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			CHAPTER ONE
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			VAEL

			Lancing down from a clear sky to the plazas of the great temple. Towering friezes of jade and gold and obsidian loomed over him, depicting squatting shapes with eyes like wells. The sound of thunder, first of their arrival, then of the charging of the beasts. Darts rattled off his armour. Beside him, an arcing purplish bolt blew one of his companions apart. Then they were clashing, Vael and his valiant few against a tide of scaled flesh. Great hulking beasts with crested lizard heads battering at him with toothed clubs or ramming with stone-bladed spears that clove through steel like mud.

			A voice, his commander – ‘Sigmar, show us your purpose!’ – as the lines bent, their shields upraised against the brute power of the enemy. Vael’s hammer, descending like judgement, smashed fang-filled snouts, battering down on these beasts of…

			‘These are not things of ruin!’ someone was shouting. Crosillan the Knight-Arcanum, the wise. ‘Why are we fighting here?’

			‘Just fight!’ The commander’s bellow, and indeed the monsters were giving them no quarter, no chance. And the spears of Sigmar’s lightning flashed and flashed, deploying more Stormcasts to the tilting balconies and sacred squares of this place. Shattering stone and statue, punching through to…

			Nothing. To nothing. Below was only empty space and the far-distant hunger of the ground…

			In riding the lightning he forgot himself.

			Searing blue out of a sky choked with green-black cloud. Descending like Sigmar’s judgement onto the walls. Seeing, as he passed through that moment of electric transition, flash after flash, his allies manifesting all along the battlements. The searing judgement of Azyr, Sigmar! Sigmar! The host of the Stormcasts, the hammer of the Eight Realms, come to… come to…

			Beyond the walls was a crawling host of vermin. Vael stared. To the world his face was a golden mask, serene, inhuman, devoid of flaw. Within it, he reeled. He turned, hands clutching about the hilt of his hammer. Sigmar’s hammer. The symbol of his… of his…

			A city stretched behind him. Not the celestial architecture of Azyr, just… stones. Sticks. He remembered it, the pattern of its streets, but there had been flames, the buildings cast down in ruins as the hosts of–

			‘Brother!’ a metallic voice hailed him. ‘They come! Ready yourself.’

			He wheeled round, seeing a great tide of rodent flesh surging towards gates that, in his memory, were sundered through already. He had seen a tide of green orruks smashing gleefully through them, their great tusked beasts bellowing and swaying, struck through with arrows of lightning yet still charging… He…

			No, that had been…

			Vael Scar-Helm dropped his hammer at his feet and clutched at his head. He was being deceived. This was a stratagem of the powers of Chaos. The Bringer of Desires had clouded his eyes, the Lord of Rot had infected his mind. He remembered this place. He had fought here. It had been ruined. It had been new-built. It had–

			He gripped the parapet. The metal voices swirled around him, calling his name like mocking ghosts. ‘Vael! Vael!’ The vermin horde were scaling the wall, just climbing up one another in their chittering desperation to reach the top.

			‘Where are the warhosts of Nagash?’ Vael demanded. ‘We come to save these people from the Lord of Death.’ He remembered it so clearly. The tide of bone and steel coming at them. The pure certainty that Sigmar’s thin line of gold must not buckle, must never yield. And yet they fell, in the end. The city could not be saved. The dead had claimed these streets and the spears of the necrotic troops had pierced him through his mail, and he had died.

			The first of the rats crested the wall. His hammer lay at his feet, but his hands reached out and tore the thing apart, without any need for him to direct them.

			Did Sigmar not catch us? Are we the slaves of Nagash now, dead forever and defending this place for the dead against the vermin?

			The rats fell back. Bolts of searing blue stabbed into the mass of them. Along the wall, men and women discharged thunderous weapons of smoke and noise. He did not know them. He did not know any of them.

			‘Brother!’ A mailed hand on his arm, hauling him round. ‘Are you injured? Take up your hammer, they will come again.’ A blank gold mask of a face, peering into his own. A voice he did not know.

			‘No!’ Vael roared. It was a trick. It was all a trick. He had seen this city die. He had seen them all die, even as he had died. A hundred times he had died. He grappled with the gold-armoured figure before him, feeling as though he was fighting his own reflection. ‘I do not know you!’ he shouted. ‘You are dead!’ Tearing the mask from his mirror image’s face, expecting the pallor and corruption of a corpse.

			A woman, dark-skinned, dark-haired, staring at him. ‘Vael,’ she said, and he did not know her. She was not of his company. She had not been crafted with him at the dawn of Sigmar’s resurgence. He threw her off. He took up his hammer though his hands shook.

			‘Where are the hosts of the dead?’ he shouted at her. ‘Where are the legions of the Everchosen? Where are the defenders of the temple-city?’ Images were flashing and searing in his head as if the spears of Sigmar were piercing his skull. He had fought here. He had seen these walls built. He had seen them destroyed. He had died here. And here he was once more.

			‘Vael, they are coming again!’ the woman shouted at him. He saw the crackle of fury about her eyes, her frustration with him.

