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			From the maelstrom of a sundered world, the Eight Realms were born. The formless and the divine exploded into life.

			Strange, new worlds appeared in the firmament, each one gilded with spirits, gods and men. Noblest of the gods was Sigmar. For years beyond reckoning he illuminated the realms, wreathed in light and majesty as he carved out his reign. His strength was the power of thunder. His wisdom was infinite. Mortal and immortal alike kneeled before his lofty throne. Great empires rose and, for a while, treachery was banished. Sigmar claimed the land and sky as his own and ruled over a glorious age of myth.

			But cruelty is tenacious. As had been foreseen, the great alliance of gods and men tore itself apart. Myth and legend crumbled into Chaos. Darkness flooded the realms. Torture, slavery and fear replaced the glory that came before. Sigmar turned his back on the mortal kingdoms, disgusted by their fate. He fixed his gaze instead on the remains of the world he had lost long ago, brooding over its charred core, searching endlessly for a sign of hope. And then, in the dark heat of his rage, he caught a glimpse of something magnificent. He pictured a weapon born of the heavens. A beacon powerful enough to pierce the endless night. An army hewn from everything he had lost. 

			Sigmar set his artisans to work and for long ages they toiled, striving to harness the power of the stars. As Sigmar’s great work neared completion, he turned back to the realms and saw that the dominion of Chaos was almost complete. The hour for vengeance had come. Finally, with lightning blazing across his brow, he stepped forth to unleash his creation.

			The Age of Sigmar had begun.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Talorcan of Ravendirge examined the scaly sands with a practised gaze. The eyes that studied the crawling landscape were hard and sharp, at once both eager and wary. Wolf’s eyes, the eyes of a hunter. Among the witch-takers of the brotherhood his skill at following a trail was reckoned the best in Arlk, yet even for the best tracker the constantly moving sands of Droost were a treacherous prospect. According to the mood of the dunes, tracks might linger for days after they were made or else they might vanish in a heartbeat. The signs left by his current quarry were proving to be more of the latter. Ill luck, or was it the favour of his prey’s loathsome god? It was a question Talorcan had pondered many times over the three days the hunt had taken so far.

			Talorcan was lean of build, his visage almost hawk-like in its ­wariness and severity. His figure was shrouded in a long white cloak to better fend off the desert heat, contrasting markedly with the dark colour of his skin. Hanging about his neck on a silver chain was a golden pendant that flickered like lightning when it caught the rays of the sun: the icon of the God-King’s Hammer, emblem of mighty Sigmar. The symbol was repeated on the backs of the leather gloves that covered his hands and on the broad cuffs of the heavy lizard-skin boots he wore. Other holy symbols were displayed on the hilt of the slender sword that swung against his hip and upon the grip of the pistol nuzzled beneath his belt. Strapped to the saddle of his bird-beast mount was a case of papyrus scrolls adorned with gilded dragons and rampant griffons, sacred talismans to protect the holy texts within.

			‘No tracks,’ Talorcan declared, turning away from his inspection of the sands. He might have tried the Kharadron far-glass he carried, but he knew that the haze rising off the dunes would make it difficult to interpret what the duardin tool might show him. 

			‘Do we go back to the last sign you found?’ The question came from the rider who followed close behind the dismounted tracker. Like Talorcan, she wore a voluminous white cloak and displayed the emblems of Sigmar God-King. Where his skin was dark, hers had a creamy complexion, and the hair that drifted from under the folds of her hood had a golden quality. The saddle of his steed was laden down with sacred scrolls, while the other witch hunter’s had an immense silver great sword strapped to it, a weapon that had been anointed and blessed by no less an authority than High Priest Crautreic himself. Only the most formidable of the brotherhood’s warriors were afforded such an honour and Esselt the Braelander had earned that distinction many times over.

			Talorcan met his companion’s gaze, taking pride from the confidence he saw in Esselt’s eyes. He knew she respected his skills as a hunter. He knew she was concerned about what had already proven a very difficult trail to follow. The scintillating sands of Droost’s vast desert created an eerie vision under the moon’s glow. The strange dunes of tiny metallic scales undulated slowly across the land, the light they reflected creating the illusion of a great ocean moving sluggishly towards the horizon. Though the semblance of waves and water was deceptive, the dunes were possessed of actual motion. Drawn by unfathomable forces, the scaly sands crawled across the desert, creeping to the far horizon. Caprices of action caused them at times to churn themselves into great pits that sucked down anything unfortunate enough to be crossing their shimmering surface – maelstroms of sand, leagues across, hungrily devouring those bold enough to brave the desert. Even at their calmest, the crawling dunes presented their hazards, shifting and undulating in time to the seasons, creating a fresh vista to greet the eyes of a traveller with each rising dawn. The reflective scales cast a mirrored haze into the air, a panoply of mirages by day and a villainous distortion of stars and constellations by night.

			Only the most skilled could follow a trail across such a land. Though pride was counted a vice within the Order of Azyr, Talorcan felt it just the same, to know he was one of the few who could boast such ability.

			‘Not yet,’ Talorcan decided. His accent was coloured with the deep, deliberate tones of the desert. He looked past her, towards the other demigryphs that made up their small flock. The first was a simple beast of burden carrying skins of water to sustain them in the wilds between Droost’s scattered oases. The second had a rider, a small man wearing a hauberk of reinforced lizard-hide and a dun-coloured burnoose. An ugly weapon, partway between maul and goad, hung from his belt alongside a vicious assemblage of knives. A set of iron manacles jangled against his hip as he caught Talorcan’s notice and set his steed trotting forwards. Keeping close to its master, a lean creature that looked part falcon and part jackal loped across the ridge of the dune.

			‘Domech, here is work for you,’ Talorcan said, pointing at the ground ahead of them. The witch hunter eased his demigryph to one side as the small man dismounted and stepped forwards.

			‘It is my honour to serve,’ Domech declared with a bow. The little man crouched low to the ground. The falcon-headed jackal came over to him, lowering its head so that he could set his palm against its feathered forehead. For an instant man and gryph-hound were frozen in silent communion. When his intentions were clear to the beast, Domech rose. ‘Find, Kopesh,’ he commanded, waving his hand at the dunes. ‘Find!’

			Kopesh loped away, its beaked head swaying from side to side as it inspected the scaly ground. Talorcan watched the animal with almost a tinge of envy. The perfect hunter would be a combination of the gryph-hound’s senses and the trained mind of a man to interpret what it found. It was testament to the mysterious ways of the gods that Sigmar had chosen a simple man like Domech to be bonded to Kopesh rather than a more practised tracker like himself.

			‘If there is anything, Kopesh will find it,’ Esselt said, watching as the gryph-hound made a wide circle across the tops of the dunes. She smiled at Talorcan. ‘Anything you missed, of course, my little dove.’

			‘Would that it were always so.’ Talorcan closed a gloved hand around the talisman hanging from his neck. ‘Sigmar grant there is something to find. If there isn’t, then all we do is waste time here.’

			‘Perhaps our quarry found a patch of starve-sand,’ Esselt suggested. ‘He could have been dragged down by the desert, Tal.’

			Talorcan followed Kopesh’s progress, seeing the gryph-hound tighten the range of its circles. ‘It would take a very deep hole to swallow something so foul with corruption that it could vanish without some trace.’ 

			Esselt set her hand on Talorcan’s shoulder. ‘It was a sound gamble,’ she said, gentleness in her voice. ‘You did what had to be done. There was no surety torture would have forced truth from his lips.’ 

			‘It was still a risk,’ Talorcan warned. He thought of the caravan, the grotesque disease that had brought down so many of the pilgrims accompanying it. Pious souls from across Arlk leaving their homes to do homage to Sigmar God-King in one of his mighty temples on the River Chael. Instead of the holy sanctuaries they had found the filthy plague of Chaos. Among the true pilgrims had been a clutch of diseased cultists spreading their corruption to the unafflicted. Between them, Talorcan and Esselt had brought judgement upon six of the ­heretics. The seventh had been allowed to escape with one of Talorcan’s bullets lodged in his arm.

			‘The ones who infiltrated the caravan are nothing, Tal,’ Esselt retorted. ‘How many caravans, how many villages and camps, have been stricken by this plague? You know it is the work of more than a single coven. There is a larger cult behind this blight. Finding them is what matters, and if that means following this wretch to the Varthian forests then we stick to his trail.’

			Talorcan managed a smile and nodded. ‘I can always trust you to put things into perspective.’ He watched as Kopesh continued to circle the dunes. ‘Sigmar grant there is a trail to stick to.’

			‘There will be,’ Esselt declared. ‘Sigmar will not allow this evil to go unpunished. If we keep faith, if we have the determination to persevere, then we will find the heretic and his pestiferous ilk.’

			The circles the gryph-hound had been describing tightened. At last the animal stopped. Throwing its head back, Kopesh uttered a piercing shriek and began clawing at the scaly sand. Domech hurried forwards, drawing his beast back before it could dig down to what it had found.

			‘Master! Mistress! Kopesh has found something!’ Domech cried out. 

			Talorcan hurried to Domech, leaving Esselt with their demigryphs. The moment Kopesh was pulled away from the hole, the witch hunter took up the animal’s labours. Hastily he scooped away sand, finally exposing a grotesque creature. Bloated and hairy, the insect was almost the size of his gloved hand when he took it out of the ground. More than half-dead, it did little more than wag its antennae as it was captured. 

			‘Kopesh, stay!’ Domech snarled, losing hold of the gryph-hound. The beast bounded forwards and began to rake the sand with its power­ful claws. 

			Talorcan moved aside as the animal deepened the hole. He held Domech back when the little man would have pulled Kopesh away.

			‘Leave him,’ he said. ‘There is something more here to be found.’

			The two men watched as Kopesh exhumed a second bloat-moth and then a third. Each insect was quite dead when the gryph-hound dug them up. The animal delved deeper, finally reaching the object. Talorcan could see it was the carcass of a nomad. There was little subtlety about how the man had died. A knife was embedded in the side of his neck.

			Domech started for the corpse, but Talorcan drew him back. The little man’s soul was more mercenary than pious. His loyalty was more aligned with gold than gods. It was a mindset the Order of Azyr would utilise but one that could never be fully trusted. There were times when Talorcan could almost like Domech, and then the houndmaster would do something unsavoury and remind him of the reality of their association.

			‘Leave it,’ Talorcan warned Domech. ‘The taint of Nurgle may be upon the body.’

			‘What have you found?’ Esselt called out.

			‘The heretic was here,’ Talorcan announced as he brought one of the flies over for Esselt to inspect. She scowled down at the bug. ‘Note what is different about this one.’

			‘There are still fragments of the wings,’ Esselt observed, prodding the fuzzy back and exposing a sliver of translucent membrane. 

			‘A bloat-moth’s wings burn in sunlight,’ Talorcan stated. ‘This one must have dug down into the sand after dawn.’ He raised his finger to emphasise the more important point. ‘But not so late in the day that it was too weak to dig for shelter.’

			Esselt shook her head in disgust. ‘The very blood of this wretch is so putrid it draws carrion-eaters to him and so necrotic it makes them keep drinking when they should be flying away to hide from the sun.’

			‘And it makes them shun clean fodder. There is a nomad at the bottom of that hole. Some unfortunate this villain came upon and slew. Our quarry likely has mount and water now.’ Talorcan shook his head.

			‘It will only prolong the inevitable,’ Esselt said. ‘Once you and I are on their trail, there is no escape.’ She gestured towards Domech as the man once again dragged Kopesh away from the hole it had dug. ‘If the heretic has stolen a demigryph the scent will be even easier for Kopesh to follow.’

			Fury crept into Talorcan’s eyes. His fist closed around the dying bloat-moth, crushing it to pulp. ‘The corruption of Chaos spares nothing,’ he swore. ‘Man, beast or vermin, it will consume all unless it is stopped. Unless it is fought at every turn and in every place where it raises its obscene banners.’

			‘We will fight, Tal,’ Esselt said. ‘By the grace of Sigmar, we will win. Never again will the lands of Chamon be dragged into slavery and madness.’

			Talorcan gazed out across the shimmering wastes of Droost, the harsh and hideous desert that had acted as a bulwark against the hordes of Chaos and a refuge for those fleeing before them. Now the enemy was seeking to corrupt what it had failed to conquer.

			‘Never again,’ Talorcan whispered as he wiped the crushed husk from his fingers. He didn’t see the dunes as they now were, but rather as they had been during the height of the Chaos invasion, littered with the bodies of untold thousands. Entire kingdoms driven into flight and devoured by the unforgiving desert.

			‘Never again,’ Talorcan vowed, fingers tightening around the ­Hammer hanging from his neck.

			Twilight transformed the desert into an eerie vista of long shadows and fantastical reflections. Dull orange and deep purple, the rays of the fading sun shone across the dunes, leaping off the reflective sands in twisting spirals of colour. More than the heat-haze of day with its watery mirages, or the mirrored stars of night, it was in the brief twilight that Droost was at its most disorienting. 

			It was the sight of a dark bulk lying sprawled on the side of a dune that brought Talorcan’s senses to full alert. He could see the bloat-moths buzzing about the shape. Too bulky to be a man, it was the body of something much larger. He was certain he knew what it was – the mount their quarry had stolen from the murdered nomad.

			Talorcan raised his arm, waving Esselt and Domech to a halt. He gestured to the dark bulk. He motioned for Esselt to circle around to the left of the animal while Domech and Kopesh headed to the right.

			The witch hunter drew the pistol from his belt and checked its charge. Talorcan bowed his head and whispered a brief prayer before he dismounted and approached the corpse. As he drew nearer, the disorienting effects of the twilight lessened and he could pick out details of the carcass. It was indeed that of a demigryph, draped in the tasselled harness characteristic of the Carceri tribesmen. There were ugly red boils along its flanks and neck, diseased splotches that echoed those that had afflicted the pilgrims. If there had been any doubt the demigryph had been stolen by their quarry, there was none now. 

			Talorcan approached the carcass with his pistol upraised and one hand on the grip of the sword sheathed at his side. His eyes struggled against the deceiving flickers of purple and orange, the sinister lengthening of the shadows. He could sense that the enemy was close. With his stolen steed dying from under him, the man was afoot once more. As soon as Talorcan picked up his trail, it would be all over for the heretic.

			Then Talorcan’s eyes spotted a detail he hadn’t seen initially. The demigryph was dead, but it had not fallen from exposure or disease. Its throat had been slashed. Beneath the clustered bloat-moths, he could see the jagged slit that had killed the animal. The heretic had deliberately slaughtered his mount. Talorcan spun around, his mouth open to shout a warning to his companions.

			Talorcan’s warning was stifled when the ground beside the demi-gryph suddenly burst apart in a spray of sand. Lunging upwards was a gross shape clad in the soiled tatters of a pilgrim’s robe. Only vaguely did the figure resemble the cultist who had fled the stricken caravan. The disease had grown more virulent, swelling the gut and limbs with tumorous growths, distorting the face into a lumpy, featureless mash. Ugly boils dangled from the man’s throat like the wattle of a rooster. Leprous discolourations rendered his skin a patchwork of sun-baked bronze and pallid white. Translucent pus oozed from the broken arm the ambusher cradled against his chest, a limb so swollen with disease that the skin was stretched taut as a drum.

			Any clean thing would have withered under such affliction. The bullet wound Talorcan had inflicted on the cultist had become infected and festered. Those who embraced the heresies of the obscene Plague God, however, drew strength from disease, becoming more powerful as the corruption spread. For the cultist each new horror that manifested within his flesh was a gift from his god, a manifestation of Nurgle’s cancerous favour. In the blemished eyes that stared from the swollen face, Talorcan found the crazed gleam of the complete fanatic.

			In a flare of flame and smoke, Talorcan sent a bullet roaring from the mouth of his pistol. The shot caught the cultist high, smashing through his shoulder in a spray of brownish muck. Such as remained of the man’s face registered no sign of pain, but the shattered bones caused his outstretched arm to flop limply against his side.

			Talorcan hesitated to draw his sword, instead reversing his hold upon his pistol. He could hear Esselt and Domech rushing towards him to help in the fight.

			‘I want him alive!’ Talorcan shouted, warning them back. Tracking the cultist further was now impossible, but he hoped that if the man was taken alive he could still be forced to reveal something that would lead to his confederates. Gripping the pistol like a club, he brought its heavy grip smashing down against the side of his foe’s skull. An ear was mashed into paste by the blow, the scalp torn open by the silver ornaments fastened to the wooden frame. The brown sludge that bubbled from the wound splashed across the edge of Talorcan’s cloak, turning the white cloth black with its foulness.

			The vicious blow staggered the cultist but did nothing to arrest his advance. He plunged down the slope and as he passed Talorcan, the fingers of his dangling arm caught at the witch hunter’s cloak. Snagged in the garment, the heretic’s grip brought Talorcan tumbling down the side of the dune with his enemy.

			‘Tal!’ Esselt’s shout sounded impossibly distant to Talorcan’s ears as he came to rest at the bottom of the dune. He spat sand from his mouth and groped about for the pistol that had been knocked from his hand in the fall.

			Before Talorcan could pick himself off the ground, a heavy weight slammed into him, pitching him onto his side. The wounded cultist loomed over him, gore and filth spilling from his wounds. Viciously the man drove another kick at the witch hunter’s ribs. Talorcan caught the foot before it could hit him. Wrenching it to one side, he heard something pop and was rewarded to finally see an expression of agony in the cultist’s diseased visage. Talorcan’s foe staggered back, collapsing to the ground when his savaged foot refused to support his swollen bulk.

			Talorcan drew his sword as he regained his own footing. He glowered down at the stricken cultist. ‘It is alright now,’ Talorcan called out when he heard Esselt rushing down the side of the dune. ‘A bit more fight in him than I was expecting, that is all.’

			‘The scum was lying in ambush for us,’ Esselt accused. The stars now shining in the sky danced across the silvered edge of her great sword, surrounding the weapon in a blue glow. ‘Was that his plan all along, or did he realise he was not going to throw us off his trail?’

			‘A good question,’ Talorcan said, advancing towards the prostrate cultist. ‘I wonder how much persuasion he will take to give us an answer.’

			Talorcan was a veteran of the Order of Azyr, having spent many years hunting the enemies of Sigmar. Even so, he was unprepared for the answer the cultist gave. Lurching up from the ground, the heretic glared at him and clamped his jaw tight. The next instant the diseased man spat a tatter of flesh at the witch hunter. It was his tongue.

			The cultist uttered a coughing laugh as he heard Esselt’s shock and saw Talorcan draw away from the severed tongue. The laugh collapsed into anguished moans when a bloat-moth suddenly flew down onto the man’s face. The huge insect latched itself to the side of the gashed head, its sharp feet clawing a hold in the leprous skin. Then its razor-edged proboscis was unfolding, stabbing down to drink the filth oozing from the cultist’s wound.

			Other bloat-moths soon descended, settling upon the cultist like bees on a flower. The man’s moans became frantic, burbling screams as the insects preyed on him. Talorcan watched the grisly tableau with cold satisfaction, thinking of all those this heretic had struck down with the diseases he carried in his flesh.

			‘Are you going to stop that?’ Esselt asked as she joined Talorcan at the bottom of the dune.

			Talorcan shook his head. ‘We will learn nothing from this fanatic. He has made that clear enough. He has rebuked his last chance for Sigmar’s mercy. Maybe this is the God-King’s justice.’ He sheathed his sword and reached to his belt, removing a small clay bottle from a pouch on either hip. He handed the bottles to Esselt. ‘Still, we cannot allow any trace of the man’s corruption to linger after him.’

			Esselt looked at the bottles and the marks etched into the clay. ‘Fire in a jar,’ she commented. ‘Sometimes even I am awed by the mysteries my father has bestowed on the brotherhood.’

			‘Leukon is unequalled as both scholar and alchemist,’ Talorcan said as he unfastened his cloak. He smiled at Esselt. ‘Mind you, it is in his capacity as a father that I feel most indebted to the man.’

			Esselt raised her eyebrow at the remark. ‘He would take that as an insult to his studies, however sincerely you meant to compliment him.’ Her expression darkened as she watched still another bloat-moth descend on the writhing cultist. ‘We had better do this before any of them drink their fill and try to leave.’

			Talorcan nodded and stalked towards the cultist. The man was covered in bloat-moths now; no less than half a dozen of the fist-sized bugs were sucking at his wounds. The witch hunter looked at his polluted cloak, at the black spots where the blood had splashed him. The taint might be cut away, but for now he had a better purpose for the fouled garment. Thrown over the cultist, it would prevent any of the disease-sucking insects from flying away.

			Poised above the stricken fanatic, Talorcan prepared to hurl the cloak across him. Before he did, he saw something crawling on the cultist’s chest, an insect much smaller than the bloat-moths but no less vile in appearance. It was a massive fly, black in body with three splotches across its back. Talorcan’s revulsion swelled when he recognised the pattern the splotches made. The Flyspot, the noxious rune of Nurgle.

			Talorcan quickly threw his cloak over the cultist, trapping the bloat-moths and blotting out the image of the Nurgle-marked fly. The cast-off cloak quivered with motion as the imprisoned insects tried to escape. Before they could, Esselt was standing over the body with the two bottles Talorcan had given her. Unstoppering one, she poured a thin liquid across the cloak, then proceeded to scatter the contents of the other across the cultist, dark grains of an acrid-smelling powder. 

			The instant powder and liquid met, there was a fierce flash of light. Long fingers of flame leapt into the air as the two substances mixed and ignited. The witch hunters backed away while the alchemical fire blazed away, swiftly consuming the cultist and the scavengers preying on him. Sigmar’s fire, Leukon had named his discovery, and watching the flames obliterate the diseased fanatic, Talorcan could think of no more apt a title for the substance.

			‘What do you think, Tal?’ Esselt asked as the immolation ran its course. ‘Do you think he was trying to get somewhere or was he trying to lead us astray from the first?’

			Talorcan gripped Esselt’s cloak and drew her close. ‘I think that answer has gone up in smoke. At least for now.’ He brushed a stray lock of blonde hair from Esselt’s forehead. ‘There are still a few things we might try, a few leads we might follow.’ 

			‘Which means more riding and more desert,’ Esselt said. ‘By Sigmar, I feel as though I am part dune-jackal already.’

			‘Only the good parts,’ Talorcan told her, wincing as she jabbed her fist into his side. 

			‘The part that will pick your carcass clean if you make another crack like that,’ Esselt threatened. She looked back to the cremated cultist. Sigmar’s fire had done its work swiftly, reducing the body to a blackened stain on the sand. ‘Seriously, Tal, if we can’t follow the trail forward what good will it do to backtrack? This scum was disguised as a pilgrim. He might have come from anywhere.’

			‘He came from somewhere,’ Talorcan said. ‘We will find out where.’ His face darkened, his voice dropped to a frustrated whisper. ‘Soon the cult will give us a new trail to follow.’

			‘We might not need to wait,’ Esselt stated. She hesitated, knowing that her next words weren’t going to be popular with Talorcan. ‘Three of these outbreaks have happened in the kaza covered by Urgant’s chapter house.’

			Talorcan was silent for a moment. ‘If Urgant knew anything, he would have acted upon it already.’ He shook his head. ‘I may have problems with my brother, but I do respect his competence.’

			‘He might only have a piece of the puzzle,’ Esselt persisted. ‘If you were to pool your resources we might find an answer.’

			Talorcan arched an eyebrow. ‘Are you certain you don’t simply want to see Urgant again?’ The question was only half in jest and he made no effort to hide the worry in his gaze.

			‘All of that was settled long ago,’ Esselt told him. She squeezed his hand and drew closer to him. ‘I do not regret my choice.’

			‘Urgant is stubborn,’ Talorcan reminded her. ‘He might not see things that way.’

			Esselt laughed. ‘Then I’ll just have to hit him again.’ She gave Talorcan a coy look. ‘Which eye did I punch him in that last time?’

			Talorcan returned her laugh. ‘The right one,’ he said.

			Esselt leaned in and kissed him. ‘If it happens again you must remind me to go for his left.’ She turned her head and looked up at the stars. ‘I suppose we won’t set out for the chapter house until it is light.’

			‘Too much chance of getting lost,’ Talorcan said. ‘I should call Domech in and let him know we are camping here.’

			‘Domech is fine where he is,’ Esselt stated. ‘If he needs anything he knows where to find us.’

			‘If he needs anything, I will shoot him,’ Talorcan vowed.

			It had been years since Talorcan had last set eyes on his brother or climbed the rough steps of Raga Tor. The chapter houses of the brother­hood were situated across the vastness of Droost, great stone towers that stabbed up from the crawling dunes. Built in the Age of Chaos, they acted as a line of forts against the prowling bands of monsters and barbarians raging across the lands of Chamon. Erected above underground wells, provided with vaults in which to raise crops of mushroom and moss, each tower had been rendered self-sufficient, capable of withstanding a prolonged siege or isolation. As sentinel outposts, the forts had performed their duties well. Now they acted as bastions of a different sort, stations from which the warriors of the Order of Azyr would fare, monitoring the far flung villages and nomad camps for signs of heresy, watching the travelling caravans for any hint of corruption. Each chapter house supported a dozen witch hunters and their retinues, all of them answerable to the captain in command of the tower.

			At Raga Tor, that captain was Urgant Fairhair.

			Looking at the sombre stone tower from the crest of a distant dune, Talorcan felt a tremor run through his body. After so long away, it was strange to return. There was a time when he had known this tower like the back of his hand. He thought he had known Urgant with similar familiarity, but in the end he had not known his brother half as well as he had thought. The rivalry that had characterised their childhood and extended into their adult lives had always been one-sided. Urgant had always come out the better in any contest with Talorcan. Always, that was, until Esselt had come into their lives.

			Talorcan scowled as he remembered the severity of their parting. Duty would compel Urgant to receive them now, but Talorcan doubted his brother would be pleased to see either him or Esselt. 

			‘Something does not feel right, Talorcan,’ Esselt said, intruding on his thoughts. She waved at the tower, drawing his attention to the para­pet at its top. ‘Where is their standard?’

			Talorcan drew the Kharadron far-glass from his belt. He opened the metal tube and placed its glass lens against his eye. As he trained it on the parapet, his thumb turned the calibration wheel set into its side, rotating the tiny mirrors inside the tube until the magnified view of the tower was brought into focus. Esselt was right, the standard that should have been flying above Raga Tor was gone. There was another detail as well that only the duardin glass could reveal from such a distance. 

