black cloak was folded around his body, and the kings of the lands west 
of the mountains stepped back as the priest of Ulric thrust the flaming brand 
deep into the oil-soaked wood.

The pyre roared to life, and as Marbad burned, Sigmar stood before Aldred. 
The young man had his father’s lean physique, and carried Ulfshard sheathed at
his waist. Tears gathered at the corners of his eyes, and Sigmar placed a hand 
on Aldred’s shoulder.

“This was your father’s,” said Sigmar, handing a golden shield to Aldred.
“You are now king of the Endals, my friend. Your father was a brother to me. I
hope you will be too.”

Aldred said nothing, but nodded stiffly and turned his eyes to the pyre once 
more.

Sigmar left Aldred to his grief, and moved to stand beside King Kurgan as the 
kings of men raised their golden shields in salute of their fallen brother.

“Nice shields,” noted Kurgan. “Do I see Alaric’s influence in their craft?”

“You do indeed,” agreed Sigmar. “Master Alaric is a fine teacher.”

Alaric bowed at the compliment as Kurgan continued. “Young Pendrag told me
what you said when you gave them those shields. Fine words, lad, fine words.”

“True words,” said Sigmar. “We are the defenders of the land.”

“Aye,” agreed Kurgan, “But a warrior needs a weapon as well as a shield to
defend his home. What say I have Alaric here fashion you some swords to go with 
those shields?”

“I would be honoured.”

“Well, Alaric, you up for making some swords for Sigmar’s fellow kings?”

Alaric seemed taken aback by Kurgan’s offer, and hesitated before answering.
“I… well, it will be difficult and—”

“Good, good,” said Kurgan, patting Alaric on the shoulder. “Then it’s
settled. I give you my oath that the kings of men will have the finest blades 
forged by dwarf craft, or my name’s not Kurgan Ironbeard.”

Sigmar bowed to the king of the dwarfs, overwhelmed by the generosity of 
Kurgan’s offer. As he straightened, and turned back to Marbad’s pyre, he saw his
brother kings gathered before him. Each carried the shield he had given them at 
their side, and each bore an expression of loyalty that made Sigmar’s heart
soar.

Siggurd stepped forward and said, “We have been talking of what comes next.”

“What comes next?” asked Sigmar.

“Aye,” said Siggurd. “The lands of men have been saved, and you have your
empire.”

The king of the Brigundians nodded and as one, the assembled kings dropped to 
their knees with their heads bowed. Behind them, the hosts of man followed the 
example of their kings, and soon every warrior in the pass knelt before Sigmar.

“And an empire needs an emperor,” said Siggurd.


 
GLOSSARY

 

Adelhard - King of the Ostagoths.

Alaric - Dwarf Runesmith of Karaz-a-Karak.

Aldred - Son of Marbad of the Endals.

Alfgeir - King Bjorn’s Champion and Marshal of the Reik.

Aloysis - King of the Cherusens.

Artur - King of the Teutogens.

Asoborns - Tribe of warrior women famed as chariot riders.

Black Fire Pass - Great pass through the Worlds Edge Mountains and site
of the great battle between the armies of Sigmar and the orcs warlord Urgluk 
Bloodfang.

Blacktusk - A great boar, the mightiest of its kind, encountered by 
Sigmar and his friends.

Bjorn - Father of Sigmar and King of the Unberogen.

Bretonni - Western tribe of men.

Brigundians - Tribe of men of the east.

Cherusens - Tribe of wildmen from the north.

Cradoc - Aged healer of the Unberogen.

The Dragon Sword of Caledfwlch - The blade of Artur, forged by a 
mysterious shaman from a captured shard of lightning frozen by the breath of an 
ice dragon.

Eadhelm - Astofen chieftain and cousin of Bjorn.

Endals - Tribe of men of the west and staunchest allies of the Unberogen.

Eoforth - Unberogen counsellor and trusted advisor to King Bjorn.

