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			I – ARRIVALS

			Beneath the light of the savage moon, the hunter stalked her prey.

			She had tracked it for weeks, venturing far from the lands of her people. She had crossed the barren plains that surrounded their encampment, coming at last to the rocky peaks that had, for as long as she could remember, marked the edge of their territory. It was not the first time she had ventured beyond, but she had never done so alone before. 

			Picking her way through the mountains, by far the tallest things she had ever seen up close, she wondered all the time at how anything in this world could grow so high. After days in which she thought they would go on forever, she had finally reached their end. The land before her was familiar, as though from a dream, though she had never been exactly here before. Her journey through the mountains, following the beast’s perplexing trail, had taken her on a different route from any she had travelled previously.  

			The trail was still clear, and she followed it down from the lofty peaks into a deep valley where great cliffs towered on either side. Down there, beneath the moonlight, she found the ruins.

			She had heard stories from the elders, of great shining cities built of stone, but she had never thought to see such a thing with her own eyes. It didn’t matter that this place had long since been shattered and broken, the buildings little more than shells of their former selves, once-white stone discoloured by age and overgrown with trailing vines in colours beyond imagining. It was still the most glorious thing she had ever seen.

			She picked her way through rubble-strewn streets, wondering who had lived here, and how they had died. What long-ago cataclysm had brought this wondrous place to its knees? The settlement was immense, larger by orders of magnitude than the village of tents she had called home. She could scarcely imagine how many people had occupied this place, or how they had lived. 

			One structure remained towering above all the rest, visible above the shattered ruins. It was a building of mostly intact stone, with a staircase winding around it that led up to the summit. There sat a stone archway. As she came closer to it, and the moon rose higher over the valley, she made out more details. The stone was inlaid with huge reliefs of shining gold, depicting long-ago battles. Her breath caught in her throat as she recognised the Hammer-Bearer of her tribe’s myths depicted on them. 

			‘Sigmar…’ she whispered. In the most ancient tales of her people, he was the hero who had come to them many lifetimes ago and delivered them from slavery. He promised them freedom for as long as they worshipped him, and they readily agreed. At the heart of their tent-village was an idol of him, hammer held high. Yet the hunter had never believed in the stories. Until now. She made the sign of the hammer against her chest, one arm held vertically, with the other horizontal above it, and gazed at the reliefs, shimmering in the moonlight. 

			They told a story, she thought. At the archway’s bottom-left was the Hammer-Bearer flying through the skies, haloed by stars. Next came an image of a great winged serpent, Sigmar upon its back. More followed which she couldn’t decipher, of the god joined by more figures. At the summit was an image of Sigmar beneath a silver star, his allies by his side – a skull-faced giant, a savage warrior, a creature of shadow, and more. Together, they fought great beasts and terrible foes, but in each image the number of warriors by the Hammer-Bearer’s side grew smaller, until the last relief showed Sigmar standing alone once more, locking a door.

			She wondered what it meant. She supposed she would never know.

			She looked more closely at the cyclopean structure. It was awe-inspiring, clearly a monument to the Hammer-Bearer, designed to be worshipped and gazed upon by the city’s populace. Yet she felt on some deep level that it had another purpose as well, one which was important. She stepped towards it, and put out a hand to touch the smooth stone of the archway.

			She was a hair’s breadth away when the space between the arch began to glow.

			She leapt back, scrambling behind a large stone, and watched as the light spread to encompass the entire archway, flaring out before concentrating in the centre of the opening as a single, almost blinding point. She squinted at it as it spiralled into a gateway that hung in mid-air. On the other side she saw blue skies and shining towers, then a figure stepped through and onto the earth in front of the archway.

			The figure was human in shape, but taller and more slender than any member of the hunter’s tribe. She wore flowing white robes and a high, conical helmet in a silver that seemed to gather and reflect the moonlight. In one hand the figure carried an ornate bow with a trio of strings, each longer than the hunter was tall, if she judged correctly. She also glowed, as though moonlight itself shone beneath her flesh.

			The new arrival looked around sharply, and the hunter shrank down behind the rock to avoid being seen. Apparently satisfied she was alone, the archer spoke loudly in a language that the hunter didn’t recognise, but which sounded more like music to her ears. After a moment, another figure stepped through the tear in the world, followed swiftly by two more. 

			All of them were tall and thin, and swathed in robes. One was another woman in the blue of a twilight sky. Her auburn hair was in a ponytail held high from her head, and she carried the largest sword the hunter had ever seen as if it weighed no more than a wooden practice blade. A large banner hung from her back, fluttering gently in the night breeze along with her hair.

			She was followed by a man whose white robes were covered by a cloak. His tall helm hid his face, and was topped with a silver bull’s head, blue ribbons hanging from the horns and catching on the breeze. In gauntleted hands, he clutched a long-hafted hammer, its two round heads crackling with energy.

			The last figure wore pale blue trousers with cream robes over them, surmounted by a large cowl. He carried a staff in one hand, topped with a crescent moon. Large metal rings fell from it, jingling gently. His other arm was outstretched, and on it perched what looked to the hunter like a large owl. The bird hooted softly, and its owner said something to it. It hooted again and launched itself upwards. The hunter followed it as it sped away across the valley. 

			It was only now that she noticed what set this final arrival apart from the others. Where they had stepped through the breach and walked on the earth, this figure had floated through, and now hovered inches above the ground. 

			‘A sorcerer!’ the hunter exclaimed, and the figures froze. As one, they turned towards her hiding place. 

			‘Begone, fey horrors!’ the human screamed, drawing a dagger. ‘You shall not have my soul!’