			‘Blood spattered about the parapet,’ Talorcan said. He collapsed the far-glass and hooked it to his belt. ‘I have to go into the tower and see for myself what has happened here. I owe Urgant that much.’

			Esselt gave him a sharp look. ‘I know you are not speaking as if you are going in there alone,’ she warned. ‘If something has happened here, whatever did it might still be around. You will need someone to watch your back.’

			‘Urgant has twelve witch hunters under him,’ Talorcan said. ‘They have likely gone away to hunt down whoever was foolish enough to defy them.’ He tried to make the words sound convincing. One glance at Esselt told him he had failed.

			‘Then we can all wait for them to return inside,’ Esselt stated. ‘I cannot speak for Domech, but I know I should prefer to get out of the sun for a time.’

			Talorcan looked from Esselt to Domech and back again. Esselt would not let him take such a risk, even if Domech would be content to wait outside. With a sigh he relented. ‘I go first,’ he declared. 

			Esselt conceded. ‘Just remember I need a lot of room to swing my sword. If we do find anything, don’t be slow getting out of my way.’

			Spurring their demigryphs to a gallop, the witch hunters quickly covered the ground between themselves and Raga Tor. At every step Talorcan hoped to hear one of Urgant’s people shout a challenge at them from the top of the tower, but there was only silence. A damning silence, for if Urgant’s men had gone away to pursue some enemy, they would not have been so reckless as to leave no one behind to guard the tower.

			Nameless fear became grim reality when the riders reached the base of the tower. The crawling sands had effaced any mark that might have been on the ground, but the erasure had not extended to the blackoak panels of the gate itself. A glance was enough to show the blood stains splashed across the entrance. Closer scrutiny showed where one of the doors had taken a deep cut, a slash that looked to Talorcan like the work of a sword.

			‘Stay close and keep alert,’ Talorcan ordered as he dismounted. He knew it was a needless injunction. Esselt and Domech were no neophytes fresh from a cloister. They knew their business as well as he did his own. It was his concern for Urgant that made him utter such nonsense. With all the enmity between them, it was only now that he appreciated how deep his connection to his brother remained.

			The gates were both unguarded and unbarred. A kick of Talorcan’s boot sent one of the huge doors swinging inwards. The great hall inside was a shambles. The stalls of the demigryphs and draft-lizards employed by the chapter house were smashed to splinters, straw and sand scattered about. Tapestries and icons had been pulled down from the walls and befouled with every manner of filth. The ancient shield and sword that had hung above the entrance to Raga Tor’s antechamber had been ripped from their place and battered against the floor until they were misshapen lumps of metal. Everywhere there was blood, but the absence of bodies gave no scope to the extent of the carnage.

			‘It would appear Urgant has quite a mess to clean up when he returns,’ Esselt stated. Her attitude was far less flippant than her words. She held her great sword across one shoulder as she stalked through the wreckage, watching the alcoves overlooking the great hall for any sign of an enemy.

			‘Pray to Sigmar that he does return,’ Talorcan whispered under his breath as he made a closer study of the ruins. The gruesome familiarity of spattered gore called attention to itself, but there were other stains left behind by what could only have been a furious combat. Under a tapestry beside one of the battered stalls he found smelly brownish smears. They recalled to mind the diseased blood of the cultist he had so recently tracked down.

			Domech and Kopesh roved through the debris, the gryph-hound’s animal senses alerting it to traces invisible to the humans. Soul-bonded to his beast, Domech could understand the squawks Kopesh uttered.

			‘Master, he has caught the scent of something.’

			Talorcan swung away from his scrutiny of the putrid traces. ‘Give Kopesh his lead then,’ he ordered. ‘Let him follow whatever sign he has found. We will keep our distance. If someone intends to spring a trap, he will be disappointed.’

			Domech knelt beside the gryph-hound, resting his hand on the creature’s forehead and communing with it. After a moment, Kopesh loped off, hastening into the antechamber. Fingers tight around the heft of the vicious bludgeon he carried, Domech followed after his gryph-hound.

			‘I almost hope Kopesh finds someone,’ Talorcan muttered as he started towards the antechamber.

			‘What was that?’ Esselt asked as she fell into step beside him.

			‘I hope Kopesh finds someone,’ Talorcan repeated. He waved at the ruined great hall. ‘Because someone is going to pay for all of this. And I intend to make certain it takes much time and much pain to settle the debt.’ 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Talorcan kept his pistol raised as he followed Kopesh through the antechamber. The gryph-hound was so intent upon the scent it was following that it barely took notice of the ruins around it. Talorcan quickened his pace as the animal plunged forwards through the door at the other end of the room. The corridor was a similar scene of destruction, the doors leading onto it smashed and broken, blood spattered across floors and walls, wrecked furnishings thrown about the hall.

			Talorcan darted a glance over his shoulder, watching as Esselt walked into the hallway. She peered into each doorway as she passed it, her sword at the ready. ‘No bodies,’ she reported after checking the third room.

			‘Maybe the tower was assaulted by an orruk warband,’ Domech suggested. The houndmaster paused to remove a bit of gold chain from the smashed frame of a wardrobe. Deftly the little man slipped it down the neck of his tunic. ‘If they got hungry they would not leave any bodies to find.’ Esselt gave him a withering look, turning her eyes meaningfully towards Talorcan. Domech winced as he considered the tactlessness of his words. ‘I mean… I am sure that… well Urgant probably…’

			‘This was not the work of orruks,’ Talorcan stated. He gestured to a jumble of clay fragments lying against the wall. The debris wallowed in a puddle of filth, but a few distinct shapes could be made out, enough to denote it as once having been an icon of Sigmar. ‘The greenskins are destructive and savage, but without this kind of deliberate malice. Whoever did this, they had a special hate for the God-King and took extra pains to desecrate and defile his symbols.’

			‘Necromancy.’ The word came in a horrified whisper from Esselt’s lips. There was an expression of regret in her eyes when she looked at Talorcan.

			Talorcan made no reply. The same thought had occurred to him, but hearing it spoken somehow made the prospect even worse. The black art of necromancy. Some murderous acolyte of Nagash may have used his magic to turn the bodies of the slain into undead slaves. It was a prospect even worse than having his brother end up on an orruk’s cook-fire.

			‘By the grace of Sigmar, I pray it is not so,’ Talorcan said. ‘I pray one of that foul creed has not been so bold as this.’ 

			‘The Zombie-Master of Rodeil,’ Esselt reminded him, a haunted expression on her face. ‘We never did find his body. This could be an act of revenge. If he knew…’

			‘If he knew Urgant was my brother,’ Talorcan finished for her. He shook his head. ‘There is horror enough here already, let us not add to it by conjuring frightful shadows from the past.’

			Kopesh turned at a broad doorway near the centre of the hall. The gryph-hound sprang onto the top of a ramshackle barrier that had been thrown across the opening, its talons digging for purchase on the boxes and crates that had been piled together. After a moment the creature pulled itself over the side and started loping across the broad chamber beyond.

			Talorcan hesitated on the threshold, peering warily into the room. Esselt quickly joined him, taking position on the other side of the doorway. The chamber beyond was the chapter house’s kitchen, with narrow chimneys curving up from the great stone ovens set against the far wall. The havoc that had descended on the other rooms they’d passed had not spared this one. Pots and pans were scattered around in wild disarray, plates and crockery had been smashed against the floor, sacks of flour and barrels of beer battered open and flung against the walls. It was a complete shambles, with the marks of violence everywhere. A violence that had left much blood but no bodies.

			‘I see no one,’ Esselt said in a lowered voice. She gestured at the barrier before them. Her meaning was clear. The barrier could have been left by Urgant’s men or it could be part of a trap left behind by the attackers.

			Talorcan had his pistol drawn. He peered down the length of its barrel as he swung his head from side to side and studied the kitchen. ‘Someone has been in there besides the brotherhood,’ he commented as his gaze roved across the destruction.

			Esselt nodded. ‘We go in,’ she said. ‘Do you want quiet or noisy?’

			A grim smile pulled at Talorcan’s features. ‘I think things have been too quiet. I know you get impatient when things are too quiet,’ he said.

			Esselt tightened her grip on her great sword and brought an armoured boot kicking against the ramshackle barricade. The fury of her blow sent it teetering inwards. While it was unbalanced, she plunged ahead, smacking it with her shoulder and sending the crude barrier toppling to one side with her armoured weight.

			‘Show yourselves, dogs!’ Esselt roared. ‘Face the wrath of Sigmar!’

			Talorcan slipped into the room, keeping his back against the wall and his pistol sweeping across the kitchen. His sharp eyes studied the dark mouths of the ovens, the piles of broken boxes and barrels, any place that might offer concealment to a lurking foe. He swung around when he heard a pan clatter across the floor, but held his fire when he saw it was only Domech slinking into the room. He gestured to the houndmaster to circle around and guard the flank.

			Esselt’s shout brought Kopesh rushing out from the alcove the gryph-hound had moved into. The beast’s feathers were ruffled, its hackles raised in challenge. It turned its beaked head from side to side, searching for any trace of an enemy. After a moment, Kopesh relaxed and cocked its head to one side, favouring Esselt with a puzzled look.

			‘I do not think there is anyone here,’ Talorcan said as he observed the gryph-hound’s bewilderment. ‘Intent on the scent it was following, Kopesh might have missed someone the first time through, but not now.’

			Domech laughed and walked over to his animal, running his fingers along its feathered neck. ‘You have the right of that, master,’ he boasted. ‘You might fool Kopesh once, but never twice.’

			Talorcan kept his pistol at the ready and walked to the alcove that had interested the gryph-hound. A set of double-doors was recessed at an angle in the wall. Motioning to Esselt to join him, the witch hunter pulled at the iron ring set into the face of one door. The portal swung open, exposing a stairway that descended into a stone-lined vault.

			‘The stores and the cistern are down there,’ Talorcan told Esselt. While he was speaking, Kopesh trotted over and started down the steps. The scent it had been following from the great hall was leading it into the vault.

			Talorcan paused to stir a luminescent mixture in a crystal vial he carried. It was another concoction devised by Leukon, a combination of rare salts that gave off a dull blue light when shaken. The light would last for some time, gradually fading as the salts again settled at the bottom of the vial. Holding the alchemical lamp in one hand, Talorcan nodded to Domech. The little man darted forward and drew open the other door, exposing the full breadth of the stairway. 

			The witch hunters paused as the light shone down upon the steps. The stairs were slick with blood, a veritable carpet of gore that rippled downwards into the darkness. Mixed into the crimson were darker ­fluids and a rancid stink that bespoke something that had been as noxious in life as in death.

			‘The bodies,’ Esselt hissed. ‘They brought them down here.’

			‘I think I know why,’ Talorcan said, a sickly expression on his face. Though he kept his pistol drawn, his attitude lost most of its wariness. With quickened step, he descended the stairs, unconcerned now by the possibility of traps and ambushes. He didn’t need to follow Kopesh now. He knew where the scent would lead the gryph-hound.

			Esselt was behind him as Talorcan dashed after Kopesh. He heard her shouting at him, enjoining him to be wary. ‘Tal! Wait!’ she snapped at him. ‘This may yet be a trap!’ He heard her curse under her breath as she hastened down the steps. ‘If you get us killed, I will never let you hear the end of it,’ she grumbled.

			Talorcan stopped in a large gallery at the very end of the main vault. He found Kopesh ahead of him, the gryph-hound’s talons pressed against the walls of a large well, its hawk-like head staring down into its interior. Raga Tor’s cistern, some twenty feet in diameter, was the very life force of the fortress. As Talorcan joined Kopesh at the side of the well, he found that the tower’s attackers had not been content to simply murder its occupants – they had murdered the chapter house itself.

			Clear, clean water should have greeted Talorcan’s gaze, but as the blue light shined down into the well, what he found was a horror to touch even his hardened sensibilities. The well had become a morass of the dead. Butchered bodies had been dumped into the cistern, piled into it until only a few patches of murky polluted water were visible. Some of the dead faces that stared up at him were known to Talorcan. Witch hunters and retainers, servants and acolytes who had been posted to Raga Tor when he had served here. Each of their bodies bore not only the marks of violence, but also of mutilation. On many of them, Talorcan could see the Flyspot rune of Nurgle gouged into their flesh.

			Other naked and diseased corpses had been thrown down into the well. Slashed by swords and shot by bullets, they offered mute testimony that the chapter house’s defenders had taken many of the attackers with them to their deaths. They also removed any doubt as to who those attackers had been. 

			‘Raga Tor was attacked by the same plague cult we have been trying to stamp out these many months,’ Talorcan declared. ‘The same scum we unmasked among the pilgrims.’ He ground his teeth, his words becoming an angry hiss. ‘Our pursuit of this filth was so relentless we did not stop to think the enemy might try to bring the fight to us.’

			‘By the Hammer!’ Esselt swore as she reached the well and looked down on the massed corpses. She turned an outraged face to Talorcan. ‘Tal, can they be so degenerate as to stoop so low? They have poisoned the well!’ Her outrage was that of any who dwelt in the desert. There was no greater crime a man could commit than to ruin a source of water. In ancient times, kings had been torn apart by their own warriors when they dared to order such a violation.

			Talorcan glared down at the charnel scene. ‘Nothing clean can use that water now,’ he said. ‘But these cultists are so vile that they probably can.’ He raised his eyes, looking across the vaulted ceiling, remembering all the years he had dwelt in the chapter house. ‘They have settled Raga Tor. I don’t know if there is any prayer or magic that will make the well fit again after this. Without water the tower is useless to the brotherhood.’

			Esselt came over to Talorcan and clutched his arm. ‘They will find a way to revive Raga Tor,’ she told him. ‘The Order of Azyr will not allow the chapter house to fall into ruin. This place will be cleansed of this desecration.’

			‘This will always be a haunted place,’ Talorcan said. ‘Even if it is purified and re-dedicated to the brotherhood, what has happened here will not be forgotten.’

			‘It will not be forgotten,’ Esselt declared. ‘It will be avenged.’ Her eyes shone like steel. ‘Those responsible will pay, I promise you.’ She lifted her head suddenly, staring across the rim of the well. Fury rushed to her features as she pulled away from Talorcan.

			‘How dare you?’ she shouted across the well, glaring at Domech as the little man leaned over the ledge. He had a long pole in his hands and was using it to prod the corpses, trying to pull one of them up the wall of the cistern.

			Domech drew back in alarm, almost dropping the pole in his fright. ‘We… we can’t just leave them down… there…’ he sputtered.

			Talorcan watched Esselt storm around the side of the well and confront Domech. ‘As though honouring the dead was your intention,’ she snapped. Her hand waved down at the bodies. ‘Belt buckles? Rings? Or were you thinking to look for gold teeth as well?’

			The houndmaster cringed under Esselt’s accusations, raising his hands in protest. ‘I am no ghoul to prey on the dead!’ he insisted. ‘Credit me with at least some dignity, mistress.’ He turned towards Talorcan. ‘Master, I thought you might learn something if you examined the corpses.’

			‘Let him be, Esselt,’ Talorcan said. ‘I know Domech’s quality well enough.’ He gave Domech a stern glance. ‘Leave the dead where they lie. The chance of contamination is more than I would countenance.’

			Domech bowed his head in submission. ‘As you command, master,’ he said, casting the pole he had been using down into the well. ‘It was not my intention to disturb our dead. I know the great regard you had for Urgant.’

			Esselt’s eyes blazed. ‘You dare!’ she snarled at Domech. She looked back at Talorcan and saw the pain in his expression. ‘You dare say such a thing!’ She rounded on the little man, forcing him to retreat before her. ‘I should throw you down into that well!’

			‘But… but Urgant is down there…’ Domech whined. His distress brought Kopesh creeping to his side, the soul-bond between them making the gryph-hound echo the houndmaster’s cringing mien. ‘We all know he is.’ 

			Talorcan heard Domech’s words. Instead of adding to his sorrow, they cut through it like a blade. ‘Do we know that?’ he muttered, almost to himself. His mind turned to another possibility.

			‘The refuge!’ Talorcan exclaimed as he turned away from the well. ‘Maybe Urgant was able to reach the refuge!’ He started back down the vault towards the stairs into the tower’s kitchen.

			Esselt hurried after Talorcan, leaving Domech and his gryph-hound behind at the cistern. ‘Tal, beware! The cultists could still be here!’

			Talorcan was deaf to her warning. ‘Urgant may have gained the refuge. A small room hidden under the sanctuary’s altar. Just large enough for a man. A bolthole for the master of the tower!’

			‘When the forts were bastions against the marauder hordes,’ Talorcan said as he reached the top of the stairs, ‘it was the duty of the commander to hide himself if the tower was captured.’ His voice quickened as his hope rallied to the theme of his words. ‘Once the enemy left, he would emerge and slip away to bear word of the defeat to the Khanate. That tradition was well known to the witch hunters posted at Raga Tor.’

			‘Urgant would… he would not…’ Esselt struggled to force the thought onto her tongue. ‘Tal, you know he was not that kind of man. He would never desert his men to hide himself. He would have fought to the very last.’

			Talorcan refused to listen. ‘Who are you to tell me the mind of my own brother?’ he snapped, turning around. The moment they were spoken he repented the harsh words. What had made him lash out? Fear that Urgant was dead, or fear that Esselt really had known his brother so well?

			‘May Sigmar cherish you, my little dove, it is too much to hope for,’ Esselt replied, softly. 

			Esselt said nothing more, though she continued to follow Talorcan back through the kitchen and into the corridor beyond. He wanted to say something, to apologise for his anger, but he knew it would do no good. There would be no changing his mind. He had to see for himself. He had to have that ember of hope snuffed out before his own eyes. Only then would he accept that his brother was gone.

			Heedless of any possibility the enemy had lingered in the chapter house, Talorcan reached the central stair and raced upwards, lunging up the steps two and three at a time. Esselt plunged after him. Up one level, through a third and a fourth the two witch hunters climbed. As it had been below, the marks of vandalism and violence were everywhere to be seen. When Talorcan at last turned towards the tower’s sanctuary up on the fifth level, the destruction was incredible.

			The metal doors of the sanctuary with their rich engravings had been reduced to a mass of corroded wreckage. Every detail had been effaced, scorched into nothing but a molten echo of past artistry. Within the sanctuary itself, the walls were blackened, encrusted with dried sludge. The tapestries were torn and weathered, as though the fury of a hundred summers had blasted down upon them to strip away their former grandeur. Furnishings had been smashed to splinters, but even those splinters showed the ravages of dry rot. The sacred font midway down the central aisle had been toppled, its basin lying upturned and covered in a brown muck that recalled the worst of what they had found down in the well.

			The great golden icon that had been bolted to the wall behind the altar was gone. In its place the pestilential Flyspot had been daubed in filth. 

			‘This is why there were no flies around the corpses in the vault,’ Esselt shuddered. She pointed at the obscene symbol and the swarms of bloated insects circling around it. ‘They are all here, paying profane adoration to the Plague God.’

			‘The altar!’ Talorcan gave only the slightest attention to the desecration around him. He ran straight for the altar at the end of the aisle. Too stout to be toppled by the cultists, it had been savagely defaced, the corners smashed off by the blows of hammers, the adornment ruined by the vicious attentions of chisels. Offal had been strewn across the top in vile parody of the holy regalia that should have stood there.

			A sweep of his arm and Talorcan sent the rotten entrails spilling to the floor. His hand ducked under the edge of the altar. His fingers groped for the hidden catch he knew was there. A grin of satisfaction flashed on his face when he found it. The smile broadened when he found the second and then the third. When he depressed the fourth and last of the concealed buttons, Talorcan stepped away from the altar, giving it the space to revolve to one side of the dais upon which it stood.

			The witch hunter stepped back and looked down into the narrow recess the sliding altar exposed. For just a moment a look of relief mixed with triumph shone on his face. The next instant, Talorcan’s features dropped into pained regret. His hand gripped the edge of the altar, steadying himself as a shiver of sorrow swept through him.

			‘You were wrong,’ Talorcan said. The hiding spot was occupied and the dark head with its crop of blonde hair was enough to tell anyone the inmate was Urgant Fairhair. The years had done nothing to diminish the striking hue of Urgant’s locks, a shade that was unable to decide between silver and gold, so would seem to shift between the two when the light struck them. 

			Even death had done nothing to dull the vibrancy of Urgant’s hair.

			There was a deep and vicious slash in the side of Urgant’s neck that had bled profusely. His clothes were caked in dried gore; the bottom of the hiding spot was filled with a pool of blood. His exposed skin had a morbid blue undertone, like the belly of a swordfin pulled from the River Chael.

			Esselt stepped around and set her arm across Talorcan’s shoulder, drawing close to him. He made no utterance of the grief coursing through him, but he could feel the sorrow as it quivered through his veins. All the enmity that had developed between the brothers was gone. Now, at this instant, there was room only for the good memories.

			‘Urgant fought until there was no fight left,’ Esselt told Talorcan, her voice quaking with sympathy. ‘His men must have hidden him there, Tal, when he was near the end. They knew they could not win and were determined not to let him fall in the cult’s hands.’

			Talorcan nodded. ‘At least he was spared the well,’ he responded. ‘Sigmar be praised, at least he was spared that.’ He gripped Esselt’s hand, pointing to the cut in Urgant’s neck. The edges of the wound were unnaturally rotten, crusted with brownish flakes. The discolouring of the skin around it strayed from the grey tinge evident elsewhere. Here the flesh had adopted a grisly deep-green hue. ‘He was spared the well, but there is no clean grave to provide him rest. The taint of the enemy has befouled him. Only fire can make him clean again.’

			The last words almost choked Talorcan to say. It was an ignominious end for Urgant, his body disposed of in the same obliterating fashion as those of his diseased killers. Yet there was nothing else to be done. All who swore service to the Order of Azyr knew the danger they courted. That the taint of Chaos might strike them down at last and deny them the peace and rest of an honourable grave.

			The thought took hold. Talorcan gave Esselt a curious look. ‘Urgant’s men knew his body would have to be burned,’ he said. ‘Why would they make the effort to hide him like this? In the midst of battle, why would that be so important to them?’

			Esselt shook her head. ‘A last way to show him respect. Maybe a final act of defiance before their attackers.’

			‘I do not think so,’ Talorcan stated. ‘Urgant always claimed there was no measure for sentimentality for those who took on the robes of the brotherhood.’ The briefest suggestion of a smile whispered across his face as he squeezed Esselt’s hand. ‘Perhaps if he had been less strict in his observance of that belief he would have found favour with you.’

			‘I do not regret us,’ Esselt assured him, clearly disturbed by the turn Talorcan’s thoughts had taken. Doubt was something Talorcan rarely allowed himself to indulge; when he did, it was a bad sign.

			‘There was some greater purpose,’ Talorcan said. ‘The old bastions, the hidden commanders carrying warning to the Khanate.’ He crouched down and leaned over the small recess. Glancing at the infected wound in the body’s neck, he restrained himself from touching his brother. At least until he noticed the clenched left hand. ‘Look at this,’ he told Esselt. ‘See how Urgant’s hand is held away from his wound?’

			‘It almost looks deliberate,’ Esselt agreed. 

			Talorcan nodded. ‘As though Urgant’s last intention as he bled out was to preserve whatever was clutched in his hand.’

			‘Tal, what are you doing?’ Esselt demanded as he leaned down and grasped his brother’s hand. 

			Talorcan pulled from Esselt’s restraining grip and worked to pry open Urgant’s dead fingers. ‘There is something here,’ he explained. ‘Something Urgant felt was important enough to hide from the cultists.’

			It took all of Talorcan’s strength to force Urgant’s hand to open. Bones cracked as fingers were broken outwards, yet the dead man finally yielded his secret. A strip of cloth, dull and tan, thin and threadbare. Along its fringe, however, was a dark pattern, a plaited weave stitched along the very edge of the cloth.

			Esselt came forwards to look at the woven lines of dark thread. ‘It is the madras of a desert clan,’ she said. ‘The Carceri, unless I am mistaken.’ 

			Talorcan handed the strip of cloth to her. ‘I may be good with tracks and sign, but there are some things I am not so versed in.’

			‘It comes from having a father who is a scholar,’ Esselt said as she inspected the cloth. She nodded her head. ‘Definitely the Carceri.’ She glanced down at the floor. ‘Down in the well, the cultists took the time to strip their dead. It may be they wanted to hide who they were and where they came from.’

			‘The Carceri are a wide-spread clan,’ Talorcan shook his head. ‘They have villages and camps from here to the Desolation of Magrok. There would not be anything to learn simply…’ His words dropped off, his eyes straying back to Urgant. Clearly his brother had felt there was something to learn.

			‘What is it, Tal?’ Esselt asked, noting the curious light in his eyes.

			‘The chapter house has been ferreting out these cultists the same as we have,’ Talorcan said. ‘Likely more so, since the cult decided to be bold enough to attack Raga Tor itself. Perhaps Urgant noted a pattern to their activities, a method to their outrages.’ He took the madras from Esselt and peered intently at it. ‘Maybe this was a key, a clue that Urgant needed to pass on to the Order of Azyr.’

			Talorcan turned and hurried from the sanctuary. ‘If the cult didn’t destroy everything, we may find the answer to what Urgant was trying to tell us in his private archives,’ he called back to Esselt. ‘I only pray Sigmar grants me the wit to recognise the answer if I do find it.’

			The archives, like the rest of the tower, had been vandalised by the amok cultists. A large room at the centre of the tower lined with shelves and filled with racks for scrolls, the chamber was a shambles when the witch hunters entered it. Papyrus and paper lay strewn about in a confusion of ruination. Every shelf and rack had been knocked over. Not a book or scroll had been spared the rending fingers of a Nurglish maniac. It would have taken an army a month to gather up and make sense of the wreckage.

			The private archive maintained by Urgant was a smaller room off the main one. Here too the vandals had been at work, but it appeared there had been no contamination from the main chamber. Talorcan heard Esselt breathe a sigh of relief when she saw that they might at least be saved from trying to sift through the mounds of torn paper outside and could content themselves with the heaps of savaged documents inside the annex.

			Even pressing Domech into service, it took the witch hunters the better part of a day before Talorcan found what he was looking for. It was a scrap of map with positions marked in Urgant’s precise hand, each position further notated with a date. Esselt recognised one of the places and the corresponding date as representing the execution of a plague-worshipper by the brotherhood at a nomad camp just across from the oasis of Bora Fae. The other marks denoted other strikes by the witch hunters against the diseased cult.