The Fauschlag Rock - Mountainous rock and seat of the great city of the 
Teutogens.

Field of Swords - Training ground for the young warriors of the Unberogen.

Freya - Warrior queen of the Asoborns.

Galin Veneva - Ambassador of King Adelhard of the Ostagoths.

Gerreon - Unberogen blademaster. Brother of Ravenna and twin of 
Trinovantes.

Ghal-maraz - Legendary dwarf rune hammer gifted to Sigmar for rescuing 
King Kurgan Ironbeard of the dwarfs.

The Grey Vaults - A bleak netherworld between life and death where the 
spirits of the dead wander.

The Hag Woman - Mysterious and enigmatic figure of the Brackenwalsch 
Marshes, cursed with powers of foretelling and prophecy.

Henroth - King of the Merogens.

Jutones - Western tribe of men famed for their hunters and skill with 
bows.

Karaz-a-Karak - Greatest city of the dwarfs.

Krealheim - Brigundian settlement ravaged by the beast Skaranorak.

Krugar - King of the Taleutens.

Kurgan Ironbeard - High King of the dwarfs.

Maedbh - Asoborn warrior woman and charioteer of Freya.

Marbad - King of the Endals.

Marburg - Chief settlement of the Endals built atop a great black 
volcanic rock and the ruins of an ancient settlement of the elves.

Marius - King of the Jutones.

Markus - King of the Menogoths.

Menogoths - Tribe of men of the south.

Merogens - Tribe of men of the south.

Myrsa - Warrior Eternal of the Fauschlag Rock.

Norsii - Barbaric savages of the frozen north and worshippers of the Dark 
Gods.

Ostagoths - Tribe of men of the east.

Ostvarath - Ancestral sword of the Ostagoth kings.

Otwin - Berserker king of the Thuringians.

Pendrag - Sigmar’s sword-brother and bearer of his war banner.

Rahotep - A chieftain from ancient times known as the Warrior of the
Delta, Conqueror of Death, whose tomb is located in the Brigundian wilderness.

The Raven Hall - The great hall of the Endal kings.

Raven Helms - Elite, mounted warriors of the Endals so named for their
black cloaks and winged helmets.

Ravenna - Unberogen woman. Sister of Trinovantes and Gerreon.

Redmane Dregor - A legendary hero of the Unberogen tribe.

Reikdorf - Principal town of the Unberogen tribe.

Roppsmenn - Tribe of men from the north-east.

Siggurd - King of the Brigundians.

Siggurdheim - Principal town of the Brigundians.

Sigmar - Mighty hero of man and eventual King of the Unberogens. Known in
prophecy as the Child of Thunder.

Skaranorak - Dwarf name for the dreaded dragon ogre of the mountains.

Soultaker - Doubled-bladed axe of King Bjorn.

Taalahim - Principal settlement and seat of King Krugar of the Taleutens.

Taleutens - Tribe of expert horsemen from the east who ride into battle
on stirruped saddles.

Teutogens - A rival tribe of the Unberogen.

Thuringians - A tribe of berserkers from the west.

Trinovantes - Unberogen warrior. Brother of Ravenna and twin of Gerreon.

Udoses - Coastal tribe of men of the north.

Ulfdar - Berserker woman of the Thuringians.

Ulfshard - Daemon-slaying sword of legend said to have been forged by the
elves. Wielded by Marbad of the Endals.

Ulric’s Fire - Undying flame at the pinnacle of the Fauschlag Rock.

Unberogen - Sigmar’s tribe of men.

Urgluk Bloodfang - Mighty orc warlord and leader of the greenskin
warhost at the Battle of Black Fire Pass.

Warrior’s Hill - Sacred burial mound of the Unberogen.

White Wolves - Personal guard of the Unberogen King led by Alfgeir.

Wolfgart - Unberogen warrior and Sigmar’s sword-brother.

Wolfila - King of the Udose tribe.
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