			Beyond her, the gunners leant over the wall to shoot, and past them more of Sigmar’s chosen, loosing crackling bolts and javelins.

			‘What does it matter?’ Vael scooped up his hammer. ‘You are all transient!’ he yelled at the defenders, at the wall, at the world. ‘I have won this ground before. I have lost it. I have died here. We win, we lose, it never ends! Who are we?’ Lightning was weeping from the corners of his eyes. ‘Who even are we?’

			A hulking thing hauled its way over the parapet, bulky as an ogor, its head little more than gnawing incisors the size of shields. With a howl of despair Vael whirled and struck it with all the strength Sigmar had beaten into him. Felt its misshapen, stitched-together form collapse under the blow. The blades of the scrabbling things behind it scratched at his mail and he wept sky-fire as he beat at them. He would kill them. They would kill him. It wouldn’t matter. Nothing would change. He was caught in a cage of lightning. It would never let him go.

			He did not die. Not for want of trying, but the rats and their monstrous creations could not bring him down. He found he hated them for it. That they hadn’t been enough. Hated the walls for still standing. The citizens of the city – whose name he could not even recall – for being alive at the end of the day, when the remaining rats crept away into the earth. Vael leant his elbows on the walls and stared out after them, feeling each sundered point in his mail where they had almost been good enough to bring him down.

			‘Brother.’ That same woman, the one he didn’t know. The one who had not been there when he was made. When Sigmar had crafted the first of his eternal servants out of the fires of Azyr. ‘Brother, we are called.’

			Vael looked up. Of course they were called. The lightning would return them to Sigmar’s halls, where they would train and study and… He would not call it living.

			‘I remember.’ His voice was a croak.

			The woman’s face was new enough that he still saw empathy on it. She had not died enough to have that hammered out of her. She still thought it mattered. ‘Brother?’ Respect, in that voice. A new-made pawn of Sigmar speaking to one of the very oldest. A son of the first forging, who had died in Sigmar’s service more often than she had sat down to eat.

			‘I remember,’ Vael said again. He didn’t want to. A moment ago, it had been the forgetting that tormented him. Now it was what little remained. Take this burden from me, Sigmar. Rid me of the last of myself, so that I may better serve you! But the remorseless descent of the hammer had somehow struck away his certainties and left him with only the memory of when he was weak.

			‘What do you remember, brother?’ The woman leant on the wall beside him, her face staring at his, trying to read him. But Vael’s features had been written over too many times, life after life, battle after battle, death after death.

			‘Sigmar,’ he said hoarsely. ‘When he chose us. Took us at the point of our first deaths and remade us. His champions.’

			‘That must have been glorious,’ she said, and he felt the prickling fire at the corners of his eyes.

			In riding the lightning he remembered.

			The scaled warriors, fighting with cold fury at this intrusion. His hammer descending on them, but there were more and they knew no fear of the lightning. He saw his own determination in them, the rigid righteousness of Sigmar’s chosen turned back on him. A spear lanced under his pauldron, a javelin jabbed into his knee. A keening, flying thing swooped down and caught up the warrior beside him, hauling the gold-armoured form into the air and tipping him over the rail into… empty air. They were aloft. A city that was a temple that was a vessel, coasting over twisted, death-clutched ground.

			And slanting, the carven tiles beneath Vael’s sabatons now at a dangerous angle. He saw cracks in the stones and between the stones. The lightning played about the place, Sigmar sending his finest into this skyborne fray whilst below, the hosts of ruin seethed through the crooked trees of Shyish. The true battle, that they were supposed to be fighting.

			The voice of Crosillan, the Knight-Arcanum, ‘We are not supposed to be here! Commander–’ Cut short by the roaring of a monster that thundered out from between the tilting spires. Man-length jaws closing on gilded mail, thrashing and shaking the warrior-mage into fragments and pieces.

			Vael charged it, slammed his hammer into the scales of its leg hard enough to stagger the behemoth, and then a blow slanted off his backplate, sending him staggering. He whirled to see a great champion of the reptile warriors there, a head above the others, armoured in gold-and-green stone. Its club was of wood and copper and onyx, but crafted in some way that made it harder than steel. It roared into his masked face and he yelled right back.

			The ground sloped beneath them. He could see the towers of the place falling. The great frog statues toppling down on the combatants of both sides, wreaking indiscriminate destruction.

			Not our battle. Not where we should be. The lightning of Sigmar, interrupted on its way to the earth. Pointless, pointless, but no way to tell these monstrous beasts.

			He took the descending force of the creature’s club on his hammer haft, feeling the appalling strength behind the blow. Feeling his soles scrape two feet backwards, then further as the stone beneath him shifted and dropped. And still the lightning speared down, completing the act of ruin. Below, on the distant ground, Stormcasts and Archaon’s followers fought under a rain of broken stone and fragmented statuary.

			Vael roared and the beast lunged forwards and caught his golden mask in its jaws, the metal buckling beneath its bite. It tore his gilded, perfect visage aside and exposed the flesh beneath, the truth of him. He felt the fangs go in, gouging his brow, his cheek, his chin, piercing his eye. He felt fierce. He felt alive, even as he died.