			‘Look for the rest of this map,’ Talorcan told Esselt and Domech as he held the scrap out for them to examine. With a sample to compare to, the task was made somewhat easier. Within an hour they had managed to gather the rest of the torn map.

			Talorcan set the fragments down on the overturned back of a scroll rack. Coins held down each scrap as he fitted it into place and soon the puzzle was set in order. What was depicted was a stretch of Droost that had been monitored by the chapter house. Urgant’s notations showed where attacks by the Nurglish cultists and reprisals by the Order of Azyr had taken place. 

			‘We can add one more to my brother’s map,’ Talorcan declared, setting his finger against the spot where they had found the caravan with the infected pilgrims. ‘Now let us follow the wretch we tracked to the place he tried to ambush us.’ He ran his finger along the lines of dunes, tapping it against an approximation of where the cultist had met his doom. 

			‘The Carceri,’ Esselt said, leaning over and pointing to a village named Vika Skor. ‘This has been one of the clan’s settlements for centuries.’ She nodded as she considered how the ring of notations left by Urgant all radiated in a half-circle from the village. ‘If the cultist was trying to get home, if he was of the Carceri, then he may have been trying to get to Vika Skor.’ She snapped her fingers as another thought came to her. ‘That is why he was able to easily murder the nomad and why he took such pains to hide the corpse. They were of the same clan.’

			‘One innocent, the other a corrupt heretic. It is a theory worth pursuing,’ Talorcan agreed. ‘But if it is true, if the village is the stronghold of this cult, then they are a threat greater than our righteous indignation alone can overcome.’ He turned and looked at Domech. ‘Gather up whatever you can find that will burn and take it to the roof of the tower.’

			‘A signal fire?’ Domech asked. He bowed his head. ‘I will prepare what you need, master.’ Swiftly the little man hurried from the annex, his gryph-hound following after him.

			‘The cult may still be watching this place,’ Esselt cautioned. ‘Perhaps far off, but near enough to see a fire.’

			‘They very well may see the fire,’ Talorcan said. ‘But I do not think they will know its meaning. They intended for their atrocities to be discovered eventually. When they see the fire they may mistake it for someone sending up an alarm. Panicked and frightened by what was found here.’

			It was a grim visage Esselt wore as she weighed Talorcan’s words. ‘The message you will send won’t simply be an alarm. You are going to call for help, bring more of the brotherhood here to help us strike against Vika Skor.’

			Talorcan slammed his hand down on the map. ‘For what they did here, if for nothing else, I will see every last one of these dogs burn. There are chapter houses to the east and west of Raga Tor. I will add coloured powders to the signal fire and change the shade of its flames. Our comrades will recognise their meaning.’ He nodded slowly. ‘They will come.’

			‘And if Vika Skor is the base of this cult?’ Esselt asked.

			‘Then by Sigmar, I will see the place cleansed from the land,’ Talorcan vowed. ‘When we are finished there, I will see that even the memory of the place has been purged from the souls of men.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Stars rippled in the hazy mirage rising from the desert sands, weaving and undulating like motes of fire caught in a turbulent stream. Even in the dark of night the metallic dunes of Droost were slow to surrender the heat they had absorbed during the day. The shivering streamers of warmth drifting up from them provoked the eerie illusion of heavenly turmoil, making a mockery of the constellations and their positions. For those who would navigate the vast wastes by star, only the brief moment just before dawn, when the sands had given up most of their heat, allowed for a clear reckoning.

			The tinted crystal lenses of a Kharadron far-glass allowed an earthbound observer to see through the deceptive haze. The duardin device had cost him a great deal when he had purchased it in a Jurnibadd bazaar, but he had yet to regret that expense. Gazing up at the sky, shifting the crystal filters until he found the right combination to penetrate this night’s particular intensity of illusion, he was rewarded with a truthful vision of the stars. He could see the fangs of the great Wolf locked about the throat of the slinking Rat. There was the belly of the Dragon and, a little way beyond that, the stars that shaped the constellation’s leftmost wing. Talorcan removed the far-glass and collapsed it back down to a thin disc of metal before he returned it to its case on his belt.

			The village of Vika Skor was oriented between the wing of the Dragon and the throat of the Rat in this season. By following a line between the two stars, Talorcan knew he was headed in the right direction. From the back of the dune upon which he stood it might be less than a league to the village now. Less than a league until those who violated Raga Tor were made to answer for the outrage.

			Talorcan descended the inner slope of the dune, returning to the party he had left when he ascended to check his bearings. Esselt greeted him with a smile and a brief nod, not quite masking the concern in her eyes or the fact she had one hand curled about the grip of the great sword strapped to her demigryph’s saddle. Since leaving the destroyed chapter house, the possibility that the cultists had left some manner of rearguard behind was uppermost in everyone’s mind. She had made it clear she did not want him going off alone to check the stars, but Talorcan had been resolute. If there were cultists waiting for them, it was better to risk only one man, and he was not about to let anyone assume a danger he avoided exposing himself to.

			Domech and Kopesh were further away, almost lost among the grim riders now arrayed along the shadowy depression. The fires Talorcan had lit on Raga Tor had been seen by the next chapter houses in the line. From all directions, the witch hunters had sallied forth to join Talorcan’s group at the site indicated by the alchemical flame. The play of colours told them to group at the old megalith called the King’s Fang. It was from there that Talorcan had led them across the dunes.

			A fearsome vision of vengeance, Talorcan thought, as he walked towards the company he had assembled. Twenty riders, the white cloaks of day cast aside in favour of black mantles that seemed to drink down the darkness around them. Broad-brimmed hats threw faces into shadow, only the glint of steely eyes showing in the starlight. Swords and pistols, hammers and crossbows, gigantic mattocks and barbed man-catchers hung from the belts of the brotherhood or the saddles of their steeds. The gleam of gold and the shine of silver flashed from the talismans, amulets and iconography they wore. Many, Talorcan knew, had gone several steps further in their devotions, with holy scriptures tattooed on their skin and sacred symbols branded into their flesh.

			Only one man among the witch hunters bore the heavy pectoral that denoted him as a captain. Emblazoned with a twin-tailed comet, the commission was wrought in no mundane metal but from a rugged alloy brought down from the heavenly realm of Azyr. Talorcan had a similar pectoral resting in his saddle bag – the one Urgant had been awarded when he became commander of Raga Tor.

			Esselt joined Talorcan as he walked towards the witch hunter captain.

			‘We still ride the path of retribution, brother?’ the captain asked when Talorcan drew near. He was a short, heavy-set man with doughy features and a thin moustache. It was in Maelchon’s eyes that any impression of softness or indolence was banished. They were like embers, so fiercely did they burn with a zealot’s intensity. Mortal and daemonic, Maelchon had hounded more than his share of enemies across the Khanate of Arlk.

			‘Sigmar’s grace yet smiles upon us, brother-captain,’ Talorcan returned. He pointed his hand upwards, indicating where he had seen the constellations.

			‘Raga Tor is some leagues behind us,’ Maelchon considered, tapping a gloved finger against his lip. ‘Any band of cultists great enough to overcome Urgant’s men would have a hard time concealing their presence in the desert. More than a day, two at best, and they would have been seen.’ Maelchon brushed his hand across the pectoral he wore, reminding Talorcan of his rank in the Order of Azyr. ‘It is a mistake to toy with these degenerates, to traipse after them across the dunes in a game of hare and hound. Capture, interrogation and righteous execution. No games.’

			‘My methods have never failed the brotherhood,’ Talorcan replied. ‘Sometimes a heretic will lie when tortured.’

			Maelchon uttered a bitter laugh. ‘Not when you know what you are doing. There are ways of ripping the truth from the most deluded fanatic. You only need to look for the key.’ He gestured with his thumb at the desert behind them. ‘As for failing the brotherhood, what would you call Raga Tor? By your own admission, the cultists we are after belong with the one you tried to trail from the caravan.’

			Talorcan bit down on the anger he felt at Maelchon’s accusations. ‘I had faith our chapter houses were strong enough to hold their own. The cultists should not have been able to overwhelm Raga Tor.’

			Maelchon’s eyes bored into Talorcan’s, his expression shifting from pensive to grave. ‘Unless they had some powerful sorcery to help them along.’

			‘Black magic is not to be dismissed,’ Esselt said. ‘Beyond the cult’s ability to overwhelm Urgant, there is the unnatural damage inflicted upon the tower’s chapel to consider.’

			Maelchon nodded. ‘My counterpart at Tharga Tor is of the same mind.’ He turned and gestured at the company of witch hunters behind him. ‘Captain Castantin sent only half a dozen men. The rest have set out with him to seek one of High Priest Crautreic’s faithful wizards.’ 

			Esselt closed her eyes and turned her face skyward. ‘For the evils of the sorcerer shall their magic be redressed with prejudice and retribution,’ she quoted, invoking a passage from the Ten Revelations of Ghoran. 

			‘It would be reckless to wait for Castantin,’ Talorcan stated, darting a sharp look at Esselt. He knew the worry that was foremost on her mind, the fear that moved her to caution. She was concerned that avenging the death of Urgant was making Talorcan reckless, driving him to take unwarranted chances. It was a question Talorcan would not allow himself to consider. The worm of doubt was something he refused to allow into his mind. Doubt made a man hesitate, and in hesitation was found the first rent in the armour of faith. Even without the compulsion to take vengeance for his brother there was a need for urgency.

			‘Attacking Raga Tor was a bold step for these heretics,’ Talorcan said. ‘Brazen. For the plague cult to execute such an atrocity they must have both strength and numbers.’ His voice lowered to a hiss. ‘We saw that much at the chapter house. Having prevailed there, what further horrors are they prepared to unleash? It is our sacred duty to protect the innocent from the infamies of Chaos. To honour that obligation we have to strike down these heretics before they can commit some new outrage.’

			Maelchon leaned forwards in his saddle, staring directly at Talorcan. ‘There is wisdom in caution,’ he said, ‘but that does not mean haste is necessarily a foolishness. You describe the potential for further peril quite succinctly. These villains have proven themselves beyond the pale. They have lost their fear of the brotherhood and, emboldened by their abominable faith in the Dark Gods, what man can say how great their daring has grown?’ He shifted and bowed his head to Esselt. ‘I appreciate your counsel, but I must defer to Brother Talorcan on this matter. When we rendezvoused at King’s Fang, it was decided that Talorcan would take command of this pursuit.’

			Esselt scowled at Maelchon’s reproof. ‘Tactics should never be decided by emotion,’ she told him.

			‘Talorcan has a personal investment in this affair,’ Maelchon retorted, his tone surly. ‘But do not think I have allowed that to defer my better judgement. If anyone here is allowing emotion to control them, then perhaps you could look at yourself.’

			‘Esselt did not mean disrespect,’ Talorcan said. 

			‘Of course she did,’ Maelchon cut off Talorcan’s defence. ‘I am not unaware of the affection between you, but I will not allow that regard to temper Sigmar’s retribution. You are the best man to lead us to the Carceri and I know that you will be even more zealous than I in bringing these heretics to justice.’ He glowered at Esselt. ‘We will need your sword when we reach Vika Skor. It is for that reason I will overlook your disrespect. We have all taken our oaths to the Order of Azyr. Part of those vows is to deny our personal feelings when they would interfere with our role as witch hunters.’ Maelchon turned back to face Talorcan. ‘When you are ready, brother, we await your command.’

			Talorcan climbed into the saddle of his demigryph, taking its reins from the witch hunter who had taken hold of them while he was gone. He spurred the animal around, pressing into the centre of the company. ‘Our enemy holds Vika Skor. Whether in part or in whole I cannot say, but we must assume all the villagers have been corrupted. There can be no mercy, no doubt. If there are innocents, we cannot show the hesitation that would let us part them from the guilty.’ He looked across the grim ranks of the sable-clad riders, felt their hard eyes fixed upon him. ‘The village is near now. Perhaps a mile, certainly less than a league. When we reach it, we will spread out. You will surround the oasis. When I give the signal, we converge towards the centre.’ He paused, slapping his hand against the holster of his pistol to make it clear to the witch hunters what kind of signal they could expect. ‘Not so much as a hare is to slip through the cordon. Kill anything or anyone that tries.’

			Turning the beaked head of his steed, Talorcan rode to the front of the company and started them out across the wastes. As soon as they were moving again, he found Esselt at his side. She drew her demigryph so close to his own that he could hear the leather of its harness creaking as it moved.

			‘Be honest with me, Tal,’ Esselt asked him in a voice low enough that it wouldn’t carry back to the other witch hunters. ‘What you told Maelchon… is that truly why you won’t wait for more help? Or is it about Urgant? Is it that you won’t have anyone but yourself take vengeance for him?’

			Talorcan shook his head. ‘I thought you knew me better than that,’ he told her. ‘Do you think I would risk all these lives… risk your life… if it was only about revenge? Could you love a man who would do such a thing?’

			‘I resent that, Talorcan. I know you well enough. Enough to know that you will not allow Urgant’s death to go unanswered.’ There was challenge in her tone as she leaned closer to him. ‘Go ahead. Tell me revenge is not part of this.’

			Talorcan looked away, staring out at the undulating sky and the gap between the Dragon and the Rat. ‘It is not the only part,’ he said. ‘If it was only about Urgant, I should have gone to Vika Skor and finished things on my own. But my vows to Sigmar and the Order of Azyr won’t let me do that.’ He turned back to Esselt. ‘As much as part of me wants to, I cannot set aside my duty to indulge my need for revenge.’ He reached out and brushed his fingers across her chin. ‘I know you are worried about my clarity of mind, but have enough faith in me to trust I will not…’

			Esselt pulled away, her expression stern. She pointed at his holstered pistol. ‘I would have more trust if you had not taken it upon yourself to give the signal to attack. I have to resign myself to that decision. Now let me tell you something you have to accept. When we reach Vika Skor, I am going to be right beside you at every step. If your need for vengeance tempts you to recklessness, bear in mind that whatever happens to you will happen to me.’

			Talorcan turned his eyes back to the sky. He told himself that her concern was misguided. The loss of Urgant had hurt him deeply, more than he could have believed until it had happened. But it had not clouded his judgement. He was fully aware of what he did and of the necessity for it. Never had he asked anyone to take on a risk he shunned to take himself. He was the best man to lead the way and give the signal. Certainly Esselt had to see that.

			Because as hard as Urgant’s death had struck him, Talorcan dreaded to think what the loss of Esselt would mean to him. Closing his eyes, he whispered a prayer to Sigmar that he would never discover the answer to that question.

			It was nearly dawn when Talorcan and Esselt crawled towards the outskirts of Vika Skor while Maelchon directed the rest of the Sigmarite raiders to surround the perimeter of the oasis. Like all the villages within Droost’s wastes, Vika Skor had been built around an oasis and was shielded from the crawling dunes by a natural barrier of craggy stones. There were legends among the nomads that the rocks which protected the oases had been raised by gargants in some primordial age to guard their watering holes against the creeping sands. At times, Talorcan thought he saw a certain symmetry about the stone rings that might lend itself as evidence for such stories, but always he dismissed it as imagination. Gargants were destroyers, not builders.

			There were other destroyers in Vika Skor now. From where he crouched atop the ring of stones, Talorcan could use his far-glass to spy upon the oasis. Even without it, however, the sick smell rising from the village would have announced its corruption. The Kharadron glass revealed even more. Magnifying the starlight until it was almost as brilliant as that of the sun, the duardin device exposed the blight that had seized the place. Trees were twisted into anguished shapes, their branches drooping feebly at their sides, fronds splotched with the marks of disease. Leprous clumps of moss and fungi coated the trunks. Bushes and grasses were smothered by growths of thorny weeds, their fleshy flowers surrounded by swarms of flies. Talorcan could see only a little of the pool at the heart of the oasis, but what he saw sickened him more than the stench. The precious waters were polluted with a thick scum that looked to be alive with slithering masses of worms.

			The village itself was characterised by its rot. The mud-brick walls of the huts were blotched and discoloured, their palm roofs withered into brittle husks. The little shrine of Sigmar that was a staple of every settlement in the Khanate was even more ruinous, one wall collapsed entirely and its roof existing more in memory than in fact. Talorcan could see the altar where the village priest would have led his people in worship. It was covered in offal, clouds of flies buzzing above it. The Hammer that had risen above the altar was gone, and in its place a dead crow had been pinned to the wall.

			‘By Sigmar, how long has the rot been at work here?’ Talorcan hissed as he proffered the far-glass to Esselt. She took it from him, but soon handed it back. He noticed the steely edge to her voice when she spoke to him.

			‘It is not to be wondered the cult became so bold,’ Esselt said. ‘They could not hope to hide this kind of corruption.’

			Talorcan returned the glass to its case. ‘The power of Nurgle is capricious. At any time, it may swell beyond the expectations of those who have courted the Plague God’s favour. Perhaps that is what happened here. Season after season the cult was cautious in its ways, then an eruption of their foul god’s malign might forced them to take a different course. The decay we can see is a warning. You can see how sick the oasis is. Bear in mind that very sickness is what gives these heretics their strength.’

			The hard edge was still in Esselt’s voice. ‘Whatever strength the Plague God has given them, it will not be enough to stay my blade,’ she vowed. ‘I was wrong to question you, Tal. Whatever the risk, this scum has to be stopped before they can corrupt another oasis.’

			Looking skyward, Talorcan watched the horizon, waiting for the first ray of daylight. He had given Maelchon and the others until then to complete their cordon. Any time after that and they could expect his signal.

			‘We will stop them,’ Talorcan said. ‘By the Gates of Azyr, we will stop them.’ He unholstered his pistol, checking its charge. For a moment, he debated giving the signal. He looked at Esselt. ‘I have to go down there,’ he apologised. ‘I have to know that we got the leader. The only way I can know that is to identify him. When the attack begins, the cultists will be confused. They will look to their leader for guidance. When they do, I will know who I have to kill.’

			Esselt was silent for a moment, as though evaluating what he said, the very thing that had provoked her concerns from the beginning. ‘The master of this cult must answer for what he has done,’ she stated. She picked up her great sword from where it was leaning against a rock, swinging the huge weapon so that its heavy blade rested across her shoulder. ‘Catching him is more important than anything else. It is just as well that I will be there to help you.’

			Talorcan wanted to argue the point, but he knew there was no logical way to do so. With Esselt’s sword to guard him, he was doubly sure of accomplishing his purpose. 

			‘Let me lead the way,’ Talorcan said. ‘If we can, I want to get to the middle of the village before I give the signal.’ He frowned and looked down to the edge of the rocks where the crawling dunes began. Dimly he could make out Domech and Kopesh. The houndmaster and his soul-bonded beast were waiting to pursue any cultists who slipped through the cordon. Talorcan had a different job for them now.

			‘Domech!’ he hissed at the little man. ‘A change of plans. I will need you and Kopesh to maintain this part of the cordon. When I give the signal, you move forwards and link up with the others.’

			The little man grumbled and spat into the sand. He gestured to his gryph-hound. ‘The two of us are better hunters than we are fighters, master. Would it not be better for yourself and Mistress Esselt to hold the line?’

			‘We will be otherwise engaged,’ Esselt told him. ‘When the signal is given, we will be inside the village looking for the cult’s leader.’

			That bit of information brought a sour look to Domech’s face. Suddenly he seemed quite content to follow Talorcan’s orders. 

			Talorcan left Domech still muttering assurances that he would hold his part of the line. Warily he picked his way down through the rocks. Diseased and degenerate as they were, it was too much to believe the cultists would fail to leave sentinels to watch the passes that opened into the oasis. Indeed, Maelchon had despatched extra men to move against these points when the signal was given. Fortunately, the climb down was not a treacherous one. 

			‘Wait until I am on the ground before making your descent,’ Talorcan whispered to Esselt. She hesitated and gave him a questioning look. ‘It will serve neither of us if the enemy discovers us while we are both at a disadvantage. One of us climbs while the other stands guard.’

			Esselt waved him to proceed. ‘May Sigmar cherish you,’ she murmured in a tone so low Talorcan barely caught her words.

			Talorcan fought back the urge to haste as he made his descent. The clatter of a single falling rock might alert the village and spoil the entire raid. After what felt to him like an eternity, he at last reached the bottom. He drew his pistol and stood on guard while Esselt followed him down.

			Without the Kharadron glass to turn starlight into day, Talorcan found the oasis to be a place of grey gloom and deep shadow. The cloying atmosphere of rancid stagnation burned his nose and made his eyes water. The closer he crept towards the decaying huts the more the ground under his feet became a gloopy mire. Swarms of flies darted at his eyes and flitted across his face, vexing him with their vile attentions. Phlegmy coughs and furious sneezing sounded from each hovel, a litany of plague-wracked slumber and nocturnal agonies. 

			‘It is hard to accept that there are humans living here,’ Esselt whispered to Talorcan.

			‘What lives here may be called many things,’ Talorcan answered, ‘but they have forfeited the right to be called human.’

			With a hundred repulsive sensations assailing him, Talorcan did not see the bloated cultist until the man stepped out from the shadows. The witch hunter swung around, but hesitated to discharge his pistol into his adversary and thereby signal Maelchon and the rest to close in. The bulky brute did not suffer similar reluctance. In the grey gloom, the rusted cleaver the man carried rose for a butchering downward sweep.

			The blow never fell. Esselt rushed him from the side, her great sword slashing out in a mutilating arc. The cultist slumped back against the wall, the cleaver falling into the mucky ground. Reeking blood spurted from an arm that had been cut through to the bone. The fat man uttered a glottal howl of defiance before a second swing of the silvered blade clove through his neck and pitched his shivering carcass to the earth.

			Esselt froze as the dying cultist’s feet kicked at the muck, her sword held at the ready. Her eyes, when they looked towards Talorcan, were alert and anxious. He slipped closer to the wall, seeking the same shadows that had concealed their late foeman. If someone had heard that burbling howl and came to investigate, perhaps the witch hunters could give them more of a surprise than they reckoned on. 

			Long, tense minutes passed, but the feared rush of aroused cultists did not manifest. Talorcan scowled in disgust. Within the cacophony of coughing, retching and sneezing that composed the night-song of Vika Skor, the glottal scream had been unremarkable. The diseased wretches persisted in their unquiet slumbers, struggling for some respite from their obscene afflictions.

			Talorcan slipped out from the shadows and motioned to Esselt to follow him.

			Talorcan could hear some of the villagers starting to stir. The first rays of dawn were reaching the grungy streets of Vika Skor, heralding an end to the night and their fitful efforts at slumber. The rattle of crockery, the pain-wracked sighs of weary bodies rising from their beds, the rustle of discarded blankets, such were the noises Talorcan heard behind the walls of the huts they passed. Dimly, through the strengthening daylight, he could see the ruined shrine ahead. Situated on a slight rise near the centre of the settlement, the defiled temple offered the best vantage to observe the villagers.

			There was only one problem. To reach the shrine would mean crossing the central lane that ran through Vika Skor and passing in full view of the awakening village. He had to reach a swift decision; every instant he waited only made the prospect of reaching the shrine more dubious. Not daring to even whisper, he indicated his intention to Esselt by sign and gesture. She answered him with a slow nod, clearly unhappy with his choice but committed to helping him achieve his goal.

			Assuring himself that Esselt was ready, Talorcan dashed out into the street. Already a few miserable villagers were emerging from the doorways of their hovels. None appeared to notice the two witch hunters as they hastened towards the shrine. For a few heartbeats, Talorcan dared to believe that their luck would hold.

			It was as they reached the base of the little rise and the broken steps leading up to the shrine that the situation turned sour. A figure that was, if anything, more grotesquely bloated than the cultist Esselt had cut down came waddling out from the ruin. The big cultist had one hand raised to his pudgy face as he tried to stifle a yawn. His eyes were bleary with a crust of sleep when he first stared down at Talorcan. A confused kind of shock showed on his flabby features when his befuddled brain made sense of the black-garbed stranger below. 

			Then the cultist drew a deep breath, his mouth opening to raise the alarm.

			Talorcan did not hesitate now. His pistol barked as soon as he raised it, a flash of fire and smoke blooming from its barrel. The big cultist was knocked back as the blessed bullet ripped through the bottom of his face and silenced forever the cry he had tried to raise. The bloated carcass struck the steps behind it, then slowly began to shudder and slide down the stairway.

			‘The wrath of Sigmar God-King is upon you!’ Talorcan shouted as he sprang up the steps, hurdling the body of the man he had killed. Smoke still billowing from his pistol, sword clenched in his other fist, black cloak whipping about in the morning breeze, he fully appreciated the imposing image he must be creating for the villagers as they came running from their hovels and looked up towards the shrine. He took a grim delight in the panic he saw on their faces when they saw him poised on the steps, a terror that only deepened when they heard his vengeful cry ring out from all around the oasis as Maelchon and the other witch hunters began their attack.

			Let them fear, Talorcan’s heart exulted. Let them know that their crimes will now be repaid. He glanced down at Esselt astride the steps just below him. A twinge of regret stabbed at him. He wanted to tell her, to let her know. To say that now, in this moment, his duty to protect the innocent and even his vows to Sigmar – even his love for her – all of them were submerged by a single driving desire. Now, right now, it was just as Esselt had said. All that mattered to Talorcan was vengeance for his murdered brother.

			Esselt glanced up at him and Talorcan could tell that she understood. She rolled her eyes, resigned to the course he intended to pursue to its end. 

			A few of the cultists from the huts closest to the shrine came rushing towards the steps brandishing scimitars and morning stars. The first to close with Esselt was rewarded with a split skull and a kick that sent his body crashing back into those who followed behind him. The swordswoman gave the heretics no time to recover. Lunging down behind the man she had killed, her vicious blade came whipping around in a deadly arc. While the cultists tried to push aside their dead comrade, the silvered great sword ripped their flesh. One heretic staggered back, clutching at his split belly. A second toppled with a broken shoulder and the stump of an arm dangling from its socket.

			Above the fray, Talorcan watched the villagers as they rushed from their homes. Sounds of conflict rang out from the passes as Maelchon’s warriors dealt with the sentinels posted there. The din of combat carried over into the outskirts of Vika Skor, the snarl of pistols and the war cries of the brotherhood announcing that the witch hunters were maintaining their cordon. There would be no escape for the plague-worshippers.

			In their initial confusion and panic, the villagers had either been driven to unthinking attack or instinctive flight. Feeling both paths closed to them, the cultists tried to find a third way. As Talorcan knew they would, they turned to their leader for guidance. He spotted a grubby woman with a body covered in boils rush towards a stout man with an antler protruding from the side of his skull. She was the first to appeal to the cult master, but far from the last. In ones and twos, the villagers rushed back to seek him out, rallying around the antlered man as the situation around them grew ever more dire.