			‘Be calm, friend,’ Myari said in the closest he knew to the human’s native tongue. ‘Your soul is your own. We are no Deepkin, harvesting the realms to give souls to our half-born. We come to try to help your realm – to help us all.’

			‘You are aelves, are you not? Tricksters and monsters, so the old tales tell us.’

			‘You would do well not to believe old tales, human,’ Bahannar said, his speech thick as he worked his tongue around the unfamiliar syllables. ‘Not all of them, anyway.’

			Myari threw him a harsh glance before returning his gaze to the human. He dismissed the winds with a thought and allowed his feet to touch the ground. Striding forward, he gently put a hand over the dagger and guided it down.

			‘We do not intend to hurt you. In fact, I would appreciate your help.’

			The human looked at him, tears in the corners of her eyes.

			‘I know this must be strange and frightening,’ Myari said, his voice soothing. ‘We have come from a distant land, and need your aid to find what we seek.’

			The human let the dagger fall from her hands. ‘You are fey folk, able to step between worlds. How can I possibly aid you?’

			‘You know the area?’

			She looked up at him. ‘Well enough. My village is… was distant, but we ranged far, hunting and charting the lands around.’

			‘What drew you here at this time?’ Senaela asked from behind Myari. 

			‘A beast. It brought death to my tribe, and I swore to hunt it and bring its end.’

			‘What manner of beast?’

			‘A creature, the like of which I have never before seen. It has many long limbs, each ending in a razor-sharp talon. It is fast, deathly so, and it felled many warriors. And many innocent souls.’

			Myari looked into the human’s eyes and saw the pain of loss. He dismissed it. It wasn’t relevant to the mission at hand.

			‘How did you follow this beast?’ he asked.

			The human frowned. ‘It left a trail, of sorts. It was only visible in the moonlight – a silvery remnant.’

			Myari looked back at Senaela. ‘Moonlight. It appears you were correct, sentinel. The archmage was bringing us aid.’ He returned his attention to the human. ‘Did you slay your quarry?’

			‘No. I followed its trail to the edges of this valley. I have not seen it since.’

			Myari nodded, and whistled. After a long moment, Hestia swooped down and took her perch on the mage’s arm. He whispered to the owl, and it hooted before taking flight once more.

			‘You speak to birds?’ the human asked, awe in her voice.

			‘Only to Hestia,’ Myari said. ‘Her soul is bound to mine. She and I are one, in many ways. And she has many useful skills. I have asked her to find this beast you seek. I would help you to enact your vengeance upon it. And once that is done, I would ask your aid.’

			‘It would be my honour,’ the human said, her cheeks colouring.

			The mage bowed his head in acknowledgement. ‘My name is Myari,’ he said. ‘Now, meet my Purifiers.’

			Bahannar watched the exchange between Myari and the human girl with little interest. The ways of wizards were not his ways. As much as he respected the Stonemages of the Alarith and their connection to the mountains of Hysh, he preferred to focus upon his own communion with the peaks. As a Stoneguard, he was used to silent vigil, to standing sentinel. And he would do so until ordered otherwise by Myari. 

			He closed his eyes and thought of the mountains of Ymetrica. 

			‘Bahannar.’

			Myari’s voice shook him from his reverie, and he opened his eyes. The mage gestured, and Bahannar joined him and the other Purifiers. 

			‘Why are we wasting time on the human?’ Ailenn asked. ‘We should seek the mountain and be about our business.’

			‘It will take but a brief time, Ailenn,’ Myari said. ‘We are here, as is the human. This is not coincidence.’

			‘The lord Teclis lights our path,’ Senaela said. ‘He provided the human the reason and the means to be here to open the way for us.’

			‘You take this on faith,’ Bahannar said. ‘There is no evidence, only coincidence.’

			‘Faith is enough,’ Senaela said, and Bahannar grunted, unconvinced.

			‘Where shall we find this beast, then?’ he asked.

			‘Hestia is seeking it from above. You three search this shattered city for any sign of the trail the human mentioned.’

			Bahannar nodded and made for the stairway. Ailenn and Senaela followed. He felt uneasy about leaving Myari alone at the building’s summit with just the human. There was no knowing if the savage could be trusted, no matter how much faith Senaela had in Teclis’ great design. 

			‘One of us should stay with Myari,’ he remarked as they traversed the wide staircase.

			‘He is in no danger,’ Senaela replied.

			‘He’s as capable of defending himself as any of us,’ Ailenn said. ‘And the human looked no threat.’

			They were silent for a time as their path wound down. The stairway was not steep, and the journey was easy. Before long, they were on the ground, walking down a wide roadway that wound between the shattered hulks of buildings.

			‘What was this place?’ the Auralan Sentinel asked.

			‘A city of men, long ago when the pantheon of Sigmar ruled the realms,’ Bahannar replied.

			‘That much I assumed, Stoneguard. Has it a name?’

			‘I’m sure it once did. What need does it have of one now that it is ruins, and those who lived here haunt the Shyishan underworlds, or serve in the Great Necromancer’s armies?’

			Senaela laughed, the sound hollow and mirthless. ‘You make a compelling argument, Bahannar.’

			‘Corolis,’ said Ailenn quietly. ‘The city was called Corolis. It was ancient when our people were first founding the nine Great Nations. Men, duardin, ogors, orruks, even some aelves lived here. It was a city of learning, of culture, of peace.’

			‘A city of culture in the Realm of Beasts? That seems unlikely, Ailenn.’ Senaela’s voice dripped with contempt. 

			‘As there are shadows in the Ten Paradises and light in Ulgu, as there is life in Shyish and death in Ghyran, so was there nobility and culture in Ghur once,’ Bahannar said. ‘Balance. Always balance.’

			‘Until Chaos came,’ Ailenn replied.
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