			Later, he stood before a mirror in the argent halls of the Stormcasts, the flawless complex of white stone where they trained and studied and… waited. Waited on Sigmar’s need, for what else was there for them? He stood in a grand chamber and studied his own reflection, not vanity but as though meeting a stranger whom he ought to recall. He saw… his face. Not his face. The features he’d had when he’d lived, and that had been recreated on Grungni’s anvil after he’d been denied his first, mortal death. The features he’d carried into the lightning in his first sortie as one of the chosen, the Stormcast Eternals. The script of countless wounds unwritten. Restored, as he was always restored. The marks of every deathblow stolen from him, along with the memories of how he received them. How many times? He only remembered that he couldn’t recall.

			There had been those who might remind him, once. His first comrades, those whom the lightning had sent into battle alongside him from the start. One by one he had lost them. Some had outlived him in one battle, or died ahead of him, so that their cycles of rebirth and destruction had fallen out of sync with him and they had passed like ships, never meeting again, grown distant through a disjunction of lives. Others had died more, been remade more, until it had overwhelmed them. Grown strange, grown inhuman, losing the last of themselves until they became a threat, physical or existential. The Ruination chambers, went the word. The last home Sigmar reserved for his servants who had grown too fierce and maverick for regular deployment. They will have a place there reserved for me. But not yet. Of them all, he clung on to the last scraps of himself. He was Vael, and once that had meant something.

			He took out his knife, the small one he used for eating. Death and Sigmar had robbed him of so much, but there was one thing he could take back. In this way, Vael exercised what little control he had over his life. He touched the tip to his brow, paused not because of remembered pain but because he wanted to get it right. To write here on his skin the record of his first true death. Not the mortal death he’d been snatched from by Sigmar, but that first time he was slain in Sigmar’s service. Lightly, almost briskly, he traced the jagged imprint of the first fang, and blue-white fire hissed from the wound. The pain… the pain was terrible, but it was living. It was his. It couldn’t just be taken away from him.

			He marked and marked, working across the left side of his face neat as embroidery. No blood, just the sizzling crackle of the power within him. He cut until the jagged imprint of the reptile’s teeth had been returned to him, the memory written anew. For a moment the tip of the knife paused over his eye, but no, not yet. A few more memories lost in the fire of Reforging and perhaps it would be time for that sacrifice too.

			‘Vael.’

			The voice startled him. He had been staring into the mirror for… He wasn’t sure how long.

			‘Your comrades have expressed concerns, brother.’

			‘They are right to,’ Vael said. He turned to examine the other man’s face and saw no concerns. Concerns were something the Reforging beat out of you, eventually. It would be the newer of the chosen, those from later forgings, who had spoken up. Those who still remembered who they were, and that they were supposed to care. They would change. Not learn, even, but forget.

			‘I remember,’ he said. The words just came out.

			The man across from him waited. Vael’s comrade, his friend of a hundred lives and a thousand fights and more deaths than anyone should have to endure, but what was his name? Vael scrabbled for the memory, but the glare of their surroundings burned it from his eyes. The alabaster white, the gold, pillared architecture stretching out forever, throwing back not the feeble light of suns but that of the very shining sky of Azyr. Beauty and perfection, and sterile. A fit place for the Stormcasts to train and study and wait to be cast like lightning into the other realms.

			‘I remember when he chose us,’ Vael said heavily. He, said in that specific way that left no doubt as to who was meant. Vael, the barbarian, the brute, the mortal champion. The warrior who, when his people had pledged themselves to the powers of Chaos, had refused. Who had fought every kinsman and monster sent against him until they had brought him down. Vael the proud, finding himself in the blazing shadow of a god.

			The understanding granted him by Sigmar. I choose you to be my instrument, to reclaim the realms from Chaos. You shall not fall, save that you shall rise again. You shall be my perfect, eternal champion, forged in the lightning.

			‘I too, brother,’ said the nameless man across from him. ‘It was glorious.’ A smile; the last remnant, on that blank face, of the man who had once worn it.

			Vael’s lips moved, but he could not say the words. Could not tell this blithely content shell in front of him, I said no. I told the God-King no, but he remade me anyway. Hammered me and tested me and turned me into his weapon. But I said no.

			He wanted to say, I am not fit for Sigmar’s service, but that was not true. It was all he was fit for. The blazing purpose sealed into him. Even now, the moment his god called his name, Vael’s heart would leap with unquestioning obedience.

			‘We all lose something in the Reforging,’ his old comrade told him. ‘Hold only to the cause, brother.’

			It was true. They lost identity, they lost memory, they lost the names of their families and the faces of their friends. And now Vael found within him just a mangled, melted-together mass of battle after battle, victories, defeats, deaths and rebirths and deaths and deaths and deaths. There was nowhere in the Mortal Realms he had not shed blood, and the recurring hammer of Sigmar’s Reforging had finally beat the meaning from it. No triumph that time would not erase, no defeat that would not be lost to the ages.

			He had no words, for this man without a name. He turned and walked away.

			I have to go back, he told himself. I have to see it again, before even that is taken from me.
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