			‘That is him,’ Talorcan hissed, aiming his pistol at the cult master. Just as he was squeezing the trigger a huge black fly landed on his cheek and crawled towards his eye. The irritation threw off his aim, the bullet slamming into one of the villagers instead of taking down the headman.

			Talorcan cursed the wasted shot. Looking down, he could see that the antlered man had noticed from whence the shot had come. The cult master raised a boil-covered hand and pointed towards the steps.

			The pistol fell to the ground as Talorcan grasped the protective talisman he wore. He clenched it with such ferocity that he could feel the edges of the Hammer digging into his palm. The next moment he was plunging down the stairs, sweeping past Esselt, putting himself between her and the provoked sorcerer. He prayed that the talisman’s power would withstand whatever magic the cult master would unleash, or at least create enough of a barrier to keep its effects from reaching Esselt.

			‘Tal! Don’t!’ Esselt shouted and started to circle around him. Talorcan thrust her back with his arm. He had perfect faith in her ability against a foe with steel in his hands, but the black sorcery of Chaos was a far different prospect.

			‘Stay back!’ he yelled. ‘The sorcerer…’ Talorcan didn’t finish giving voice to the thought. Even as he tried to keep Esselt behind him, Talorcan’s eyes never left the antlered man. He waited with dread for the moment the cult master would let loose some noxious spell. Instead he was waving a clutch of armed villagers to rush the ruined shrine. As soon as the mob of cultists was between himself and the witch hunters, the cult master snapped orders to the other nearby villagers and led them in a frantic retreat deeper into the oasis.

			Talorcan met the foremost of the rearguard the cult master had sent to charge the stairs. His slender sword parried the clumsy, rusted scimitar the villager swung at him. Before the heretic could recover, the witch hunter’s blade slipped past his crude defence and slashed through his knee. The crippled man slammed down on the steps with bone-snapping force, driving his shattered jaw up through his cheek.

			Four more of the cultists were running towards Talorcan, hot on the heels of the man he had already felled. Intent upon the enemy their leader had set them to fight, each of them appeared to expect one of his companions to deal with Esselt. Perhaps they had taken his protective stance as evidence that she was the weaker of the witch hunters. If so, it was a mistake they did not have long to rue.

			Like a raging lioness, Esselt came roaring into the melee. Before the cultists were able to do more than gawk at her fury, the huge silver-edged sword had sent one of them hurtling back to the foot of the rise with his breastbone cleft in two. A second cultist raised a spiked mace to try to fend off her savage attack. Esselt’s blow sheared through his upraised arm and ploughed onward into his hip. The maimed man crumpled into a slobbering heap, a broth of filth and maggots oozing from his wounds. The third of Esselt’s enemies fared better than his fellows. Capitalising on the ordeal of his friends, the cultist lunged at her while she was still overbalanced from despatching the second man. She met his fury with a parrying blow that set both of them staggering. 

			Talorcan caught motion out of the corner of his eye as an attacker came lunging at him from his left. Instead of trying to block the attack, he turned with it, spinning in tandem with the cultist’s assault. His slim blade came whipping around as he completed his spin, raking across the man’s belly in a spurt of entrails. The maimed villager stumbled, crashing onto the steps in a gory heap. 

			Talorcan finished his own foe just as Esselt delivered a coup de grace to the man whose hip she had shattered. She gave him an appraising look and glanced at the men he had killed, smirking before holding up two fingers.

			‘I had other things on my mind,’ Talorcan grumbled. When it was a question of swordplay, he could never match Esselt’s tally. 

			Down below, only a few villagers were still visible. Most had fled with their leader into the trees. The handful of cultists Talorcan could see were those who had tried to escape Vika Skor and had run into Maelchon’s cordon. Now they fled back into the village.

			More witch hunters were moving into the village now. As the morning sun extinguished the grey gloom and deep shadows, a line of black-clad men came prowling down the streets. Here and there one of the men paused to kick down a door and check a hovel. 

			Talorcan spotted Maelchon among the witch hunters. The captain held a sword clenched in one hand while the other held aloft the sacred text of the Liber Azyr, the crimson ornament on its black binding seeming to blaze with righteous indignation as he carried it through the corrupt village. ‘I have to confer with Maelchon,’ Talorcan told Esselt. 

			‘Should we not pursue the cult’s leader?’ Esselt asked, looking towards the diseased trees.

			‘That is just it,’ Talorcan said. ‘I am not sure he is the leader. Of this village, perhaps, but not the cult.’ He shook his head and gestured at the dead heretics around them, at the witch hunters marching through Vika Skor. ‘Where is the strength and the foul sorcery that brought down Urgant’s chapter house? We have seen no evidence of it here.’

			Esselt’s face darkened with suspicion. ‘The trail led back here,’ she said and then looked back towards the decayed trees. ‘You suspect a trap?’

			‘Possibly, though I am inclined to doubt it,’ Talorcan said. ‘I will talk to Maelchon and hear what he thinks. My own thought is that Vika Skor is simply a branch of this pestilence rather than the source. If so, then it is providential my bullet missed the antlered man.’

			‘Why do you say that?’ Esselt wondered.

			‘Because if that heretic is not the fountainhead of this cult,’ Talorcan told her, ‘then he may be able to lead us to the fiend that is.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			The witch hunters pressed their attack, pursuing the routed cultists into the oasis. In hurried words, Talorcan explained to Maelchon his suspicions about Vika Skor’s headman. The captain agreed that the notion was possible, and if it proved true then finding the true cult master would be of vital importance. If possible, the antlered leader should be taken alive. He gave orders to that effect to the witch hunters moving through the village, but Maelchon cautioned Talorcan that it would take time to pass the command along to the men closing the cordon from the other side of the oasis.

			Maelchon’s warning impressed Talorcan with a sense of dire urgency. Spotting Domech and his gryph-hound stalking through the village, he quickly gave the little man new orders. ‘We must get out ahead of the others,’ Talorcan explained. ‘Try to subdue the leader before one of our own comrades cuts him down.’

			‘What if it is a trick, master?’ Domech asked, his eyes darting anxiously towards the trees. ‘He could be trying to lure all of us into a trap.’

			‘Then it is better the snare catches only a few instead of the whole company,’ Talorcan retorted. He regretted being so open with his words, not for the fright he saw in Domech’s face but because of the dark look Esselt gave him. She didn’t have to say anything to let him know she thought he was taking too many chances onto himself.

			‘We waste time on your prattle,’ Esselt snapped at Domech. ‘Set Kopesh on the scent and pray to Sigmar we find these heretics before they are ready for us.’ With the gryph-hound loping ahead of them, the three hunters left the village and headed into the trees. Behind them, the sounds of Maelchon’s men mopping up the cultists trying to hide in their hovels continued to ring out in the morning air.

			Talorcan was vigilant as he followed Kopesh. The gryph-hound had the scent, able to pick out the stench of the fleeing cultists from the cloying reek of decaying vegetation that saturated the oasis. The beast was clever, but still only a beast. Talorcan kept looking for signs the animal lacked the awareness to recognise, marks that might betray some concealed trap or hidden refuge. Staying close to his side, Esselt moved with an even greater wariness, concerned not only with what Kopesh might find but what Talorcan might do when the gryph-hound found it. He felt guilty causing her such alarm but knew that, divorced from the immediacy of their circumstances and allowed time to dispassionately consider the situation, Esselt would agree about the necessity of acting quickly.

			Talorcan was convinced his suspicion was right. The cult was not trying to lead them into a trap. The heretics were routed, fleeing the judgement that had descended upon them. It was possible that the attack on Raga Tor had bled them of their strength, but he did not believe that. The plague-worshippers were still a powerful menace, but that power was elsewhere right now. Even if he was proven wrong in his theory, the prudent course to follow was to act as though it were true. To do otherwise would be to risk leaving a toxic evil at liberty to corrupt a new fold of disciples.

			The rot and blight that infested the oasis was even more malignant than it had seemed when Talorcan had gazed at it through his far-glass. Shrubs and bushes were gnarled, wasted things with skeletal branches and hideous masses of blue fungus hanging off them. Palm fronds drooped forlornly from the tops of the trees, their leaves spotted with leprous splotches. Tree trunks were cracked and pitted, gouged by the burrows of worms and beetles, smothered by strangling creepers and cancerous moulds. The grass that had once covered the ground was now a greasy slime that sucked at Talorcan’s boots as he moved through it.

			Esselt threw up her hood and dragged her scarf over her face as swarms of hairy flies came buzzing up from the infected foliage. The droning cacophony stabbed at Talorcan’s ears, a loathsome suggestiveness entwined with the insect babble, an unholy whisper of words that was just elusive enough to defy his efforts to make sense of them.

			Here and there, sprawled in the slime, the witch hunters found the human detritus the fleeing cultists had abandoned. Wizened elders too weak to maintain the frantic pace and those already wounded by Maelchon’s men and unable to keep up. Most of the wretches were dead, slain either out of some grim notion of mercy or by a savage sense of expediency. A few retained at least a spark of life, alternately moaning in pain or hurling blasphemies at Talorcan as he drew near. The wretches were quickly dealt with – the witch hunters could not afford to leave them at their back lest their infirmities prove mere pretence. Nor did he feel any pity for the forsaken when he put them to the sword. The memory of Raga Tor tempered any hint of compassion. Sooner or later, the corruption the villagers had succumbed to would mean their deaths regardless.

			From a distance Talorcan could hear the sound of upraised voices. Occasionally the crack of a pistol would ring out from beyond the trees. Those of Maelchon’s witch hunters who had been sent around the other side of the oasis were closing in, holding the cordon against the fleeing villagers. 

			‘Haste,’ Talorcan urged his companions. If the headman tried to escape through the cordon, he might be shot down before Talorcan even laid eyes on him again. He rushed ahead, jogging only a few paces behind Kopesh as the gryph-hound dashed through the oasis. 

			A greasy fog rose up from the pool, spilling through the trees in a stinking miasma. Hot and dank, Talorcan felt the vapour seeping into his chest, clogging his nose and choking his breath. It became an ordeal to keep going, to force his way through the cloying humidity. Kopesh stopped and turned to look back at Domech, as though asking the houndmaster if it should keep going. A sharp command from its master had the gryph-hound darting forwards and vanishing behind the grey veil.

			Frequent hisses and squawks from Kopesh kept Talorcan on its trail. The oozing ground and heavy fog made it impossible for him to track the gryph-hound otherwise. There was no time to be spared searching for tracks, not when the sounds of battle were becoming more intense up ahead.

			‘Tal, be careful,’ Esselt warned him. ‘The cultists know they cannot escape now.’ As though to emphasise her words, shadowy figures loomed out of the fog. A wizened man clad in a mouldy burnoose sprang for Talorcan, seeking to disembowel him with a sweep of the scimitar he carried. 

			The witch hunter fended off his attacker with a parry of his sword and a downward swing of his pistol that shattered the cultist’s wrist. The enemy stumbled backwards, cradling his broken hand. Before he could think of running, Esselt drove him through with her great sword, splitting him from breastbone to belly. 

			‘Even Kopesh cannot pick out their stench in this fog,’ Domech apologised as he inspected the dead villager. His nimble fingers made a speedy search of the burnoose for any pockets or pouches. ‘Poor devils,’ he spat in disgust as he finished, wiping his hands clean on his leggings.

			Talorcan scowled at Domech’s looting.

			‘If you are done groping corpses,’ Esselt snarled at Domech. She had even less patience than Talorcan for his thievery. Domech knew it and quickly moved away from the dead cultist.

			‘Kopesh will stick to their tracks,’ Domech assured the witch hunters. Seeing the uncompromising look in Esselt’s face, he directed his words to Talorcan. ‘Kopesh will let us know when he has brought our quarry to ground. Even if he misses a few of the stragglers, he will find the man you want, master.’ He tapped the side of his head with his finger to illuminate his meaning. Through his soul-bond with the gryph-hound Domech was able to convey a degree of intention to Kopesh far beyond the level of communication between mere hunter and dog. When Talorcan described the antlered man to Domech, an image of the fugitive was impressed upon the beast’s brain. More than a track to follow or a scent to find, Kopesh knew what its prey should look like.

			‘Pray Sigmar that your hound is the first to find him,’ Talorcan told Domech. He looked to Esselt and gestured at the cultist lying in the muck. ‘I will also pray your eyes remain faster than mine.’ He patted his middle. ‘It might spoil our return to the High Temple if I made the journey on an empty belly.’

			Esselt frowned at the jest. ‘You can make fun of nearly losing your life when we aren’t surrounded by people still trying to take it.’ She turned and pointed into the fog towards their left. ‘I think I hear Kopesh yapping in that direction.’

			Domech grinned when a moment later the gryph-hound’s excited cries rose from somewhere to their right. ‘All apologies to you, mistress,’ he crowed, ‘but Kopesh is over that way. And it sounds like he has cornered our prey.’

			Talorcan considered the rival claims. ‘Domech is positive Kopesh is away to our right,’ he said.

			‘You would trust that villain’s word?’ Esselt scoffed.

			‘In most matters, no,’ Talorcan agreed, ‘but someone who is soul-bonded to a gryph-hound should know where to find his better half.’ He peered into the heavy fog on their right. ‘Come along,’ Talorcan ordered as he moved towards the distant cries. For just an instant he thought he saw a look of disappointment in Esselt’s eyes, but it passed so swiftly he disabused himself of the idea. Esselt was of the brotherhood. The only thing that could disappoint her right now was if any of the cultists managed to escape.

			Talorcan and his comrades plunged through the fog. Now and again they encountered shadowy figures in the grey mist, but unlike the man who had tried to gut him, these villagers fled at their approach, hurrying deeper into the oasis and the miasma that shrouded it.

			Finally the sharp cries of Kopesh were notably closer. The gryph-hound had come to a stop somewhere ahead. The sounds of fighting, the reports of pistols and the screams of dying men still echoed across the oasis. Maelchon’s witch hunters were still pressing in from the opposite end of the oasis, killing any villagers who tried to defy them.

			The morning sun was starting to burn away the fog, gradually lessening its dominion. Closer to the pool that had spawned it, without the protection of sickly trees, the miasma dissipated faster. When Talorcan emerged from the thinning veil, he found himself on an embankment overlooking the polluted waters. A stretch of scummy ground stood clear of the fog and it was on this ground that Kopesh had cornered its prey.

			The gryph-hound was circling around a group of five men standing near the embankment. There was blood on Kopesh’s beak and talons, the body of a sixth man lying sprawled in the slime. The survivors tried to fend off the beast with bludgeons and blades, but their efforts were not enough to make Kopesh relent in its task. It had been sent to find the antlered man and hold him for the witch hunters. In that purpose the gryph-hound had succeeded.

			Esselt gripped Talorcan’s arm. ‘Something is wrong here,’ she warned. ‘Why don’t they try to swim the pool to get away from Kopesh?’

			‘Perhaps they can’t swim,’ Talorcan said as he pulled away and stormed towards the embankment.

			‘It is over,’ Talorcan declared as he marched out from the fog. A huge, fat fly buzzed around his head but a wave of his hand sent the insect flitting away. He focused on the enemy he had come so far to find. The blemished faces of the cultists turned towards him, displaying a mixture of fear and hate. ‘Lay down your weapons. Submit to the justice of Sigmar God-King!’

			One of the cultists roared in defiance and charged for Talorcan. Before the heretic could get very far, Kopesh was on him. Leaping up from the ground, the gryph-hound landed on the man’s back, its talons stabbing deep into his flesh. The beast’s weight bore him face-first into the slime, but before he could choke in the filth Kopesh’s sharp beak snapped tight about his neck in a spray of blood.

			The rest of the cultists seized upon the distraction presented by their reckless comrade. With the menace of Kopesh momentarily absent, the villagers tried to flee back into the trees. Talorcan jumped over the writhing figures of the gryph-hound and its victim to try to reach the men before they could escape. The treacherous slime underfoot almost spilled him to the ground when he landed, but he quickly recovered and rounded on the heretics. ‘Stop!’ he snarled as he levelled his pistol at the retreating men. 

			In a flash of flame and thunder, Talorcan sent a bullet speeding into the cultists. The shot caught a rotund woman in the hip. She was spun around by the impact, the cleaver she carried knocked from her grip. As her bloated frame swung to one side her feet slid out from under her. The howl of pain she gave when she was shot was nothing beside the shriek that rose from her throat when she slid down the embankment and into the foul pool.

			When he had gazed at it through his far-glass, Talorcan had noted the writhing mass of worms that crawled across its scum-ridden surface. Little did he appreciate the loathsome horror the vermin represented. The cultist ended her slide in a voluminous splash. Filthy water sprayed in every direction, drawing frightened cries from the other heretics. Their protests were drowned out by the screams of the woman. Covered in stringy matts of scum, dripping black water from her soaked raiment, the dunked cultist had good reason to scream. Numb to the pain of the diseases that afflicted her body, she could not ignore the horror that now assailed her. The worms, those crawling masses of stringy vermin, had greedily settled upon her, burrowing into her flesh in a rapacious frenzy.

			The cultists who were splashed by their compatriot’s hideous demise frantically withdrew from the pool, all thought of escape blotted out as they swatted at their own bodies in an effort to crush any worms that had been thrown up with the water. Farther away, Talorcan had no such plight to distract him, only the irritating fly buzzing around his head. With sword and pistol clenched firmly in his hands, he rushed at the stricken villagers.

			Seeing the witch hunter bearing down on him, recognising his enemy from Vika Skor, the headman grabbed the shoulder of another cultist and pushed him forwards. ‘Kill the Sigmarite swine!’ the antlered man coughed. His follower ignored the worms writhing on his soaked burnoose and rushed at Talorcan with a rust-caked flail.

			Talorcan met the cultist’s charge, but the crazed manner of the attack surprised him. Instead of trying to elude his sword, the heretic almost leapt onto the blade. Talorcan easily avoided the clumsy flail, but he could not slip free of the hand that latched onto his arm. The cultist’s leprous face split in a triumphant leer as the witch hunter’s sword stabbed into him.

			Talorcan felt a cold chill course through him. The cultist’s burnoose was crawling with the carnivorous worms. The fanatic pulled at Talorcan’s arm, transfixing his own body on the silvered blade. At the same time, his weight drew the witch hunter towards him. Talorcan struggled to twist away as his face was dragged towards the cultist’s worm-infested shoulder.

			‘Away from him, you scum!’ Esselt rushed out from the fog. She seized the cultist’s arm and wrenched him away from Talorcan. The heretic tumbled across the ground. Piteous shrieks rose from him as he struggled back to his feet. In the tumult the folds of his burnoose whipped across his face, leaving a mass of worms burrowing into his flesh. Esselt silenced the man’s howls with a mighty sweep of her sword that set his head dancing from his shoulders.

			‘The leader!’ Talorcan shouted, hurrying past Esselt to intercept the antlered man. The remaining heretics were racing for the trees, indeed had almost reached them when the nearest of the headman’s minions clutched at his breast, the hilt of a knife protruding from his body. Even as he tried to grab the blade, a second knife came flying out from the fog to skewer his hand and pin it to his chest.

			Domech stepped out from the mist before throwing a third knife at his victim, the spinning blade landing right between the man’s eyes. The cultist sank to his knees, muttered a distorted groan and splashed down into the slime.

			The antlered man was alone now, the last of his retinue felled by the witch hunters. Talorcan could see the cult leader hesitate, glancing from the houndmaster to the witch hunter, trying to evaluate his chances.

			‘If you move, I shoot,’ Talorcan threatened, bluffing the heretic with a pistol that was empty. The headman glared at him, his sharp face twisting into a spiteful leer.

			‘Nurgle will avenge me!’ the cult leader spat.

			Talorcan gave his enemy an icy smile. ‘Your daemon-god won’t even notice a rat like you is gone,’ he told the heretic.

			The taunt provoked exactly the response Talorcan had hoped for. Outrage flared up in the headman’s eyes. Thought of escape was banished as hatred welled up in his diseased soul. Snarling like a jackal, the cult master ripped a gruesome weapon from beneath the tattered robe he wore. It was a length of twisted bone studded with spikes and blades. It took Talorcan a moment to appreciate that the weapon was the missing antler that should have been growing from the mutant’s skull.

			Talorcan met the headman’s charge. He parried the gruesome bone-blade with his sword, feeling an unexpected degree of strength shudder down his arm from the cultist’s swing. The headman was quick to try again, attacking with merciless savagery. Gradually Talorcan gave ground before the man, letting the cult master press him back across the slime. 

			‘Your evil ends here!’ Esselt yelled. From the corner of his eye, Talorcan could see her circling around the headman. He felt a tremor of anxiety when he saw her start to raise her massive sword.

			‘Alive!’ Talorcan reminded her. ‘We need him alive!’

			The antlered cultist tried to turn himself so that he could watch both of his adversaries, but Talorcan redoubled his assault on the man. The slim silver sword whipped out at the headman, delivering shallow cuts to arm and leg, slithering past the warding bone-blade to slash at its wielder. Whenever the heretic made an effort to break away, Talorcan added another scar on his hide. 

			Esselt continued to circle the cult master, her sword clenched in both hands, poised to butcher rather than subdue. She kept looking at Talorcan, a strange look in her eyes. She almost seemed to be pleading with him.

			‘It will not end here,’ Talorcan declared as he blocked the cult master’s bone-blade. ‘We want the real source of this madness, not one of his diseased slaves. We must think beyond merely Vika Skor. We must think of all Droost and the Khanate.’ 

			His words ended whatever uncertainty had seized Esselt. She reversed her hold on the great sword, taking it by the blade and driving the heavy pommel downwards when she charged at the cultist from behind. The blunt, hammer-like metal knob cracked down against the headman’s shoulder with bone-crunching force. 

			The cult master sagged under the blow. For an instant he tried to rise, but Esselt put him down with a second brutal blow from the pommel. After that, the headman crashed to the ground in a stunned heap.

			‘Nicely done,’ Talorcan said as he sheathed his sword and stared down at his captive. He looked up at Esselt. ‘When you got around to it, I mean,’ he added wryly.

			Esselt just stared down at the mutant. ‘I am sorry, Tal, but I cannot shake the feeling it would be better for us if this heretic was dead.’

			‘It would be better for everyone if he was dead,’ Talorcan admitted. ‘Most of all whatever monster brought this corruption to Vika Skor. I am certain this man is nothing but a servant. I want his master.’ He glared down at the antlered man. His fingers tightened into a fist. ‘By the Hammer, you will see this heretic dead, Esselt, but only after he has told me everything I want to know.’

			Across the oasis, the screams of doomed cultists and the pistol shots of witch hunters continued to sing out. Root and branch, the brotherhood was scouring Vika Skor of its infestation.

			Talorcan intended to do the same for all of Droost. Only then would he feel Urgant was truly avenged.

			The ruinous hovels of Vika Skor had been put to the torch by Maelchon’s men when Talorcan dragged his captive back to the village. The burning structures cast a hellish glow across the scene, a sinister impression that was only heightened by the reflective sands of the dunes piled up just beyond the oasis. For Vika Skor, the apocalypse had come. When the Order of Azyr left, only the rocks would remain. The trees would share the fate of the village, the pool’s foul waters would be buried. And of the human inhabitants, only one would be left alive when the brotherhood was finished here.

			Talorcan had taken extreme pains to secure the survivor. The man now stumbled behind him at the end of a leash, his hands tied to the collar around his neck, and Esselt’s sword at his back. Talorcan had already impressed on his prisoner that death would be slow in coming if he tried to force the witch hunters to such a course. Sawing off the mutant’s antler with one of Domech’s knives had been a lesson the heretic would not forget.

			Maelchon greeted Talorcan’s little group when they emerged from the trees. ‘So you captured him after all,’ the captain stated when he noticed the stump of the captive’s antler. ‘Sigmar must smile on your purpose. None of us thought you could take Gartnait alive.’

			‘Gartnait?’ Esselt asked.

			‘The chieftain’s name,’ Maelchon told her. He pointed to a few cultists his own men had taken prisoner. They sat in a huddle, all bound by chains and surrounded by armed men. ‘The survivors we subdued told us a few things.’ He turned and gave Talorcan an apologetic frown. ‘Not the sort of things you want to know. They did confess that Gartnait had dealings with someone from beyond Vika Skor, somebody they say is “mighty in the Plague God’s favour”, but beyond that they have divulged nothing.’

			‘What will you do with them now?’ Talorcan asked.

			Maelchon tapped his lip, then smiled. ‘It may be useful to know how long Vika Skor has been corrupt,’ he declared. He reached to a pouch on his belt and turned towards Esselt. Holding up a small blue vial, he explained his intentions. ‘Your father concocted this elixir as a defence against the plague. A sort of curative. I have seen it work wonders on sick men.’ He glared at Gartnait. ‘But the filth that embrace Nurgle are a different story. They draw their strength from being sick. I’ve heard it said it is impossible to poison a disciple of the Plague God. Maybe it is, if you use poison. But what do you think medicine will do to someone whose very essence has become diseased?’

			The witch hunter captain turned and motioned to his men. One of the guards brought a chained cultist forwards. The prisoner was a nauseous sight, his flesh swollen with pustules, his skin discoloured with sallow splotches and leprous patches. At a nod from Maelchon, the guard grabbed the chained man by the chin. Pulling at the cultist’s head, he forced the captive to lean back while at the same time dragging on his jaw. Despite the struggles and moans of the prisoner his mouth soon hung open. Maelchon loomed over him with the blue vial. He paused and glanced at Talorcan.

			‘I have seen this at work before,’ Maelchon said. ‘Watch what it does to this scum.’ Popping the cork stopper from the vial with his thumb, the captain poured its contents into the prisoner’s mouth. As soon as the last drop left the vial the guard reversed his grip on the cultist’s head, snapping his mouth shut and forcing his head forwards. The prisoner struggled even more fiercely, trying to spit out the medicine. The guard compelled him to swallow by clamping his fingers around the man’s nose. When his suffocating body struggled to draw a breath, the reflex caused the cultist to take in the elixir.

			‘Grace of Sigmar,’ Esselt gasped as Leukon’s elixir did its work. 

			Talorcan kept silent, but he was no less amazed than Esselt was. The pustules along the cultist’s face and throat burst, dribbling their greasy contents down the cultist’s skin. That same skin was rapidly transforming from a patchwork of spots and splotches, taking on a far healthier ebony colouration. Other blemishes and blights that were visible began to recede; only the most grievous of the man’s afflictions gave no ready sign of improvement. The ropey mess of organs that showed through a rent in the man’s skin lost some of their sickly hue but remained exposed and bloated.

			‘Disease is their strength,’ Maelchon reminded them. ‘Their very life is plague and sickness. Without it to sustain them, they suffer the torments of the damned.’ A brutal smile crawled onto his face. ‘A fate this scum has earned many times over.’

			Throughout the miraculous transformation, the prisoner struggled and shrieked. Talorcan had thought the torment of the cultists who had fallen to the pool’s worms was immense, but it paled beside the agonies of the wretch he now observed. The torture of the worms was a torture of the mind, the idea of what the vermin were doing to their bodies rather than the actual sensation of the burrowing fiends. Here, in a polluted body that had been largely immune to pain, there was a sudden and rapid return of sensation. The cultist could feel the diseases being burned out of him, scorched from his flesh by the curative elixir.

			‘Those who give themselves over to the Plague God think they will be protected from the diseases that afflict them,’ Maelchon continued as the corrupt villager writhed on the ground. ‘But there is no cure Nurgle will bestow upon them. They are not healed, they are simply granted a perverse coexistence with the plague.’ He glowered at the shrieking cultist. ‘No, not simply existence but dependence. They need disease. It is life itself to them. See what occurs when the illness is purged from him.’

			The collapse, when it came, was dramatic. The war between cure and affliction raging through the cultist at last brought a ghastly dissolution. The man’s body disintegrated, all cohesion lost. Flesh and bone, blood and organ, all fell into a soupy mash that gradually seeped into the ground.

			Maelchon nodded at the human ooze left by the elixir. ‘I reached a count of three hundred and forty before the end,’ he told Talorcan. ‘To work so swiftly the corruption must have been building inside that heretic for a very long time. The greater the hold of Nurgle, the more swiftly the bonds of this diseased existence are broken. There is less clean flesh to hold the rotten mess together.’

			Talorcan looked over at Gartnait. He could see terror in the headman’s eyes, the gruesome demise of the villager having a profound impact on him. ‘Well, do you tell me what I want to know?’ Talorcan demanded. ‘How long has Vika Skor been a nest of Chaos?’

			Gartnait glowered at Talorcan. He drew back his head to spit on the witch hunter, but Esselt kicked him in the knee and dropped him to the ground.

			‘You will get nothing out of him,’ Esselt said.

			‘Not here, maybe,’ Talorcan agreed. He glared down at Gartnait. ‘But there are ways to make even a stone talk. When we get him back to the High Temple, he will tell me what I want to know.’

			A cold, vengeful light gleamed in Talorcan’s eyes. ‘He will talk. The only question is how much of him will still be left when he does.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			A journey of three weeks across the crawling dunes of Droost separated Vika Skor from the River Chael and the High Temple of Sigmar at Oghim Kor. The hardiest nomad would have balked at the ordeal such a venture would entail. They would have chosen a winding route that passed through the oases that dotted the desert or tarried at the wells scattered around the wastes. A longer but far less arduous trek.

			Esselt and Domech each advised Talorcan to follow such a course, a rare instance of the two agreeing on something. He rejected their advice. ‘What Gartnait can tell us about how Vika Skor fell to Chaos and how far the corruption has spread from his village is vital to the brotherhood. I am convinced that he is but a pawn of some even more malefic master. There was no evidence of any power strong enough at Vika Skor to overwhelm Urgant’s men. Gartnait can tell us who led that attack.

			‘Then there is the diseased nature of our captive to consider,’ Talorcan continued. ‘His very presence may be enough to spread the taint to those without the protective talismans and elixirs. Bringing him into another oasis could begin the infernal contagion that brought Vika Skor to destruction. I will not take such a risk, nor do I think either of you would countenance such hazard.’

			The witch hunters had taken precautions with their captive. His mouth was stuffed with a silver bit lest he utter appeals to his foul god. His diseased body was swaddled from head to toe in linen bindings on which had been painted warding glyphs and protective sigils, holy emblems to restrict and contain the plague coursing through his veins. The same glyphs had been branded into the hide of the demigryph across which Gartnait was bound, slung over the beast’s back like a camproll. Pomanders filled with incense were fastened to the straps that held him in place, their strong aroma overwhelming the sickly stench of the cultist.

			All that could be done to render Gartnait harmless had been done, but Talorcan was not satisfied. Urgant’s defeat and murder had impressed on him the necessity of never underestimating the enemy. It was all too easy for a witch hunter to allow his hate to descend into contempt. Perhaps that had been the weakness that had rendered Raga Tor vulnerable to the plague-worshippers.

			Crossing Droost without the typical stops at the oases for resupply had been a brutal affair. Before setting out, Talorcan had requisitioned two extra demigryphs and additional kegs of water from Maelchon while the captain and his troops completed the destruction of Vika Skor. Over the course of the journey, the supply of water had rapidly been consumed. First one, then the second of Maelchon’s animals had been slaughtered, their blood drained off as a final gruesome supplement to the travellers’ stores. The cruel necessity behind the decision was tempered by a measure of pragmatic mercy. Far kinder to kill the beasts outright then to leave them to perish on the dunes, and far less reckless. For if the abandoned demigryphs did escape the wastes and find water they might carry Gartnait’s contagion with them.

			The sun was without mercy on Talorcan and his group, pounding down on them with unrelenting fury. Sweat poured from their bodies, leaving each of them crusted in salt by the time night finally brought some aspect of relief. Even then, the witch hunters could not rest. While the torment of the sun abated another misery arose to vex them. The diseased stench of Gartnait was never completely hidden by the incense smouldering in the pomanders, and at night senses much keener than those of men or demigryphs took wing to seek out the source of the smell. During the day the witch hunters could keep distance from their captive, but at night they had to be close at hand to discourage the bloat-moths that came to feed on his rotten body. The chore was split among them, two of them standing guard while the third tried to catch a fitful sleep in the saddle.

			Hardship piled upon hardship and the desert itself took a perverse delight in mocking them. Twice Talorcan spotted caravans in the distance with his far-glass, long processions of men and beasts bearing precious goods across the dunes, none more precious than the casks of water that would sustain them on their travels. It would have been easy for him to divert his own course, to intercept the caravan and by the Order of Azyr’s authority commandeer fresh supplies. The urge to do so burned most fiercely when he considered that Esselt shared in his ordeal. She bore up well, better than himself if he were completely honest, never questioning the severity Talorcan exposed her to. Yet he could see the journey taking its toll on her. Lips cracked by the boiling desert wind, the lustreless stare of eyes that had gazed on shimmering mirages for too long, the blistered skin that had baked under the sun day upon day. Yes, it was a temptation to bring some relief to Esselt by riding towards the caravans. Only Talorcan’s determination and faith in Sigmar dissuaded him. It would be a betrayal of his vows, his oath to guard the innocent from the corruption of Chaos, to bring a thing like Gartnait into their midst. 

			Perhaps just as much as the sense he would be betraying Sigmar, it was the idea of disappointing Esselt that held Talorcan to the course he had chosen. She disagreed with keeping Gartnait alive, Talorcan knew this, but not once since leaving Vika Skor had she questioned his decision. Her trust in him was so great that it silenced her own concern. It was her faith, not in Sigmar alone, but in him that moved her to endure the worst Droost could cast against them. Hard as their road might be, if he strayed from that path to ease their privation it would be an insult to the trust Esselt had in him.

			So they pressed on, Talorcan never easing up on the pace he had set for them from the start. When the demigryphs faltered, Domech mixed a smelly red paste with their fodder, an alchemical concoction that never failed to revivify them. The little man always wore a bitter look when he administered the stimulant. ‘The more of it they consume, the quicker they will burn out,’ he cautioned Talorcan. He held his fist against his chest and then dramatically spread his fingers wide. ‘Their hearts will burst when they get too much.’

			Domech’s warning was met with the same iron resolve that had made Talorcan turn away from the caravans. The terrible urgency he felt would allow him to spare no one. If killing their steeds allowed them to gain the High Temple a day earlier, then it was a cost he would grimly accept.

			At last, when the sun’s ire had grown to a degree where it felt to Talorcan that the very air he breathed had been transformed into mephitic flames, when even his desert-hardened eyes began to imagine shapes rearing up in the mirages, when his body was so dried out that his tongue felt like sandpaper against his lips, at last there came an end to their ordeal.

			It happened without warning, with all the flourish of a conjurer throwing back a curtain. One moment there was only the shimmering haze steaming up from the crawling dunes, a phantasmagoria that surrounded them in every direction. The next instant worked a seemingly miraculous change.

			Talorcan had made this journey many times under less gruelling conditions, yet he never failed to be awed by the spectacle that was presented when the power of the crawling dunes was broken, when the haze rising off the scaly sand towards the east was unable to obscure what lay beyond. Not the illusory shimmer of a mirage, but the wide silvery sweep of the River Chael as it flowed across the land, knifing through the desert and the plains beyond. After the parched wastes of Droost, the vast expanse of water was a wonder all to itself, flashing with the gleam of treasure as the sunlight played across it. The karavals and fishing smacks of the riverfolk bobbed up and down on the gentle waves, the sails hanging from their masts dyed in brilliant blues and greens, each marked with the glyph of a fisherman’s guild in golden thread. If the wind was right, the shanties sung by the boatmen would drift out as far as the dunes, old hymns about toil and faith and bitter bowls of wine.

			Riding nearer to the River Chael, Talorcan and his companions could see the far bank and the vast veldt with its endless sea of bronze-coloured grass. It was here that the demigryphs and massive draft-lizards the people of Arlk depended upon were reared. Further back from the river, mighty herds of dull-eyed reptiles were tended by youths armed with spike-headed goads. Beasts of instinct rather than awareness, the draft-lizards were docile enough to be trusted to such inexperienced hands. Veteran handlers were given charge of demigryphs, carefully husbanding the half-avian creatures in tiny flocks raised from the same clutch of eggs. It would be the work of gryph-breakers to domesticate the animals, training them to tolerate beasts from a different clutch and to obey the men who would ride them.

			If the river was wondrous after the bleak desert, the veldt seemed almost unreal. But it was a sight much nearer to hand that was the most amazing of all. Oghim Kor and the High Temple of Sigmar God-King.

			Stabbing up from the fine yellow sands that stretched away from the river’s near bank was the holy complex of Oghim Kor. Cut from huge basalt blocks and covered in lustrous white marble, the tombs of the highest khans formed a mighty encampment of the royal dead. Vibrant banners fluttered from the roof of each cromlech, standards that celebrated the names and deeds of the rulers entombed within. Giant limestone statues of each dead warlord stood guard before the doors to their graves, sealing the entrances with their immense bulk. The carven images of their faces always impressed Talorcan with their uniformity of expression, a kind of stern pride as though pleased to see that the land they had fought to preserve against the hordes of Chaos continued to endure long after their own reign had ended.

			Beyond the tombs of the khans were the extravagant temples of the gods. Divinities of river and harvest, love and toil, war and honour. The gods of Sigmar’s pantheon each had their own shrine. Some were great, many times as splendid as any of the cromlechs, others were obscure and almost lost in the shadow of their neighbours. The magnificent cathedral of the river god Manarchael with its cobalt-hued steeple and entryway paved in crushed sapphire. The formidable minaret of Dracothion, topped by a gigantic bronze effigy of the Father of Dragons.

			None of the other temples compared with that which had been raised to the honour of Sigmar God-King. The High Temple was so vast in its dimensions as to utterly dwarf those around it. Cyclopean in size, its gargantuan main entrance could have swallowed the minaret of Dracothion, even with the draconic statue on its roof. Two stone colossi flanked that doorway, titans of such scope that the limestone khans seemed infants by comparison. Carved in the semblance of the holy Stormcast Eternals, each colossus was a towering armoured figure leaning upon an unsheathed sword, their faces hidden behind the resolute masks of their helms.

			Between the giant Stormcasts an immense warhammer stood out in bas relief from the front of the temple. Gilded in its enormity, the ­hammer blazed with a fiery light as the sun’s rays shone upon it, throwing a kaleidoscopic display across the colossi. Beneath the hammer, rising upwards to a height of sixty feet and more, were two enormous doors. Crafted from dark panels of steel-oak and reinforced with bands of iron, each of them was further ornamented with a twin-tailed comet cut from lapis lazuli. 

			‘I always feel so small when I cast my eyes upon the High Temple,’ Esselt whispered in awe as she coaxed her demigryph to Talorcan’s side.

			Talorcan took her hand in his. ‘It was not for the sake of arrogance and ostentation that the High Temple was built on such a scale. The khans of old wanted to pay homage to the God-King and thank him for protecting their lands from the Dark Gods. They built Sigmar’s temple to humble those who gazed upon it, to remind them that they are but mortal and must pay proper respect to the divine. Standing before the High Temple you feel as insignificant as an ant, and so we are beside the might of Sigmar. Yet through faith and devotion, by fealty and service, we can come to the attention of even the God-King and be permitted to share his divine light.’

			‘Fool!’ The snarl rose from Gartnait’s throat. Talorcan and Esselt spun around at the sound of the heretic’s voice. They were stunned to see that the cultist had somehow managed to bite through the silver gag. It dangled beside his distorted face, hanging from its strap. ‘The light of Sigmar is fading. It is an ember that will be drowned in the dark of Chaos. Nurgle will…’

			Esselt spurred her steed towards the bound man. When she heard the profane name of the Plague God drip off Gartnait’s lips, the witch hunter kicked him in the face. ‘If there was a time to repent your outrages, it is now,’ she snarled at him. ‘Now, before you are brought before the glory of Sigmar! Repent, dog, and earn some measure of mercy.’

			Gartnait leered at Talorcan, blood seeping from his smashed nose. ‘A long way to carry me to let this whore of Sigmar kill me now.’

			The back of Esselt’s hand cracked across the cultist’s mouth, splitting his lip. Esselt scowled at her glove and the foul blood tainting it. ‘That was a good glove. I’ll have to burn it now,’ she said. 

			‘I promise you will find little to mock inside the temple,’ Talorcan told Gartnait. Snapping his fingers, he waved Domech over to the prisoner. ‘Empty as his blasphemies may be, I will not have them uttered in this sacred place. Replace his gag and make sure he cannot spit it out again.’

			‘If I have to sew his tongue to his lip, I will see he stays quiet,’ Domech swore as he hurried to carry out Talorcan’s bidding.

			‘So long as he can talk later,’ Talorcan said. He turned back to face the High Temple, looking past the colossi to the giant hammer above the doors. He was thinking of Raga Tor and the desecrated chapel where Urgant had been found. 

			‘He is going to have a lot to tell me,’ Talorcan vowed, one hand tightening about the horn of his saddle. He looked over at Esselt. ‘Even if he does not know it yet, he is going to tell us how Urgant’s chapter house was destroyed and who was responsible.’

			‘Obsession is a blind virtue,’ Esselt warned, quoting The Silvered Hammer. 

			Talorcan answered her with a quote from the same tome. ‘In vengeance may be found the justice of the gods.’ He cupped her face in his hand. ‘This has to be done. You know it has to be done. Does it matter why?’

			Esselt drew back from him, a pained look in her eyes. ‘Why is all that matters,’ she told him. ‘Why is the difference between serving yourself and serving Sigmar.’

			‘Sometimes, when Sigmar smiles on us, we find that there is no distinction,’ Talorcan said. ‘I will avenge Urgant, and when I do, I will be doing Sigmar’s work.’ He spoke with such conviction that he was certain his words were truth itself.

			It was painful for Talorcan to still see uncertainty in Esselt’s eyes as she turned from him and began riding towards Oghim Kor. He prayed that Sigmar would make her understand, but the only sound he heard was the buzzing of a fly around Gartnait’s odiferous body.

			Within, the High Temple of Sigmar was even more outstanding than it was without. Floors and walls were of brightly polished marble veined with gold, the vaulted ceilings were adorned with richly painted scenes of the God-King and his battles during the Age of Myth. Huge windows were cut into the exterior walls, and into these openings gorgeous panels of stained glass had been set. As the sun shone through them, fantastical exhibitions of light and colour wafted through the grand halls of the temple, glistening off the reflective marble and highlighting the sacred images overhead. The tinted glass was arrayed in such a fashion as to compliment the pictures they illuminated. The purplish glow cast through one window augmented the depiction of Dracothion carrying Sigmar through the celestial emptiness between the Mortal Realms. A crimson pane lent a hellish blaze to a vision of Archaon Evercursed vanquished on the field of battle by the God-King’s mighty hammer Ghal Maraz.

			Talorcan felt it almost sacrilegious that he could not tarry to appreciate the pious artistry of the temple’s sanctuary. He swore that he would offer up penance for this slight against the glory of his god once everything was settled. Sigmar was an understanding god, a pragmatic god. He knew that there were occasions when even the most sacred proprieties had to be set aside. He had left Esselt and Domech outside guarding Gartnait, while he arranged accommodation for their prisoner.

			The witch hunter hastened through the maze-like warren of corridors and galleries that branched away from the sanctuary. His hurry brought disapproving scowls from some of the tonsured priests he passed. Chantors grudgingly stepped aside as he marched past them, disrupting the cadence of their afternoon hymns. A white-robed lector and his censor-swinging acolyte nearly collided with him as he turned a corner leading towards the scholarium. A phalanx of mendicant-scribes broke ranks to let him past as they advanced upon the temple’s commissary.

			A small city had been built within the High Temple’s walls and Talorcan’s course led him through many of its districts. From the loftiest halls where the hierarchs of the Sigmarite faith held council to the murky passageways where lay-servants scurried from one task to another, his path led him inexorably deeper into the structure’s depths. Down into the vaults and sub-cellars until at length he reached his destination: a dingy little door, set into a shadowy alcove at the end of a winding stair. Only someone who knew what he was looking for could expect to find the office of the brotherhood’s Keeper.

			The coded knock Talorcan supplied caused the small door to creak open. A bloodshot eye stared at him from behind the cracked door.

			‘The strongest light…’ the man challenged him.

			‘…casts the longest shadows,’ Talorcan finished. He scowled when the bloodshot eye continued to look him over with suspicion. ‘It has been a long ride, Ludovich. You know me, I know the knock and the password. Open the door.’

			A bark of derisive humour rose from behind the door, but the portal creaked open far enough to admit Talorcan. The witch hunter quickly slipped inside the darkened room beyond and the door slammed shut behind him. He froze when he heard the hammer of a pistol being drawn back. Slowly he unbuckled the weapon belt around his waist and let it clatter to the floor. He heard his armaments being collected. Finally, he heard the hammer being eased down. 

			‘A rather cold reception, Ludovich,’ Talorcan stated as he turned around.

			The man who had opened the door now stood with his back pressed against it. He was a broadly built man with a naturally fair complexion that had only grown more so down in the High Temple’s underground vaults. The crimson stubble of a neglected beard prickled his cheeks while a long scalplock fell across his shoulder. Vladimir Gregor Ludovich’s features were predatory, almost wolfish in aspect. Talorcan could readily believe the rumours about the man, that he had been a thief and assassin in some distant city before he was forced to flee the hangman’s noose and seek the Order of Azyr’s protection by taking on the brotherhood’s vows.

			Old habits died hard with men of Ludovich’s stripe. Serving Sigmar, he remained a wary beast. The pistol that he had drawn when Talorcan stepped through the door was only one of six that hung from the holsters strapped across his chest. There was no apology in his manner when he carried the confiscated weapons and deposited them in a stout iron chest. When Ludovich dropped the lid down, a duardin mechanism snarled into action, locking it tight.

			‘You would think I was a stranger,’ Talorcan chided.

			The Keeper gave him an appraising stare, studying him from head to toe. ‘Each time someone steps through that door, they are a stranger to me. I was lax in my vigilance once,’ he waved his hand at the ugly scar that ran around his neck. ‘Sigmar was more merciful than he had cause to be. A lesson learned in blood is a lesson that never needs to be taught again.’

			Talorcan did not bother to ask about the particulars of what had happened to Ludovich. It was a subject the Keeper never explained. Whether someone had tried to slit his throat when he was a criminal or after he took service with the brotherhood was unknown to him. All he did know was that the Keeper of the brotherhood’s dungeons was quick to suspicion and slow to trust. Rumour had it that even High Priest Crautreic had a pistol pointed at him when he had made an inspection of the temple’s vaults.

			‘I have a guest for you,’ Talorcan said, being direct about his business with the Keeper. ‘He is being guarded right now by my associates. I wanted to be sure you had room for him before I brought him into the temple.’ He paused, studying Ludovich’s lupine features. ‘He is a disciple of the Plague God.’

			Ludovich took the information without emotion. ‘Since the outbreak along the Cedar Road, we have hosted a few of his ilk here.’ The Keeper shook his head. ‘I do not know what you expect to learn from this heretic, but be prepared for a long wait. The bodies of these plague-worshippers are so diseased it takes considerable effort to make them feel pain. Even more effort to break them.’ He gave Talorcan an intense look. ‘Usually too much effort. They often die before they talk.’

			‘I have some ideas about that,’ Talorcan said. He thought of Maelchon and the cultist he had killed with Leukon’s elixir. He remembered the visible horror he had seen on Gartnait’s face when the curative reduced the villager to mash. ‘Tormenting the flesh is doubtful with these vermin. You have to break their spirits, not their bodies.’ Talorcan went on to explain something of his intention. When he finished, there was an actual smile on Ludovich’s face. A cold, murderous smile.

			‘All will be made ready for your prisoner,’ Ludovich promised. ‘Once you have a writ from Grandmaster Bruel authorising his imprisonment here, have your associates bring him to me. I will put these new methods to work and we will see how quickly he tells you what you want to know.’

			Talorcan looked around the darkened room. The only door he could see was the one through which he had entered, but he was well aware that the walls around him were honeycombed with secret corridors leading to the cells and torture chambers where the brotherhood’s most unsavoury work was carried out. He knew it was only his imagination, but the sound of agonised moans always seemed to crawl out from behind those walls. What happened to them here was a fate the heretics had earned, but that did not make it any less repugnant to think about.

			‘Esselt and Domech will bring the captive to you,’ Talorcan said, moving past Ludovich towards the door. The Keeper opened it, letting him move back into the alcove. The panel slammed closed the instant he was outside.

			A few moments later the door was cracked open again. Ludovich held Talorcan’s weapon belt out to him. When the witch hunter made to recover them, the Keeper held fast. The bloodshot eye gave him a hard stare. ‘See that your people know the proper signs,’ he warned. ‘I let no one through this door unless they do. I let no one back out unless I am satisfied they are pure in the eyes of Sigmar.’

			The door closed, leaving Talorcan alone in the dark alcove. His brow wrinkled in contemplation. Esselt’s faith was something even a paranoid recluse like the Keeper could not fail to appreciate. He had no worries on that point. Esselt would pass scrutiny. Domech was an entirely different matter. The more he thought about it, the more he considered it might be best to have the unscrupulous houndmaster stay outside when Gartnait was brought down. Much as she disliked Domech, Esselt would not stand idle while Ludovich put a bullet in his skull. Things would only go from bad to worse after that.

			‘Only Sigmar knows the ways of Sigmar,’ Talorcan muttered to himself as he contemplated the unusual men who had taken the brotherhood’s vows.

			The tense encounter with Ludovich was followed by an exasperating interview with Grandmaster Bruel. The head of the brotherhood received Talorcan readily enough but proved reluctant to accede to the witch hunter’s request to secure Gartnait in the dungeons. There was always concern that despite all precautions something of the diseased taint of a Nurgle devotee could infect someone else. It was true that the High Temple was the only place that could reduce that grim potential to an absolute minimum, but Bruel questioned the wisdom in taking on such a risk when there was so little prospect of reward. The plague-worshippers who had already been brought to Ludovich had yielded little information that could be called vital. In the Grandmaster’s estimation there was no good purpose to bothering with Vika Skor’s headman.

			It took Talorcan some hours to turn Bruel’s decision to his favour. Arduously he worked to overcome the Grandmaster’s idea that some failing by Urgant had resulted in the disaster at Raga Tor. Bit by bit he was able to persuade his superior that there was a real possibility that Gartnait was only a pawn of some far more diabolical master.

			‘We gain nothing by destroying these fiends unless we can stamp out their source,’ Talorcan concluded. ‘It is like any infestation – unless the cause is removed, the vermin will simply return. I maintain there is a real chance here to root out the fountainhead of this contagion and stamp it out. Is a little risk here, where the full resources of the Temple are at our disposal, not preferable to allowing a resurgence of this cult? Can we risk another chapter house falling to them as Raga Tor did?’

			‘You have swayed me,’ Bruel said at last, motioning for Talorcan to arrest the argument he had started to repeat. The old Grandmaster, with his sunken cheeks and icy blue eyes, leaned back in his chair and folded his hands across the table in front of him. ‘I was uncertain there could be a peril as vast as what you describe, but the vehemence of your belief in it has made me concede your point. You are an experienced witch-taker, someone not prone to jump at shadows and see a daemonic conspiracy everywhere he goes. For you to feel this strongly, there must be something there.’ He gave Talorcan a sombre look. ‘Something beyond the tragedy of your brother’s death.’ Again he raised his hand to hold back the witch hunter’s words. ‘I mean no insult, but say that to your credit. You have persuaded me that your motives are those of the Order of Azyr, not your own. Take your prisoner to Ludovich. Break him if you can. Unmask this hidden evil that has set upon Droost. Sigmar grant you learn what you need to know.’

			‘The Keeper will not admit Gartnait without your writ of authorisation,’ Talorcan reminded Bruel.

			The Grandmaster reached across the table and shuffled through a sheaf of paper. Drawing out the page he wanted, he looked it over. Satisfied, he inserted his name and that of Talorcan among the words already written there. Near the top he set down the name of the prisoner. He reached to the other side of the table and retrieved a curious bronze stamp that rested in a shallow plate of amber liquid. Carefully Bruel gripped the stamp’s handle and lifted it from the plate. In one swift motion he brought the stamp down on the bottom of the page. An acrid smell and a wisp of smoke accompanied the action. When Bruel returned the stamp to the plate, the dragon-and-hammer seal of his office was branded into the paper.

			‘This will satisfy Ludovich,’ Bruel said. ‘Now I will ask you to do something to satisfy me. I want you to explain your theory to High Priest Crautreic.’ A brief smile drew at his face. ‘You have had a hard ride getting here. I would advise a long bath and a change of raiment before your audience with His Holiness.’

			Talorcan took the writ from Bruel’s hand, uncertain what to make of this request. ‘When is my audience?’

			Bruel smiled again. ‘When you are presentable. Even for the brother­hood there are some proprieties that must be observed. Do not look so concerned, brother. Crautreic will be very pleased to hear what you have to say. You see, you have settled a point of disagreement that had arisen between the High Priest and myself. He believed some unseen hand was spreading the plague, I held it was the doing of isolated cults. If your theory proves true, then Crautreic will be proven justified in the measures he has taken.’

			‘Measures?’ Talorcan asked.

			‘His Holiness will explain,’ Bruel said. He took a deep breath and wrinkled his nose. ‘As you perform your ablutions, Talorcan, do not be too sparing with scent. There is only so much that incense can mask and I fear right now you are exceeding those limitations.’

			Ordinarily, Talorcan would have felt at least a twinge of guilt at doing something that smacked of self-indulgence. Yet as he sank down to his chin in cool cleansing water he found the sensation too overwhelming to impress with any philosophical quibbles. Regret could wait. For now, he existed only in the moment.

			The High Temple’s bath houses were big limestone structures arrayed along the bank of the River Chael. Lofty roofs were supported by phalanxes of towering columns. Frescoes adorned the walls, pastoral scenes of the peace and plenty enjoyed by the inhabitants of Azyr, the noble realm of Sigmar’s empire. In each of the buildings, three great pools stretched across the floor, the first two filled with cool water drawn from the river, the third heated by a furnace beneath the bath house. It was in the middle pool that Talorcan lounged, savouring the slight chill that flowed into his body from the water around him. After the wastes of Droost, the two things he did not want to be were dry and warm.

			His meetings with Ludovich and Bruel had consumed several hours so it was quite late when Talorcan was finally able to take the Grandmaster’s advice. The bath house’s attendants had retired, leaving a tray of oils and perfumes beside the pool for the witch hunter to exploit. Except at times of special observations and religious pageants when Oghim Kor was inundated with pilgrims from across the Khanate, the bath houses kept a strict regime of operating between dawn and dusk. Talorcan presented a special case, however. No one was going to gainsay a witch hunter who had just returned from a long and dangerous mission. The building was left at his disposal.

			Talorcan closed his eyes and leaned against the edge of the pool. The way he felt right now, he would be content to soak here all night. Even that might not wash the desert off his skin, but he was game to give it a try. With the smell of his own sweat and the reek of Gartnait’s presence gone from his nose, he was almost starting to feel human again.

			So lost was Talorcan in his savouring of the moment that his usually keen senses failed to warn him that he was not alone. When he felt a cool hand brush across his neck the surprise sent an icy tremor through him. He grabbed the hand, drawing its owner close to him in a steely grip. His effort unbalanced the person kneeling on the ledge above him. He had a brief glimpse of pale skin and gold hair tumbling through the air before there was a loud splash and the figure was lost beneath the surface of the pool.

			Esselt’s head slowly rose from under the water, her hair plastered about her shoulders in an unruly mass. Her face was as steely as Talorcan’s grip had been. ‘You are lucky that I left my sword with my clothes.’

			Talorcan pointed at himself, his expression the very visage of innocence. ‘What can you expect, sneaking up on somebody like that?’

			‘Next time I will tromp around like a punch-drunk orggoth,’ Esselt quipped. She closed her eyes and leaned back in the water. She sighed deeply. 

			‘Feels good,’ Talorcan said. 

			‘No talking,’ Esselt purred. ‘Let me enjoy this.’ For some minutes she kept her eyes closed and simply floated in the water. ‘I took Gartnait down to Ludovich,’ she finally said. ‘The Keeper promised to put some of your ideas to work. He suggested I speak with my father about concocting something…’

			Talorcan eased away from the edge and swam over to her. His fingers played across her wet hair. ‘Let it wait,’ he suggested. ‘Let it all wait. Grandmaster Bruel wants me to see Crautreic, so nothing will proceed until I have spoken with him. Let it wait.’ He leaned in and kissed Esselt’s cracked lips. The desert had left them almost withered, but he did not care. What he cared about was the woman herself. However much toll the dunes had taken on her beauty they could not diminish who she was.

			‘I would like nothing better,’ Esselt told him. Her hands reached to his face, pulling him to her for another kiss. ‘I would like nothing better than to let it wait.’ As she released her grip, a strange look was in her eyes. She stared at Talorcan a moment. ‘Tal, there is something about that heretic, about Vika Skor and all of this. I have a sense of foreboding about it. Sigmar forgive me, but I am afraid, my little dove.’

			Talorcan uttered a laugh he hoped was reassuring. ‘You? Afraid? Woman, I have seen you cut beasts in half that would have laughed at a Kharadron cannonball! You have spat in the eyes of daemons and mocked warlocks to their very faces! It is the long journey and what we found at Raga Tor that has…’

			‘No, it is more than that,’ Esselt said. ‘I cannot explain it. I only know that I feel it. Like some terrible warning that refuses to make sense.’

			‘Let it wait,’ Talorcan repeated. ‘You need to rest. Wash the trail from your skin and the desert from your bones.’ He smiled and ran his fingers through her wet hair. ‘We have this place to ourselves. Just the two of us until the sun rouses itself again.’ Talorcan watched her, trying to see if his words had eased her troubled thoughts.

			Without warning, Esselt adjusted her grip and with a sudden push sent him plunging under the surface. He rose a moment later, sputtering and splashing.

			‘That is for throwing me in,’ Esselt informed him. Talorcan couldn’t be sure, but he thought her expression was not as agitated as it had been. 

			‘You are going to pay for that,’ Talorcan threatened, still coughing on the water he had swallowed.

			Esselt gave him a coy look. ‘I am told you have all night to try.’ 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			Talorcan was in awe when he stepped into the room and found himself in so august a presence. High Priest Crautreic of Wolfmoor: Protector of the Faith, Steward of Sigmar’s Glory, Stormson, Defender of the Sacred and Herald of the Azyr Gate. Many were the titles and duties that had been bestowed upon the Khanate’s supreme priest. The priesthoods of the other gods with temples at Oghim Kor paid homage to Crautreic, deferring to him as the living representative of the God-King. The lands and powers that had been awarded to him by the khans gave Crautreic a personal wealth beyond many nobles and even some of the lesser royalty. His estates in distant Undyr Brae were so vast that a rider needed three days to cross their breadth. The herds of demigryphs that bore his brand numbered in the hundreds. Entire groves of gnarl-pine and stout-yew were managed in his name. Caravans bearing fruits and grain from the lush fields of Gottar Fol travelled under Crautreic’s banner.

			Next to the Great Khan himself, Crautreic was the most powerful man in Arlk, yet the room in which the High Priest received Talorcan was meek in its sparseness. All of Crautreic’s private rooms were said to be devoid of lavishness and opulence. The grand chambers in which he met the nobles and petitioners who visited the High Temple were ostentatious in their splendour, almost boisterous in their exhibition of wealth, but when left to himself Crautreic shunned the rich trappings he displayed before the public. 

			Crautreic sat behind a large desk of pale dunewood, a set of chairs carved from the same light-skinned wood arrayed before it. Scattered across the top of the desk were an array of scrolls and parchment sheets, some of them held down by weights fashioned from smooth river stones. The only ostentation in evidence was the large silver hammer inlaid into the surface of the desk, its head surmounted by scrollwork that proclaimed Sigmar Rex Dominus.

			The High Priest stood as Talorcan entered. He was a man of modest height and ebony complexion, dressed in simple white robes and a belt of plaited river reeds. A pendant hung about his neck, the symbol of the twin-tailed comet shaped from a single massive pearl and from each branch of its tail a strip of papyrus had been fixed with a waxen seal. Talorcan could see that hieroglyphs were written across the papyrus but could not read their meaning. He guessed they were orisons of some sort, meant to protect Crautreic and inoculate his wisdom against the failings of mortal insight.

			Mortality had left its mark on Crautreic. He had been a physically powerful man in his prime, but the years had slowly degraded the might that had once been his. When the priest motioned for Talorcan to take a seat, he could see the thick shapelessness that had settled into the man’s arm. Crautreic appeared to notice the direction of Talorcan’s regard, or at least the trend of his thoughts. A sad look swept through his wrinkly face, dragging at the scars and bruises of old battles.

			‘Do not get old,’ Crautreic advised, returning to his seat behind the desk. ‘Be so zealous in your labours that you accomplish all that Sigmar wants of you before your hair turns silver.’ He brushed one of his hands through the close-cropped fuzz that clung to his scalp. Only a few dark specks remained in the snowy field.

			‘I think it is the most zealous who have the most to accomplish,’ Talorcan returned, bowing his head in respect to the High Priest.

			Crautreic nodded his head, his smile losing some of its sorrow. ‘Restful are not the days of the pious,’ he said, then scratched at his chin. ‘I forget who wrote that, whether he was a poet or a theologian. Whatever the source, I find it to be at once a wonderful and terrible sentiment. Do you not agree?’

			‘The quote comes from Karimius, Lord Poet to the Thuringian Khan,’ Talorcan replied. He could see from the sparkle in Crautreic’s eye that the High Priest had not forgotten the source but simply wished to probe the extent of the witch hunter’s knowledge. ‘As for the sentiment, it is difficult to accept the message when the messenger is a heretic.’

			‘Just so,’ Crautreic stated. ‘Karimius was a heretic, a slave of the Dark God who was the real power of the Thuringian court, enslaving a quarter of the nobility through his pleasure cult. The learned know well that civil war saw an end to the Thuringian khans and saw the rise of the Hardiathir dynasty. Only a few are aware of the corruption that brought the War of the Khans upon the lands of Arlk.’ The priest’s eyes narrowed, studying Talorcan intently. ‘If you know the truth, perhaps you also understand the lesson it has left us.’

			Talorcan was slow to answer. Crautreic was not simply probing his knowledge, he was testing him, trying to judge his quality. ‘The Hardiathir rebelled against the Thuringians because of their evil ways and blasphemous decrees. To them the Thuringians were the enemy, but they did not look deep enough. Karimius defected to the Hardiathir before the end and would have escaped any punishment if not for the persistence of the brotherhood in unmasking the source of the corruption that brought down the Thuringians.’

			‘The consequences could have been much worse,’ Crautreic elaborated. ‘Had Karimius been left at liberty, he might have done to the Hardiathir as he did to the Thuringians. The Thuringian khans, with their excesses and abuses, were simply carriers of the corruption Karimius evoked. Destroying them was only a temporary relief from the evil. To be freed from the perfidious grasp of Chaos, the man who brought the obscene cult of Slaanesh to Arlk had to be destroyed or the pattern would simply begin again.’

			‘Then you share my fear. That there is some greater source behind these plague-worshippers,’ Talorcan said. ‘That there is a risk of destroying the carriers but leaving the source free to infect others.’

			Crautreic nodded. ‘Grandmaster Bruel told me you are of similar mind. There is a temptation by many to accept Vika Skor as the source of this menace.’ He closed his eyes and folded his hands across the desk’s hammer icon. ‘Many want it to be the end and all have their own reasons for wishing it so. Captain Maelchon seeks the glory that would accrue to his name as the man who brought this plague of heresy to an end. The clans of Droost want to single out the Carceri as the only ones who succumbed to the lies of Nurgle. The nobles and the merchant guilds, they want the crisis to be over so that their own power and profit are not disrupted. They have even made overtures to me, appeals to my obligations to the people of Arlk that I consider Vika Skor as the culprit. Even Grandmaster Bruel has expressed the belief that with Vika Skor destroyed the cult’s power has also been broken, that there will be no more massacres and outrages.’

			‘Bruel has told me,’ Talorcan said. ‘He has also told me that you had taken steps to fight the cult which he found…’

			‘Excessive,’ Crautreic supplied the word. ‘Bruel has disapproved of my methods.’ He made a placating gesture to Talorcan with his hand. ‘Do not mistake me, I understand that rooting out heretics is the function of the Order of Azyr and the brotherhood. I do not “meddle”, as you might say, without the gravest deliberation first.’ His visage became hard, his eyes like chips of granite. ‘What is at risk here is more than a few souls. It is the very survival of the Khanate that is in contest.’

			Crautreic slid aside the stacks of papers on his desk, plunging beneath them for the one he wanted. He waved Talorcan forward as he opened a large map. It was a representation of Droost and the lands that bordered the crawling dunes. Talorcan could see black marks scattered about the desert. He noted that both Vika Skor and Raga Tor were indicated, as were all of the places in which he had uncovered plague-worshippers. These accounted for only a small sampling of the marks on Crautreic’s map. Indeed, there were few places on the map that Crautreic had failed to place a notation beside.

			‘I did not know the corruption had spread so far,’ Talorcan admitted, his hands making the sign of the Hammer.

			‘Not yet,’ Crautreic stated, ‘but this is what will be if the source of the plague is not stopped.’ He saw the bewilderment on Talorcan’s face. ‘You do not understand. I should have expected that. Grandmaster Bruel does not understand either. You see, this map shows not only what has been, what is, but also what will be.

			‘When the spread of the plague began, when its unnatural aspects were brought to my notice, I commanded daily reports from the brother­hood regarding it. Quite quickly I determined a pattern. The attacks, the incidents of disease and mutation, were concentrated about the Bread Road, the great caravan trail between the granaries of Gottar and the heartlands of Arlk. Sever that link,’ Crautreic made a chopping motion with his hand, ‘and you plunge the Khanate into famine. A fertile field in which Nurgle can plant his disease. Anything that could be done had to be done. So I consulted the augur, the Azyrian Eye.’

			‘Foresight,’ Talorcan let the word slip off his lips as though it were poison. Of all the powers at the disposal of the High Temple, none was regarded with more fear than that of the Azyrian Eye. Visions of possibilities yet to come, shadows of a future not yet cast, reflections of a world unborn. Such were the arcane powers of the augur. Blinded, her eyes cast through the Stormflame to rest beyond the Gates of Azyr, she was the oracle of Oghim Kor. Always her prophecies came with a most dire warning: failure to act upon them might bring them to pass or it might be that the act itself bends the future to the course foreseen. A curse of knowledge and a choice too terrible to be easily made.

			‘I know the danger of prophecy,’ Crautreic said. ‘So too do I have faith in Sigmar. Long have I prayed to him for guidance. I have stood beneath the Great Hammer in His sanctuary and begged for it to smite me down if my fears were unfounded. I have pored over the chronicles, studying every instance when the augur was consulted. I have weighed my decision most carefully. And then I have acted.’

			‘What have you done?’ Talorcan wondered, almost dreading the answer. From his talk with Bruel, he knew whatever Crautreic had set in motion made even the Grandmaster uneasy.

			‘I have prayed,’ Crautreic said. ‘I have prayed and Sigmar has answered. In thunder and lightning, He has availed me of champions to carry out what must be done. I have sent the Hunters of Azyr loose upon the places where the plague may one day rise. By the foresight of the augur, I have told them who they must smite.’

			‘Who they must smite,’ Talorcan repeated, a sick knot in his belly. ‘You have despatched heavensent warriors to strike down innocent people?’

			Crautreic frowned and rolled up his map. ‘I had expected that you might understand. These are not innocents, but people who simply have not yet been corrupted. Can you not appreciate the difference?’

			‘Until the choice has been made, they must be adjudged innocent,’ Talorcan insisted. ‘No quarter, no mercy once that choice has been made, but to take that choice away entirely…’

			‘Enough, brother,’ Crautreic clapped his hands together, silencing the witch hunter’s protest. ‘I had thought you would understand. Like myself, you reject the idea that Vika Skor is the source of this plague.’ He paused, giving Talorcan a sharp look. ‘I understand you brought the headman of Vika Skor here to be interrogated?’

			‘I have, with your indulgence, holiness,’ Talorcan said.

			‘You have my indulgence,’ Crautreic answered. ‘You also have my attention. Whatever your prisoner divulges, it will be made known to me.’ He leaned forwards, pointing at Talorcan. ‘Before Bruel, before anyone, you will make it known to me. Do you understand?’

			‘I do, holiness.’ Talorcan stood up and bowed to the High Priest.

			‘Whatever the heretic tells you, wherever it leads, we must act,’ Crautreic vowed. Talorcan was uncertain if the words were meant for him or if the priest was speaking to himself. 

			Crautreic snapped from the frightful reverie that gripped him and gave the witch hunter a final, commanding look. ‘Force this scum to talk. By Sigmar, find out what he knows!’

			Talorcan felt a great weight pressing down on him after his meeting with Crautreic. As a loyal servant of Sigmar, he was bound by oath and vow to obey the High Priest and to venerate his word. Yet, like Grandmaster Bruel, he could not reconcile his obligations to the repugnance he felt inside. Judgement based upon precognition, striking against heretics before they even were heretics. The implications of such a precedent were chilling.

			He needed someone to talk to and the only person he could trust with his tumultuous thoughts was Esselt. While Talorcan had been meeting with Crautreic, Esselt had gone to visit her father. The wizard Leukon was established in a tower near the edge of the temple complex. Part mystic and part alchemist, his arcane experiments sometimes had their hazardous aspects. For the safety of both the temple and its visitors, Leukon lived in a slim limestone tower that overlooked the dunes of Droost. Except for a small cadre of apprentices and a few servants, the wizard kept largely to himself. More scholar than socialite, he preferred the company of books to that of people.

			Talorcan was admitted readily enough by Leukon’s steward, a huge mute from the crystalline desolation of Sharn. The steward led him upwards through the tower, passing the dormitories of the apprentices and the alchemical workshops. Talorcan knew Leukon’s rooms were at the top of the tower, but the steward led him only partway up the winding stair. The servant marched down a short hallway to a set of immense doors. Rapping against the oak panels with a knobby cudgel, the steward waited for a response from within. Faintly, Talorcan heard a voice rise from beyond the doors.

			The steward stepped aside as the portal swung inward of its own accord. Talorcan walked past him and into the massive library that formed the core of Leukon’s world.

			The lower floors of Leukon’s tower consisted of workshops and dormitories. These composed but half of its span. The rest was consumed by the vastness of the wizard’s library. The floor ahead of Talorcan was filled with tables and lecterns, great racks for scrolls and tablets of clay, stone and bronze. The preserved husk of a river saurian hung suspended by some magical source, its black eyes staring emptily at the entrance.

			The walls of the chamber were lined with bookshelves, and they weren’t content to confine themselves to just a single layer of the tower. A winding pathway spiralled upwards, circling around to the very ceiling. Along its entire length it was lined with tomes of every size and description. Talorcan had examined them on previous visits and been stunned by their variety. Duardin volumes with sheets of copper etched in acid. Elegant folios with pages so thin they seemed almost vaporous and which were purported to be the work of aelfkind. Strange tablets of gold with markings rendered in some slithery script that had been found after the Chaos-riddled fortress of Bloodgrim was destroyed by reptilian invaders. 

			The wizard’s prize tome, however, was a gigantic book which stood as tall as a man and whose pages were big enough to serve as blankets. The Azyrinomicon, a book of spells and incantations that was said to have been written in the Age of Myth. Leukon kept his prize chained to a pedestal at the end of an iron walkway that stretched across the upper limits of the library. He was always evasive about explaining how he had secured the tome, for it had made the journey with him to Oghim Kor when he took service with the High Temple. All he would say on the subject was that without the aid of Sigmar, he would have been lost to the same darkness that had held the Azyrinomicon captive.

			From below, Talorcan could see that Leukon was standing on the iron walkway and consulting the giant grimoire. He could also see Esselt reclining on a divan near her father. There seemed to be no other occupants within the library. How the steward’s knock had been heard, how it could seem that an answer had emanated from just behind the doors – these were questions Talorcan dismissed as judiciously as he did the way those doors had opened without a hand to draw them back. Even an innocuous display of magic was unsettling, something he would never accustom himself to however often he was exposed to it. 

			‘Come up, Talorcan of Ravendirge.’ Leukon’s voice was neither loud nor distant, but sounded in Talorcan’s ears as though the wizard were but a few feet away. ‘I have been expecting you to pay me a visit. Come up, you know the way.’

			Talorcan walked past the racks of scrolls and the tables littered with alchemical devices. The dead eyes of the saurian watched him as he marched towards the bookshelves and the spiral pathway that climbed upwards. He kept one hand on the rail as he ascended, keeping his eyes averted from the increasing distance to the floor below. Heights were something that did not bother him, unless he let himself look downwards and think about how far he had to fall.

			‘My little dove,’ Esselt greeted Talorcan when he stepped out onto the iron walkway. ‘May Sigmar cherish you.’ Her face at once drew back into an expression of concern. It was clear she saw the tension in Talorcan’s expression. ‘How did your meeting with High Priest Crautreic go? Does he truly share your belief that there is some power behind Gartnait?’

			‘Crautreic is convinced of it,’ Talorcan admitted. Esselt was confused by the grim tone he took.

			‘Was that not what you wanted?’ she asked. ‘I know you want to be the one to avenge Urgant, but so long as the deed is done, can you not derive some satisfaction? Does it matter if Crautreic sends someone else to deal with the villain?’

			‘The High Priest said nothing either way about allowing me to act upon whatever Gartnait might divulge,’ Talorcan stated. ‘All he told me was to keep him informed. Whatever we learn, he wants to know it too.’ He ran his hand through her hair, savouring the feel of it passing through his fingers. ‘Esselt, he has been consulting the Azyrian Eye. He has prayed for help and been sent hunters from Azyr. He has sent them to destroy the visions the augur has seen by executing those who were corrupted in her visions.’ 

			‘The magical arts deal in possibility,’ Leukon interjected. The old wizard had kept his distance while his daughter greeted Talorcan, but he had listened to their conversation. ‘There are so many variables, so many uncertainties that even a formula that has been tried a thousand times may behave with capricious malice for no discernible cause. My own mentor favoured a minor cantrip to produce an arcane illumination. I must have seen him evoke it twice a day for a decade and more. Then, one evening, for no reason we could ever find, the spell’s intensity was magnified a hundredfold. I heard him scream and when I reached his study all was in darkness. So too were my mentor’s eyes. The little cantrip had produced a blinding flash instead of its usual soft glow. The flash had seared the sight from my master’s eyes.

			‘Magic is a fearful instrument,’ Leukon continued. ‘Great care must be taken when it is evoked. Certainly there are safeguards that can mitigate the danger – protective wards and defensive talismans that can dull any unexpected effects. At the heart, however, magic must be treated with respect and not a little suspicion.’ The wizard pointed to the Azyrinomicon. ‘Crautreic takes a keen interest in the workings of magic. Not as a practitioner, but as one who seeks to understand how it can be bent to the service of mankind and of those who serve Sigmar. I have found him to be exceedingly cautious in his ways. It is rare for him to consult the augur and seldom that he endorses any petition to see her that visitors to Oghim Kor present to him.’

			‘If he is so wary of the augur, then why has he taken action on her prophecies?’ Talorcan asked.

			Leukon stroked his beard, pulling at the thick grey coils that hung from his chin. ‘It must be because the future she has shown him is too terrible to dismiss. Crautreic sees his role as protector of the innocent as too important to allow any hesitation. He balances the executions he has decreed against the doom he has been shown by the Azyrian Eye.’

			‘But to condemn people not on what they have done, but for what they may do,’ Talorcan shook his head. ‘There has to be another way.’

			‘Maybe that is why Crautreic asked to see you,’ Esselt suggested. ‘Maybe he was hoping to find another way.’

			‘The High Priest has been in consultation with the Azyrian Eye each time one of the hunters returned from their mission,’ Leukon said. Again he tapped the gigantic grimoire with his finger. ‘He has been to see me many times, asking me about the science of prophecy, the theories about the art of foresight. He was most interested in the idea that the future is never completely fixed, but always in motion. A stream of possibilities of which, naturally, only one can develop into a true course. Each time he has sent his agents out to execute those who might become future heretics he has followed the deed by again consulting the augur. I think he has done so to see if the removal of their future corruption has altered the prophecy.’ Leukon sighed, a distant look in his gaze. ‘I think he is seeing if he has done enough, if the doom has been averted and he can stop the killing.’

			‘Has Crautreic been to see the augur since we returned?’ Talorcan asked.

			‘Almost the moment you went down to see Ludovich,’ Leukon replied. ‘Crautreic ended a meeting with the Voivode of Harka Von in his haste to consult the oracle. I believe the interest he has shown in your prisoner is because he hopes what you learn from him will allow him to call off his own hunters.’

			Talorcan considered the wizard’s suggestion. It had not occurred to him that Crautreic might be remorseful about the extreme measures he had taken, that the High Priest might even be eager to see them brought to an end. 

			‘Would not the augur’s visions already have revealed to him whatever power is behind the plague-worshippers?’ Esselt wondered.

			Leukon smiled at his daughter. ‘Not necessarily, my dear. As I have said, the ways of magic are capricious and the laws of prophecy more so than any. Because magic itself is a thing of possibilities, those places and people most attuned to aetheric energies are the hardest to see in a vision of the future. Whoever – or whatever power – first corrupted Gartnait may be a blind spot, as it were, in the augur’s prescience. The effects of this unknown power can be seen, but not the thing itself.’

			‘Then we have to make Gartnait talk,’ Talorcan declared. ‘Whatever it takes, that scum has to tell us who his master is!’ He reached to his belt and removed a vial of curative from one of the pouches. It was the same kind of elixir Maelchon had put to grisly purpose in Vika Skor. Quickly Talorcan explained what the medicine had done to the diseased cultist.

			‘What I need is a refinement of this mixture,’ Talorcan said. ‘Something that will not be as potent but which will still serve a similar purpose.’

			‘There is no medicine known to mortals that can cure someone from one of Nurgle’s daemonic plagues,’ Leukon stated sadly. ‘It is easy to focus upon the ghastly toll the disease exacts upon the body, but it is likewise an illness of the soul. There are steps that can be taken which will suppress the spread or contain the contagion, but there is no actual cure.’

			‘I do not want to cure him,’ Talorcan told the wizard. ‘I want to hurt him. I want to hurt him in the only way I think Gartnait can still be hurt. I want to hurt him so much that he will tell me what I want to know.’

			‘The heretics who follow Nurgle cannot feel pain,’ Esselt reminded Talorcan. 

			Talorcan nodded slowly. ‘Their bodies, yes, but their minds are not so immune. They can still imagine pain. We saw that with the cultist who fell into the pool with the worms. She did not feel the worms burrowing into her but she saw them and that was enough to make her mind collapse into terror.’ He paused and turned back to Leukon. ‘I want to do the same to Gartnait. I cannot break his body, but I can break his mind… with your help.’

			Leukon took the vial of curative from Talorcan. He glanced back at the huge grimoire. ‘There are things I might try to produce the effects you want. Mind, you will have to get your information quickly. Even if the process is retarded, it must run its course. Disease is the essence of those who have surrendered to Nurgle. Burn it away and their life burns with it.’

			A hard edge crept into Talorcan’s voice. ‘You did not see Raga Tor,’ he said. ‘If there is one thing Gartnait deserves, it is to burn.’

			There was a clammy chill all around him as Talorcan entered the dungeons. The smell of blood and filth did not quite mask the tang of misery in the atmosphere. It was the reek of human despair, the grief of contrition and the shivering anticipation of endless torment. Beyond the hidden doors of Ludovich’s guard room, the moans and wails of the condemned were no longer muffled. They formed a piteous accompaniment to the echoes of their boots as the witch hunters marched down the narrow corridors.

			Esselt kept close to Talorcan while they followed the Keeper through the murky gloom. ‘Knowing what they have done makes it easier to accept why they are here,’ she said in lowered tones, her eyes ranging across the barred doorways they passed. Sometimes dirty fingers would clutch at the bars and a crazed eye would stare out at them from the darkness.

			‘Corruption takes many victims,’ Talorcan said. ‘The first and most wretched is the one that is lost to Chaos. There can be no sympathy for such scum, for in sympathy lies the seed of doubt.’ He set his hand across her shoulder and brushed his fingers across her cheek. ‘It is why I find Crautreic’s use of the augur so upsetting. It threatens to make me doubt, to wonder if those who are brought here or are sent to Sigmar’s judgement are truly guilty. Can someone be a heretic before they have made that choice?’

			Esselt closed her hand around his. ‘Do not think about that, Tal. Have faith that we will be able to get the information we need from Gartnait and put an end to this.’

			Talorcan let Ludovich draw ahead of them. He leaned close to Esselt, whispering to her. ‘But the precedent has been set. What is to keep Crautreic from doing the same thing the next time some plague of faith threatens Arlk?’ He shook his head. ‘How can Sigmar allow such a perversion of his justice?’

			‘Never question the design of Sigmar,’ Esselt cautioned. ‘No mortal can understand the grand schemes of the divine. All we can do is remain loyal and have faith that everything is for some greater good.’

			Esselt’s argument was a familiar one to Talorcan. He had made it himself many times when others were dismayed by some evil that had afflicted them or their loved ones. In the past he had always believed the truth in those words, that Sigmar permitted a temporary evil in order to bring about an even greater good. Now, he was not so certain. High Priest Crautreic’s actions had upset his convictions. For the first time he found himself questioning his loyalty to the temple.

			Any further discussion was brought to an end when Ludovich brought the witch hunters to a massive iron door. The Keeper fumbled at the keys on his belt, finally selecting one and setting it into the lock. There was a grinding, creaking din as the mechanisms fitted to the door slid back the bolts that held it fast.

			‘Your man is inside already,’ Ludovich stated. ‘I find it helps break their spirit a bit if you leave them in there where they can see everything. Give them time to think about what everything is used for and how it is going to feel when it is used on them.’ The Keeper nudged the door open with a shove, then turned and shrugged. ‘Of course, the ones who’ve let the rot of Nurgle seep into them, well, they are a bit different. Once they’re too far gone you cannot make them feel anything.’

			Talorcan motioned for Ludovich to proceed. ‘We think we can do something about that,’ he said.

			The torture chamber was every bit as forbidding as Ludovich had implied. A variety of hooks and tongs were arrayed across a long table at one side of the room. A casket-like box of bronze reposed in one corner, a charred pit gouged into the floor beneath it. Gibbets hung from the ceiling, their insides lined with cruel spikes. A great vat-like tub sprawled near the centre of the chamber, a chair fastened to a pulley suspended above it. 

			Gartnait was lashed to a cross-frame that stood almost at the extreme end of the chamber. The heretic had a defiant smirk on his diseased face, but when he saw Talorcan a hint of uncertainty crept into his eyes.

			Talorcan returned the heretic’s gaze. ‘If you did not believe your god has forsaken you, you can believe it now. Because what is left of your miserable life belongs to me,’ he told the cultist. The only answer Gartnait gave was a blob of phlegmy spittle that spattered on the floor. Talorcan turned to Esselt and nodded to her. She reached into the satchel she had carried into the torture chamber and withdrew several large flasks.

			‘You remember the villager Maelchon destroyed?’ Talorcan asked. ‘Well, this is a refinement of what he used on your disciple. You might not fear pain or even death, but I wonder how you will feel when we strip away the vile afflictions Nurgle has visited upon you? When we burn out all these diseases your delusion makes you believe are blessings? How will your vile god find you when we make your flesh as pure as a newborn babe?’ With each word Talorcan watched as a little more horror crawled into Gartnait’s eyes.

			‘I will tell you nothing,’ Gartnait growled.

			Ludovich laughed and took one of the bottles from Esselt. ‘I have heard that one before,’ he chuckled. ‘I cannot tell you how many times. But it means nothing. They all talk.’ He stalked towards the bound cultist. ‘Everyone talks before I am through with them.’

			It was several hours before the truth of Talorcan’s assertion proved itself. Talorcan was impressed by the way the lotion Leukon had created worked on Gartnait’s plague-addled flesh. Miraculous was a term his mind struggled to resist as he watched the Keeper brush the stuff across the cultist’s diseased skin. While Gartnait wailed and shrieked, the medicine rapidly ate away and restored. In patches and pieces, the prisoner’s body was being revivified.

			Talorcan remembered the wizard’s warning. The appearance of health was largely illusory. Gartnait was afflicted with a disease for which there was no cure known to man. The very action of the medicine was in effect killing him – his vitality was tied to the plague and as it evaporated, so too did his life.

			The cultist was unaware of that fact, however. As Gartnait stared in loathing at his healed skin, the man trembled in terror. He listened to the taunts Talorcan threw at him, the threats that once he was healed he would be forgotten by Nurgle. Indeed, to the cultist, the very effort to cure him was a profanation, blasphemy against the blessings of the Plague God.

			Defiance lasted only so long. As his terror mounted, at length Gartnait began to plead and beg. He appealed to Talorcan to simply let him die, to execute him before the last of the cleansing was complete. He implored the witch hunters to have pity, to leave him with something.

			There was no pity. There could be none. The louder Gartnait begged, the more coldly Talorcan told him what he had to do. There was only one thing that could earn him mercy.

			Finally, his body quivering as Leukon’s lotion seared the plague from his flesh, Gartnait revealed what he had sworn not to reveal. ‘Morteval,’ he groaned, watching as the flesh of his hip began to restore itself under the lotion’s influence. ‘Morteval is the one who brought the gifts of Nurgle to Vika Skor.’

			‘Who is this Morteval?’ Talorcan demanded, seizing the name and hurling it back at the defeated Gartnait. ‘Is he the one who led the attack on Raga Tor? Where do I find him?’

			‘He is the one,’ Gartnait coughed, wincing as the sores on his arm faded and the leprous cast left his skin. ‘He led us against you witch-takers.’

			Talorcan leaned close to the cross-frame. ‘Where do I find him?’ he growled.

			Gartnait laughed. ‘I should tell you,’ he sneered. ‘I should send you there. You cannot defeat Morteval. He is mighty in the eyes of Nurgle, exalted beyond the imagining of man! He would crush you like… like…’ Gartnait rolled his head to one side, grinning as he saw a fat fly crawling across his shoulder. ‘Like a fly,’ the prisoner snarled.

			‘If Morteval is so powerful,’ Talorcan argued, ‘then you should not fear to tell me where he is. After all, there is nothing I can do to him if he is as great as you say.’

			‘He is greater!’ Gartnait insisted. ‘He will destroy you, you and all your simpering Sigmarite swine!’ He looked down at the fly and smiled. ‘Yes, yes, I think I will tell you. You think you will bring death to my master, but all you will find is your own doom.’ He sagged back against the frame, the chains that bound him jangling against his body. ‘Ride into the hinterlands of Droost and seek out the oasis of Gharnox Kar. That is where you will find Morteval. That is where your destruction waits.’

			Talorcan turned from the bound captive and spoke to Ludovich. ‘We have what we needed to find out. I must report this to High Priest Crautreic.’

			‘What about your prisoner?’ Ludovich asked.

			‘What about him?’ Talorcan growled as he stalked from the torture chamber.

			Esselt stayed behind. Her voice carried up the corridor as Talorcan made his way from the dungeon. ‘This man helped slaughter an entire chapter house. Whatever you do to him, it will not be enough to repay what he has done,’ she said.

			‘You are wrong there, my lady,’ Ludovich told Esselt. ‘You have no idea of the things I can do.’ 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			The oasis of Gharnox Kar was remote, far beyond the routes taken by caravans and nomads. In distant times it had been a stronghold of the Destri clan before they were displaced by the ravages of marauding orruks. The greenskins themselves were gone, vanished in the crawling wastes of Droost, unable to find their way across the shimmering dunes. Since then, the oasis had slipped into a status of legend, all manner of strange stories about it being both cursed and haunted spreading among the desert people.

			From the crest of a nearby dune, Talorcan looked at Gharnox Kar through his far-glass and decided the place was far worse than merely cursed or haunted. It was damned. Even with Grandmaster Bruel in command of the expedition and a hundred witch hunters of the brother­hood at their disposal, Talorcan felt cleansing the oasis would be a formidable task.

			Generations had passed since either man or orruk dwelt in Gharnox Kar. An oasis of its size, with no one to prune it back or curb its expansion, should have been lush and overgrown. Instead what Talorcan saw was a place even more blighted and forsaken than Vika Skor. The trees that stood watch over the oasis were little more than blackened skeletons, clumps of mould hanging from branches too desiccated to nurture fronds and leaves. Hideous thorny vines circled their trunks and sprawled across the ground beneath them. Loathsome flowers, pulpy and fat like mushrooms, stretched away in great masses. Ghastly creepers writhed along the earth, their waxy leaves stained a venomous crimson, their stalks twining about one another to form terraces for their fellows to ascend. Enormous gourd-like growths spilled out around the edges of the oasis, their hairy roots twitching about the moss-dappled rocks that shielded Gharnox Kar from the crawling dunes beyond.

			Talorcan drew the glass from his eyes and proffered it to Esselt. ‘Scarcely a cheering sight,’ he said. ‘It makes Vika Skor look as rapturous as the gardens of Alarielle back in Oghim Kor.’

			Esselt trained the glass on the blighted oasis, shifting it from side to side. ‘I do not see anyone,’ she remarked. 

			‘No clean thing could survive in there,’ Talorcan stated, ‘but that does not mean the place is abandoned. Someone as foul as Gartnait would thrive in a place like this. So too would someone even more steeped in Nurgle’s contagion.’

			Esselt folded the Kharadron far-glass down and handed it back to Talorcan. ‘The safest thing to do would be to put this place to the torch without setting one foot inside.’

			‘That would not satisfy High Priest Crautreic,’ Talorcan told her. ‘It would not satisfy me,’ he added, glaring out across the tainted oasis. ‘We have to be certain, Esselt. We have to know this Morteval has been killed. We cannot take the chance he has escaped to spread his evil elsewhere.’

			‘And you want to see the man who killed Urgant die with your own eyes,’ Esselt answered. She took hold of Talorcan’s arm. ‘That sense of foreboding that has vexed me, it has only got worse since we left Oghim Kor.’

			Talorcan tried to give her a reassuring smile. ‘Remember what your father said about prophecy. It is the most uncertain of magic. By trying to avoid a future, you can instead create what you sought to prevent.’ He shuffled backwards down the slope of the dune they had climbed to scout Gharnox Kar. Esselt followed him quickly and together they made their way back through the scaly heaps of sand to where they had left the main body of the brotherhood.

			Grandmaster Bruel sat astride a black-feathered demigryph, a brace of silver-etched pistols strapped across his chest. The commander of the witch hunters had one hundred men and women of the Order of Azyr behind him, each warrior festooned with the implements of his fearsome trade. Talorcan’s attention drifted away from his comrades to the half-dozen draft-lizards that had lumbered along with them on the long journey across the desert. The barrels lashed to their backs were not filled with water, but a caustic mixture of pitch and oil prepared by Leukon’s apprentices. He thought about Esselt’s admonition that the oasis should be burned before any of them set foot in it.

			‘Brother Talorcan.’ Bruel saluted the witch hunter with a flick of the silver-studded riding crop he carried. ‘You have reconnoitred Gharnox Kar? Tell me what you have seen.’

			‘There is no question the place has been corrupted by Chaos,’ Esselt reported. ‘The foliage is at once fecund and sickly, far worse in condition than what we saw at Vika Skor.’

			‘We saw no sign of habitation,’ Talorcan interjected, ‘but the vegetation is so thick that almost anything might be hidden beyond the perimeter.’ He darted a reproachful look at Esselt. ‘We have to know what is in there before we burn the place down.’

			‘In that respect I must concur,’ Bruel said. ‘We have to be certain this Morteval is dealt with. His Holiness will expect verification that the fiend has been stopped. To that end I think the best strategy would be the one you employed at Vika Skor. We surround the oasis and converge upon it from all sides.’ He patted the pistols slung across his chest. ‘Anything that tries to break the cordon is to be exterminated. No quarter. No mercy.’ He turned about in his saddle, staring across the ranks of his followers. 

			‘The lair of the fiend who slaughtered our brothers at Raga Tor is before us!’ Bruel cried. ‘By the grace of Sigmar, it has become our honour to visit retribution upon these murderous heretics! I know each of you will prove worthy of the duty that has been entrusted to you!’

			The witch hunters clapped their hands against the pectorals they wore, sending a subdued roar rolling through the defile between the dunes. Bruel swung back around and locked eyes with Talorcan. ‘I pray to Sigmar that this will see an end to this plague and the desperation that has seized hold of Crautreic.’

			‘I share your prayers,’ Talorcan answered. The reply sounded hollow to him because inside he knew there was a selfish part of him that would see Urgant avenged. When he returned to Oghim Kor, he would repent that selfishness, but for now he would use it, harness it like a beast of war. Duty, loyalty, even love could carry a man far, but hate would push him beyond even his furthest limits.

			‘You will command the flanking force,’ Bruel told Talorcan. He waved his riding crop towards a group of forty witch hunters. ‘Those are your people.’

			‘And the sign to begin the attack?’ Talorcan wondered.

			Bruel smiled at the question. ‘Something more potent than a pistol shot.’ He turned about in his saddle and called to the man behind him. ‘Ormuz, show Brother Talorcan the relic the Temple has entrusted to us.’

			Ormuz was a hulking man with tribal scars across his forehead and cheeks. As he walked his demigryph forwards, the big witch hunter removed a bundle tied to the saddle. Unravelling it, he displayed to Talorcan an ivory-coloured bow of incredible craftsmanship.

			‘That is not ivory,’ Esselt observed.

			‘No, it is sigmarite,’ Bruel said. ‘You look upon the Stormbow, brought to Arlk long ago by one of Sigmar’s holy messengers. When it is drawn, it looses no simple arrow, but instead hurls shafts of crackling lightning. I have given Brother Ormuz the distinction of carrying it into battle. When he sends a shaft of lightning soaring above this corrupt place, that will be the moment to attack.’

			Talorcan nodded, impressed that High Priest Crautreic had entrusted this relic to them. ‘We will be ready when the signal is given.’

			‘I know you will,’ Bruel said. He pointed his crop at Talorcan. ‘Because if you are not, you will not merely be failing me, but you will be failing High Priest Crautreic too.’

			The witch hunters remained mounted as they moved into position all around the edge of the oasis. There were many gaps in the natural wall that had been left by the savage orruks long ago, openings which the agile demigryphs could exploit. Talorcan wanted the men under his command to move swiftly when the signal was given.

			Talorcan waited outside the perimeter and tried to repress the eagerness that gnawed at him. He knew they had to give everyone time to get into position, but he could not curb the impatience the delay provoked. Somewhere in the blighted overgrowth was the ­heretic who had corrupted Vika Skor and many other settlements, the mastermind who made the slaughter of Urgant’s chapter house possible. Morteval was in there. Talorcan knew it. He could almost taste the savour of his revenge. If only Ormuz would send the blasted signal!

			Not too distant from Talorcan, Esselt took her place in the line. She kept glancing his way. It seemed to him she made no effort to hide the uneasiness she felt. Like the Azyrian Eye, she had predicted some nebulous doom and now struggled to find a way to avoid it. Esselt was not an augur, but she was the daughter of a wizard. Perhaps she had some of his magic in her veins.

			Domech’s whispered whine sounded from behind Talorcan. Turning away from Esselt, he stared down at the little houndmaster. Domech was pungent with the stink of incense, his garments laced with a confusion of smouldering pomanders and strips of papyrus covered in prayers. The man’s hands were slick with protective lotions and oils, so much so that he had wrapped a coarse strip of lizard hide around the grip of his club-like goad. 

			‘Are you certain I would not be better employed out here, master?’ Domech asked for the tenth time. He patted the feathered head of Kopesh, the gryph-hound bristling at the oily touch. ‘Out here I could keep watch for anyone who gets through the cordon and set Kopesh on them if they try to get away.’

			Talorcan pointed at Gharnox Kar. ‘In there I might need you to track someone down for me, just as you did at Vika Skor.’

			‘Vika Skor was not as bad as this,’ Domech said. He cast his eyes nervously about his surroundings. ‘The hand of Nurgle hangs heavy on this place. Even with all the precautions and protections we have taken, the Plague God’s rot might set upon us.’

			‘Have faith in Sigmar,’ Talorcan admonished Domech. ‘That is the surest protection of all. For all their infernal might, the Chaos Gods could not pierce the Gates of Azyr. For all their horror, it is their power that wanes in the Mortal Realms. Keep faith with Sigmar and he will keep faith with you.’

			Domech might have argued further, but at that instant a bright flare of light shivered across the afternoon sky. Talorcan dismissed the houndmaster from his thoughts as he spurred his demigryph into a scramble across the crumbling barrier. All around him he could hear the tumult as other witch hunters set their own steeds clamouring into the oasis. He risked one sideways glance to see Esselt’s steed plunge up and over the wall, then his focus was confined to the progress of his own animal.

			The demigryph bucked under him as its claws sought purchase on the broken terrain. For one unsettling moment, Talorcan thought the beast was going to pitch over onto its side. With a snap of its reins, he managed to turn the animal about in time, encouraging it to correct its footing before they were both dashed against the rocks. The demigryph regained its impetus, plunging ahead, as eager as its rider to be rid of the treacherous ground.

			Beyond the wall was a flat expanse of ground entirely devoured by the huge gourd-like growths Talorcan had noted with his far-glass. ­Riding towards them he could still see their roots twitching and writhing. The closer he came to them, however, the more agitated they became. The twitching was no longer restricted merely to the roots, but coursed upwards through the entire plant. The huge gourds, oblong and with a dull orange hue, began to shiver and buzz. Little leaves and fungal growths were shaken loose as the grisly plants became more agitated.

			‘Beware!’ Talorcan called out. ‘There is something amiss here!’ He drew his pistol and pulled back the hammer. There was something about the gourds he had failed to notice before. Unlike the fecund growths deeper within the oasis, there was a suggestion of regularity about these. They appeared to have been cultivated, and he did not think they had been grown to feed anyone.

			‘Keep clear of these gourds!’ Talorcan shouted, but his warning came too late. In a burst of putrid fluids, he learned the ghastly riddle of the gourds. One of the other witch hunters had drawn a bit ahead of him, galloping towards the ugly growths. As he did, the gourds before him exploded in a spray of steaming goo. The stricken warrior jerked back on his reins, sending both himself and his steed crashing into the vegetation. More of the gourds exploded all around him, drenching him in sizzling ooze. The man’s screams stretched into a piteous wail.

			‘Fall back!’ Talorcan shouted, waving his pistol in the air. ‘Do not get close to those plants!’

			The command reached the other riders in time. A few came close enough to trigger the outermost of the gourds, but none suffered the hideous fate of that first man. A shot from one of the other witch hunters put an end to the burning wretch’s cries. Talorcan followed suit with a shot that ended the trapped demigryph’s agonies.

			The witch hunters regrouped around the rocks. It did not take long for those armed with pistols to begin firing at the deadly gourds. Each shot detonated the abominable growth like a skaven warp-bomb, hurling caustic fluids and fragments across the neighbouring plants and setting off a chain reaction that quickly saw scores of the gourds blasted apart. 

			Talorcan could hear pistols being fired from elsewhere along the perimeter, followed by the sickly plop of burst gourds. The brotherhood would force a way through the vicious tangle of diseased vegetation, but he had a feeling the things had accomplished their purpose. They had blunted the rush of the invaders and the clamour of their destruction would warn whatever dwelt in the oasis that they were under attack.

			‘Once a path is clear, we ride!’ Talorcan shouted. His command was almost drowned out by the monstrous buzzing that echoed from the interior of the oasis. The creatures of Chaos were not going to wait for a path to be cleared before rushing out to meet their enemies. 

			Talorcan turned around just as a monstrous swarm came flying out from the shadowy depths of the oasis. Gargantuan insects, each with shimmering wings and a drooling proboscis. Huge stingers emerged from their bloated abdomens, and their forelimbs ended in grasping claws. A cold and inhuman malice shone from their multi-faceted eyes, a malignance older and sharper than that of man or beast.

			‘Daemons of Nurgle!’ Talorcan heard Esselt cry out. The few witch hunters who still had a charge in their pistols fired into the immense flies. The bulbous eye of one creature popped in a burst of reeking ichor, the grasping forelimb of another was shattered as a blessed bullet tore into it. The ragged fire did nothing to stem the ghastly charge.

			One of the giant flies seized hold of a rider, its pincers sinking into both the man and the demigryph he rode. The witch hunter howled in pain, clubbing desperately at the daemon’s head with the butt of his pistol. The monstrous insect was oblivious to its battered exoskeleton as it tried to lift its prey off the ground. 

			Talorcan charged to his comrade’s aid. Before the fly could pull the demigryph more than a few inches from the ground, he was slashing out at it with his sword. The silvered edge raked across the insectoid limbs along its left side, severing them from the bulbous body in a welter of pungent ichor. The huge fly was unbalanced by the attack, and the loss of leverage tipped it onto the ground. The claws still embedded in its victims brought man and demigryph crashing down on top of it, their heavy weight crushing the daemonic brute.

			‘Behind you!’ Esselt’s alarm rang in Talorcan’s ears. He just had time to throw himself from the saddle as a second daemon fly came streaking towards him. The monster’s foreclaws raked across the neck of his demigryph, nearly beheading it. The vicious talon stabbed down into its flank, pumping the animal’s body with a spurt of poison.

			Unlike the first daemon, the fly that attacked Talorcan’s steed did not linger over its victim. The insect horror let the stricken demigryph slop to the earth and swung around, its verminous eyes glaring at him. A rope of drool spilled from the quivering proboscis as the monster hurtled towards Talorcan.

			Before the beast could close on the witch hunter, a flashing arc of silver swept down across its diving frame. Cleaving down through the fly’s segmented body, the hideous head was sent spinning away from its thorax. The rest of the body went soaring off on its translucent wings, directionless without its head. The decapitated carcass at last crashed amongst the gourds, exploding several of them.

			Esselt scowled at the stinking ichor dripping down her blade and kicked the fly’s head across the ground. ‘You looked in need of help,’ she said.

			‘I lost my steed,’ Talorcan replied, taking her hand as she helped him to his feet.

			‘You can have mine, if you can find it,’ Esselt told him. She patted the flat of her great sword. ‘The back of a demigryph is no place for me right now.’

			Talorcan looked around at the confused fray that raged about the edge of the oasis. ‘This is no place for anyone.’ He cracked open his pistol and began to pack a fresh charge into the cylinder. ‘It would be best to attend these daemons at a distance.’

			‘If any of the abominations take an interest in you, they will wish for one of your bullets,’ Esselt declared. She stood guard over Talorcan while he reloaded, the sharp edge of her great sword gleaming in the sunlight. When one of the immense flies dived towards the pair, it darted away from the sweep of her sword, lifting up into the air above them. Before the monster could adjust its angle of attack, Talorcan sent a bullet slamming into its thorax. The wounded creature dipped back down, staggered by the silver shot. The instant it descended Esselt was stabbing at it, plunging her blade into its abdomen and wrenching the weapon from side to side. A shower of ichor and digestive muck sprayed from the stricken daemon’s ravaged belly. It uttered a slobbering shriek and tried to flee. All it accomplished was to tear its wound open even wider. The thing spiralled off Esselt’s sword to crash to the ground nearby. Talorcan finished the brute by piercing it through the eye with his own blade.

			‘There seems no end to the vileness of this daemonic scum,’ Talorcan growled as a jet of ooze shot out when he pulled his sword from the fly’s head. 

			‘Praise the Hammer that there is an end to their numbers,’ Esselt said. The shouts and cries of combat were fading away, as was the hideous drone of the giant flies. The melee was petering out, the last of the huge insects beset and surrounded by multiple foes. The daemons had no thought for retreat, if indeed there were thoughts inside those insectoid heads. They persisted to the last, slobbering and slashing at the witch hunters, but they could not resist the battery of enchanted blades and blessed bullets that assaulted them from every quarter. One after another, the last of the monsters were brought down.

			A prayer of gratitude rose from the witch hunters when the final fly was slain, its head crushed by the huge warhammer carried by its killer. To the devout of the brotherhood, their survival against the daemons was by the grace of Sigmar, and to him they offered up their thanks. Any sense of triumph, however, was tempered by the men lying scattered on the ground. The witch hunters had accounted for almost a dozen of the daemonic beasts but in their turn the fiends had taken five of Sigmar’s servants.

			‘Do not mourn our dead,’ Talorcan called to his fellows. ‘They have fallen in the most sacred duty they could perform. They have died doing Sigmar’s work. Bringing judgement upon the heretical and sanctuary to the innocent.’ He swept his gaze across the men in their tattered cloaks and battered hats, blood dripping from their injuries and foul ichor staining their blades. ‘Do not mourn our fallen. Instead avenge them!’

			Talorcan’s call to action did not bring cheers from the witch hunters. What rose from their throats was more savage and primal, the howling of wolves seeking redress for offence inflicted upon their pack. Talorcan let a cold smile work itself onto his face. Even a witch hunter might quail after surviving the assault of daemons. By focusing them on vengeful thoughts he hoped to leave no place for fear.

			‘Sanctify our dead,’ Talorcan ordered. He removed the vials containing Leukon’s volatile potion and combustible powder, holding them up for the others to see. Those witch hunters bearing similar vials produced them and nodded grimly to Talorcan.

			‘It will be done,’ declared a grizzled veteran with the symbol of the Hammer branded into his cheek. He turned towards the nearest of their fallen comrades. Sombre prayers fell from the man’s lips as he consigned the corpse to fire and dissolution. Other witch hunters attended the rest of the fallen in similar manner.

			‘Better a grave in fire than a plaything for Chaos,’ Talorcan whispered, bowing his head in deference to the dead. He looked up when Esselt stepped to his side.

			‘What will we do now, Tal?’ Esselt asked. She nodded towards the rancid masses of trees and vines that lay deeper into the oasis. ‘We cannot plunge aimlessly into there and risk fighting swarm upon swarm of these daemons.’

			‘We will see if we can find a track to follow.’ Talorcan waved Domech over, drawing the little man and his gryph-hound away from the rapidly disintegrating carcass of one of the daemon flies. ‘I have work for Kopesh,’ he said, pointing at one of the dead monsters. ‘I need to know where they came from.’

			Domech grimaced and shook his head. ‘Master, these things flew out from the jungle. They did not leave a track on the ground.’

			‘I can smell their reek even as they dissolve,’ Talorcan retorted. ‘If the poor nose of a man can catch their scent, Kopesh will have little problem sniffing them out.’ He gestured at the thick tangle of diseased vegetation ahead of them. ‘Every branch and bramble these things brushed against is going to carry their stink. The trail may not be on the ground, but there is one for Kopesh to follow.’

			‘If it helps ease your qualms, remember my sword is here,’ Esselt told Domech. The houndmaster blinked at her, an uneasy look on his face. He could not quite work out if the statement was reassurance or threat.

			‘Set your beast on the trail,’ Talorcan ordered. ‘These daemons afflicted us at the behest of their master. By the glory of Sigmar, following their trail could lead us straight to the scum!’

			Domech bowed his head in defeat. Kneeling down, he set his hand on the gryph-hound’s head and impressed on Kopesh what was needed of it. The gryph-hound uttered a low hiss, clacking its tongue against the roof of its beak, then scrambled off to take up the rancid trail.

			‘For Sigmar!’ Talorcan shouted as he led the other witch hunters on Kopesh’s track. He looked towards Esselt after his cry was taken up by the others. There was worry in her gaze. His exuberance had not fooled her. The others, yes, they were braving the diseased jungle for their god. Talorcan’s motives were more tangled, less pure. If he had been honest with the emotion in his heart, he would have shouted ‘For Urgant!’

			‘May Sigmar cherish you,’ Talorcan whispered as he turned from Esselt before she could read the truth in his eyes. Always before, the mantra had brought him comfort. Now it filled him with unease.

			True to Talorcan’s belief, Kopesh was able to find the pungent trail left by the daemon flies. The senses of a man could never have picked out that scent from the panoply of decay and fecundity that inundated the oasis, but the gryph-hound was well suited to the task. Rushing through the polluted jungle, Kopesh led the witch hunters to the rotten heart of Gharnox Kar.

			The company of witch hunters fanned out over a distance of a dozen yards, spread in groups of three and four. Esselt kept beside Talorcan, her great sword held in readiness. To a casual observer she might have appeared admirably stoic as the witch hunters pressed deeper into the corrupt oasis. Talorcan knew her too well to be deceived by the intent resignation she exhibited. He could see the tenseness in her body, the muscles taut and strained. There were hints of uneasiness tugging at the fringes of her face, a nervousness that sometimes shone in her gaze. All the foreboding that had been nagging at her since the slaughter of Urgant’s chapter house was there, just below the surface. The closer they marched to the lair of Morteval, the more agitated Esselt became.

			‘Sigmar is my strength and my armour,’ one of the witch hunters began to chant, the cadence soon taken up by others in the group. Soon the chant rippled through the jungle, a pious wave in a sea of corruption.

			‘We should keep silent,’ Esselt told Talorcan. ‘This chanting may bolster their resolve, but it will also warn the enemy.’

			‘It is too much to hope our enemy is unaware of us,’ Talorcan said. ‘In this jungle silence can happen only at the expense of speed. Haste is what we must have. Grandmaster Bruel may need help subduing Morteval. We must close the pincers and catch the heretic between us.’

			‘Are you certain you don’t simply want to get there before Bruel? Is that why you value speed over silence?’ Esselt asked. It was more than a hint of uneasiness that was on her face now.

			There was a part of Talorcan that took umbrage at Esselt’s unwanted worry. Avenging Urgant was important to him, and she understood that. He had to see his brother’s killer brought to justice, if only to soothe the pangs of guilt he felt that he should have parted ways with Urgant under such a cloud. He had to do right by his brother, do this last thing to let his spirit know that the enmity which had grown between them would not be the legacy he left in Talorcan’s heart. Why could Esselt not accept that? Was it because it rendered his motivations base in her view, soiled the purity of devotion to Sigmar and the brotherhood that had ever before been his driving force? Avenging Urgant would serve Sigmar, so why did it matter which goal held prominence in his mind?

			‘We are here to see Sigmar’s will done,’ Talorcan snapped. ‘It does not matter by what hand, so long as justice is visited upon this heretic swine.’ He turned and shouted to the warriors following him. ‘Hasten, you dogs! Even now Grandmaster Bruel may need our swords to aid him!’ The command brought a touch of severity to the chant the witch hunters were singing and a quickening of their march.

			‘Sigmar’s will,’ Esselt told Talorcan as he turned towards her again. ‘Remember that, my little dove. Remember to keep your motives pure. An impure heart…’

			‘Is the chink in the armour of faith,’ Talorcan finished the quotation. The words felt bitter on his tongue. The wisdom from the Liber Azyr cut too deeply for his ease.

			Talorcan glowered at the stinking jungle around him. He could almost wish for more of Nurgle’s daemons to come slobbering out from the brambles if only to take his thoughts away from the turn they had taken. A foe that could be struck with sword and shot was preferable to one that stalked the corridors of the soul.

			Despite his wishes, nothing emerged from the trees to fight Talorcan. Indeed, since the fray with the giant flies, an eerie lifelessness had descended upon Gharnox Kar. The quiet heightened the vigilance of the witch hunters, each man convinced that it was but a deception designed to lull them into unreadiness when the enemy at last saw fit to confront them.

			‘Keep blade and pistol ready,’ Talorcan warned his men. ‘Do not be lulled. This oasis has not been abandoned by the foe.’

			Deeper and deeper through the foul growths Talorcan led the witch hunters. The thickness of the foliage forced them to abandon the scattered line they had formed and gradually draw together into a more compact force. The tactic would make them far more formidable when the enemy did reveal himself, but at the same time there were now wide gaps in the cordon through which the heretics might try to escape. It was a gamble either way, so Talorcan chose the strategy that would increase their defensive capabilities and, perhaps even more importantly, bring them all the quicker to the end of the trail Kopesh was following.

			Faintly at first, then more distinctly, sounds of combat rang out from beyond the trees ahead. Somewhere down the track Kopesh had been following, a fierce melee had erupted. Domech caught hold of the gryph-hound before it could dash off towards the combat.

			‘There is a battle ahead of us, master,’ Domech called back needlessly.

			Esselt turned towards Talorcan. ‘Could Grandmaster Bruel and the others have penetrated even further than we have?’

			‘It would explain why Morteval has sent no more daemons to harry us,’ Talorcan said. ‘He is already engaged from another quarter.’ He swung around, waving his sword over his head to draw all eyes towards him. ‘Brothers! Our comrades have won through even faster than we! The clamour of their battle is in your ears! By Sigmar, we will not suffer them to fight alone! Haste, to the Grandmaster’s aid!’

			‘For Sigmar!’ dozens of hardened warriors snarled, grim determination etched across their faces, the fire of zealous rage glowing in their eyes. Those who still wore their light-coloured desert cloaks now cast them aside, exposing to the full the holy talismans and amulets fastened to their vestments. Pistols and sabres, hammers and flails were all clenched in the fists that clapped against their breasts, a silent adulation of the God-King and a grim vow that the fighters of the brotherhood would show no mercy to the foe.

			Talorcan led the small company of witch hunters towards the sounds of conflict, only Kopesh keeping ahead of him. The vile atmosphere of the oasis, the humid stink of the place and the scratching brambles that ripped at the men only served to swell their sense of outrage. Every vileness of Gharnox Kar was a reminder of what the foul power of Nurgle would do if left unchecked.

			Sounds of battle surged to a bloodthirsty thunder by the time Talorcan’s followers burst out from the trees and into the heart of the oasis. His breath caught in his throat when he saw the monstrous state of the pool at the centre of Gharnox Kar, its edge only a few dozen yards from where they emerged from the jungle. For any man of the desert, it was the most abominable of sights, the life-giving waters befouled by the corruption of Chaos. The pool was utterly polluted with filth, reduced to a black mire of stinking, sucking mud. Here and there the trunk of a fallen tree or the husk of a fallen man protruded from the slime, caked from top to bottom in the dark sludge. No noxious life squirmed and writhed across the surface, no fecund scum floated upon it. There was only that black pit of putrescence, a well of death.

			A few hundred yards away, overlooking the stagnant pool, a squat tower had been raised, its gnarled roof no higher than the decayed trees around it. The structure looked to have been built from bricks of black mud dredged from the corrupt pool, lumpy and uneven in their shape, almost megalithic in their size. From every corner of the tower great thorn-like projections jutted outwards and upon each of these spikes some creature, be it beast or man, had been impaled. Most existed only as shrivelled mummies, but the freshest of the grisly adornments continued to writhe in their agony.

			‘Look! The Grandmaster!’ one of the witch hunters cried out. He gestured with the peen of his warhammer at the far side of the pool.

			Talorcan’s group had emerged from the jungle to the left of the obscene tower. Towards the structure’s right a fierce battle was raging. He had been correct in believing Grandmaster Bruel had brought the fight to the enemy. Bruel and a score of witch hunters were struggling against a tide of hideous daemons that defied easy description. Squat wolf-sized toad-things with gnarled horns and fanged maws hopped around the legs of the men, biting and clawing at their ankles and knees. Taller, man-shaped creatures with a single putrid eye in their malformed heads lashed out at the warriors with huge blades of rusty metal. A gigantic slug-monster, its head a mass of writhing tendrils and its body glistening with yellow slime, oozed across the battlefield, consuming the dead and dying with its acidic fluids, and assaulting the living with the nest of feelers clustered on its head.

			Bruel was doing his utmost to hold his ground before the daemonic onslaught. The black demigryph he rode lashed out with its talons, each tipped in a sleeve of blessed silver. The Grandmaster set about with his pistols, vicious multi-barrelled weapons that scattered daemons with each volley. Beside him, a dismounted Ormuz drew back the sigmarite bow and sent slivers of lightning searing through monsters with each shot. Together the Grandmaster and his bodyguard formed the point of the spear that had been thrust into the enemy’s domain. The peril lay in the witch hunters who formed the heft of that spear, for if they faltered then Bruel would be surrounded. To Talorcan’s eye, it appeared the men were on the verge of being overwhelmed.

			It was a distance of only a hundred and thirty yards that lay between Bruel’s men and those who followed Talorcan, but within that span lay the black mass of the mire. To reach the Grandmaster, Talorcan’s men would have to circle around the pool and cover many times that distance.

			‘We must go to the Grandmaster’s aid!’ Talorcan shouted to his company. ‘For the might of Sigmar!’

			Talorcan’s men rushed out from the trees, down onto the slimy plain that surrounded the black pool. As they did, the ground that had been obstructed from their view by the edge of the jungle became visible. At once Talorcan decided there was no need to circle the pool to render aid to Bruel and his men. The witch hunters would be of far greater utility right where they were.

			‘Hold!’ Talorcan shouted to his men, waving his sword overhead to draw their attention to him. ‘Here is the font of this heresy! Here is the enemy we must destroy!’

			Looming close upon the mire was a great stone dais, giant menhirs of crusty rock arcing above it like the claws of a malefic god. Talorcan could see scores of men seated across the surface of the dais, their heads bowed down upon the stone. Only one man stood among that heretic throng, the lean and cadaverous shape that rose at the very centre of the platform. He wore a cloak of putrid green and his outstretched arms were a jaundiced yellow. A curious diadem or crown circled his hooded head, ugly lights shining from the gems set within its diseased symmetry. The man faced towards the battle, seeming to direct it with flickers of his scrawny fingers though no command ever issued from his mouth.

			‘Morteval!’ Talorcan poured all the hate in his being into the name as he hurled it up at the dais. Instinctively he knew the green-cloaked man was the fiend he had come so far to find, the pestiferous power that had brought massacre to Raga Tor.

			The man on the dais turned, revealing a wizened face and two eyes that were like jade embers. His leathery lips pulled back in a sneer. ‘More dogs of Sigmar come to yap at my heels?’ The outflung hands curled into claws, a nimbus of leprous light billowing from between them. Some of the witch hunters rushing towards the dais with Talorcan fired their pistols at Morteval, but the shots were engulfed in the sorcerous glow and thwarted in their violent purpose.

			‘Shoot him!’ Esselt shouted at Talorcan.

			‘No,’ he answered. ‘I must get closer. Close enough that his black magic cannot ward off a bullet blessed in Oghim Kor.’ He did not tell Esselt why he had hesitated to fire when the others had. Alone among the company, his weapon was charged when he rushed towards the mocking sorcerer. He had held his fire because he wanted to close upon Morteval and finish him slowly. He wanted to see the sorcerer writhing with two feet of sanctified sword thrust between his ribs.

			‘Sigmar cherish us both,’ Esselt muttered as she followed Talorcan up onto the dais.

			Morteval kept one hand outstretched, maintaining in part the leprous glow that surrounded him. The other hand he pointed at the bowed figures scattered about the dais. An incantation in ancient and obscene tongue dripped from the sorcerer’s mouth.

			‘He has slaughtered his own followers!’ Esselt cried out. She rushed ahead of Talorcan and most of the other witch hunters, revulsion turning into outrage as she witnessed the arcane butchery.

			Death had raged across Gharnox Kar, hideous and despicable. The bowed figures were indeed Morteval’s disciples. Those Talorcan passed were abominably disfigured, their bodies marred with all manner of afflictions and mutations. Their backs were split open in a gruesome display of shattered bone and ruptured flesh. Thick mats of flies buzzed about the gaping wounds, crawling across the exposed organs. For an instant, Talorcan marvelled at the monstrous villainy on display.

			Explanation came to Talorcan a moment later. Not all of those bowed figures had suffered the lethal mutilations of their fellows. There were some, nearer to the sorcerer, who still lived. Now, at Morteval’s gesture, they began to shriek, their bodies shuddering as they began to swell up. Within a few heartbeats, the backs of the surviving disciples split open in a spray of gore. Oozing up from each wound was a monstrous and inhuman creature.

			‘Daemons of Nurgle!’ one of the witch hunters cried out.

			‘The sorcerer conjures them from the flesh of his disciples!’ another shouted in a voice quivering at the edge of horror.

			It was true, Talorcan realised with disgust. Morteval had employed the corrupt but living flesh of his followers as gateways for the daemons of his diseased god!

			Talorcan was not certain how long the daemons could sustain themselves, but certainly they showed no sign of dissipation. It would be enough for Morteval if he could maintain them in Chamon long enough to slaughter the witch hunters, and towards this goal it seemed the sorcerer stood a good chance of succeeding. The fresh surge of daemons he had conjured were starting to squirm free from their fleshly bindings. Soon they would rush across the dais to engage the witch hunters closing upon it. From the other side of the black pool, the monsters attacking Bruel’s contingent had finally succeeded in cutting the Grandmaster off from his warriors.

			‘Strike down Morteval! He is their power!’ Talorcan cried. He did not know if his words were precisely true, but if they could at least settle the sorcerer then the losses incurred by the witch hunters would not be in vain. He put action to words, lunging past a clutch of horned pseudo-daemons as the filthy nurglings clawed their way free from the body of a mutilated cultist.

			Esselt was even nearer to the sorcerer. She was confronted by a cyclops-faced daemon that swung at her with a blackened blade that was even more massive than her own great sword. The cleaving weapon barely missed her, scouring the side of her vambrace and nicking the surface of the dais. Esselt retaliated with a sideways sweep of her blade that tore through the top of the daemon’s head and spilled its brains across the stone.

			‘Esselt!’ Talorcan paused to take aim with his pistol and fire at the huge fly that was diving towards her back. Never had he begged Sigmar to guide his aim as he did in that moment. The blessed bullet struck true, punching into the fly’s head and sending the brute crashing into the bowed corpses on the dais.

			Esselt risked a glance back at Talorcan. There was a grim expression on her face, a look of both determination and guilt. Shock raced through him when he guessed what she intended. Before he could say anything, she was running across the dais, butchering the daemons that blocked her path. Esselt intended to kill the sorcerer before he could! Fearful that his own motives were clouding his judgement and making him reckless, she was going to protect him from himself and kill the sorcerer on her own. 

			‘No!’ Talorcan shouted, racing after Esselt. He felt a sickness at the pit of his stomach when he saw that she would reach Morteval before anyone else. Daemons were charging after the other witch hunters, lashing out with filthy fangs and blackened swords as the men tried to cross the dais. Cries of rage and piety mixed with mortal screams and bestial howls as the conflict engulfed Talorcan’s command.

			A toad-like daemon hopped towards Esselt, lunging at her with a maw that stretched across the entire front of its loathsome body. She swung around, the great sword catching it in mid-leap and ripping it in twain. The bisected monster flopped against the stones, filth spurting from its bilious body. Glancing again towards Talorcan, Esselt plunged ahead, dodging past a one-eyed monster as it charged for her with its rusty blade.

			‘Esselt!’ Talorcan yelled at her, a tinge of panic in his voice. He forced still more speed from his muscles, charging ahead before the sword-daemon could pursue her. The creature swung around at his cry, lifting its huge blade to meet the witch hunter’s challenge. Talorcan managed to avoid the downward stroke and retaliated with a sideways slash that opened the daemon’s arm. The fiend’s jaundiced eye opened wide with what might have been shock as its unclean flesh sizzled where the blessed silver had cut it. Talorcan did not allow it a chance to recover from its surprise. A swift thrust sent the tip of his blade piercing its throat and a savage twist of the sword had a stream of ichor spilling across the dais.

			‘Esselt!’ Talorcan called again as he turned from the vanquished daemon. Vengeance was forgotten now. So too was his duty to Sigmar. All that filled his mind was fear – fear for Esselt. Her determination to save him from himself, to take Morteval lest Talorcan lose his life in reckless vengeance, was driving her to a callous disregard for her own safety. He had to stop her, not for the sake of vengeance but for the sake of her own life.

			Already an uneven race, Talorcan lost any chance of overtaking her when a fly the size of his forefinger darted at him and glanced against his eye. He swatted it away in an instant, but the insect had broken his pace, caused his step to falter. When he returned to the chase, it was too late. Only his cry of dread stood between Esselt and Morteval.

			‘For Urgant,’ Esselt raged as she confronted the sorcerer. Her silver great sword came slashing down, cleaving through the leprous light Morteval had raised to guard himself. There was a violent explosion as sacred weapon met profane magic. The thunderous discharge left both combatants staggered. Smoke billowed from the sorcerer’s robes and blood trickled from his nose. Esselt reeled, trying to regain her balance.

			Morteval was the first to recover. Regaining his feet, the sorcerer raised his hand and thrust the palm in Esselt’s direction. A gash opened and from the wound, a stream of smouldering filth started to bubble forth. Then Talorcan’s sword was within reach of his foe. Instead of slamming the point up between Morteval’s ribs he brought the edge chopping down on the sorcerer’s wrist. The stream of black magic Morteval had started to conjure was broken instantly as the yellow hand was cut from the heretic’s body.

			Morteval staggered back, clutching at his maimed hand. The jade eyes glared into Talorcan’s. A cold snarl rose from the sorcerer’s throat. ‘You will suffer for this outrage!’ His eyes darted away from Talorcan, looking past him and at the dais beyond. Fright dragged at the corners of his mouth.

			Talorcan could hear the sounds of battle drawing closer. The witch hunters were fighting their way across the platform, drawing nearer to Morteval. From the expression on the sorcerer’s face, Talorcan imagined his daemons were getting the worst of the fight.

			A cold laugh rose from Talorcan’s mouth. ‘Your monsters have little fight in them. Perhaps they need longer to adjust themselves after such a quick journey from the blighted realms.’ He nodded to the far side of the pool where Bruel’s men were gaining the upper hand on their own foes. ‘Or maybe they are not keen to serve a master who sacrifices his own followers so readily.’

			‘Your hate will eat you, cur of the Hermit-god!’ Morteval snarled.

			‘My hate will eat well enough when I take your head,’ Talorcan snarled back. He raised his sword to strike down the sorcerer.

			‘Then let your hate starve,’ Morteval spat. The spittle burst into a cloud of mosquitoes that had Talorcan lashing about to fend off. When he broke free of the insects, he saw that Morteval was racing across the dais.

			‘Thus do I cheat your hate!’ Morteval was laughing when he leapt off the edge of the dais and out into the black pool. The sorcerer’s lean body plunged into the muck, sinking like a stone.

			Talorcan lingered only a moment, watching as the mud closed behind Morteval. The sorcerer had spoken true. His self-destruction had done nothing to ease the hate in Talorcan’s heart.

			It was dread rather than vengeance that made Talorcan turn from the black pool. He rushed back to where Esselt lay on the dais. Steam sizzled off her armour from the violent shattering of Morteval’s protective wards, but at least she was still moving. As he approached she managed to sit up and shake her head.

			‘Did you get him?’ was all Esselt said.

			Talorcan did not know how to answer that. At the moment it did not seem important anyway. ‘Right now, all I care about is getting you to a safe place.’ A few of the witch hunters had fought their way clear from the daemons and were hurrying towards them, but many others yet remained embattled by the fiends Morteval had conjured. 

			Esselt shook her head again and managed something that resembled a smile. ‘Not while there is still swordwork to be done,’ she told him. She retrieved her great sword from where it had fallen on the dais and used it to help support her as she rose to her feet. ‘Come along, my little dove,’ she admonished him. ‘Before there is nothing left for us to fight.’

			A trio of witch hunters reached the scene just as Esselt began to falter. The great sword clattered back to the ground as the strength left her body and she sagged into Talorcan’s arms. He eased her back down, thankful that none of the lingering daemons had taken an interest in them.

			‘Keep guard!’ Talorcan told his men as he looked up from Esselt.

			‘The filth will not touch her,’ one of the witch hunters vowed. The warriors formed a circle around them, weapons at the ready. Others came and joined them, soon a ring of eight men stood between the injured Esselt and the remnants of Morteval’s fiends.

			‘I can fight!’ Esselt insisted, trying to pull free from Talorcan’s grip. 

			‘There will be other fights,’ Talorcan told her. ‘Right now you need to rest. We have won a victory for Sigmar here.’

			‘But… did you… get Morteval?’ Esselt asked again, as fatigue began to overcome her.

			Talorcan looked down at her. Too late he thought about where his obsession for revenge had brought them. It did not matter if they killed Morteval. 

			What mattered was who he had almost lost trying to avenge Urgant. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			A plume of filthy smoke undulated into the sky, its greasy stink threatening to smother the witch hunters even through the sanctified cloths they had wound around their faces. Talorcan blinked back tears as he watched the flames struggle to devour the abominations that were cast upon them. The corpses of cultists and material residue left behind by the vanquished daemons were the first to be consigned to the huge bonfire, but now Grandmaster Bruel’s men were bringing a steady stream of objects from Morteval’s tower to throw upon it.

			Furnishings encrusted with unspeakable residues gave off evil smells and weird colours as they were cast into the flames. The gruesome and decayed trophies with which the structure’s walls had been adorned crackled as they smouldered among the purging fire. Hideous ornaments of profane shape and obscene form were given over for immolation, the men carrying them to the bonfire making a point to throw their gloves in after the perverse objects they had carried.

			Talorcan watched it all being thrown onto the pyre. He had been tasked to ensure nothing escaped destruction. Prowling around the edge of the bonfire, he observed the witch hunters at work, checking that they were vigilant in their labours. Carelessness could be as great a danger as heresy where the polluted relics of Nurgle were concerned.

			‘It will be as if the sorcerer was never here,’ Esselt said as Talorcan paused beside her in his circuit of the bonfire. She was employing a long pole to prod one corner of a rusted iron icon back into the flames. 

			Talorcan shook his head. ‘Gharnox Kar will be blotted from existence,’ he said. ‘This place is befouled beyond redemption and will be razed utterly by the brotherhood.’ He looked at Esselt with regret in his eyes. ‘We can destroy every trace of Morteval’s presence, but we can never recover what he has corrupted. It is gone forever, and in its absence the sorcerer has his legacy.’

			Esselt scowled as the iron icon again slipped to the edge of the flames. She pushed at the arrows which jutted from its outer ring, striving to knock it back into the bonfire’s heat. ‘Then it is a legacy of defeat,’ she told Talorcan. ‘Proof that the sorcerer and his foul god were incapable of withstanding the might and glory of Sigmar. Morteval has paid the price for his heresy…’ She paused, a quiver coming into her voice when she saw the sudden hardness that came into Talorcan’s gaze, the tightening of his jaw. ‘Tal, Morteval is dead.’

			‘Do not call a witch dead until you have counted her ashes,’ Talorcan replied, quoting from The Catechism of Judgements. ‘I will not believe he is dead until I have ground his bones under my heel.’

			‘Is that what you believe?’ Esselt asked, concern in her voice. ‘Or is it what you want to believe?’ She looked down at the edge of the bonfire and angrily tried to push the edge of the icon back into the pyre.

			The question irritated Talorcan. He reached down and took the pole from Esselt, and with a savage thrust had the profane icon deep within the flames. ‘No half measures,’ he told Esselt as he handed the pole back to her. ‘Against the works of Chaos there can be no hesitation.’ 

			The expression on Esselt’s face as she took the pole back was disturbing to Talorcan. There was a tinge of fright twisting the edges of her mouth. He noticed her grip her wrist, kneading the flesh with her fingers.

			Before Talorcan could say anything, another group of witch hunters emerged from the tower. While the others brought their assorted burdens to the men tending the fire, the scar-faced Ormuz strode towards Talorcan.

			‘Grandmaster Bruel wishes to speak with you, Brother Talorcan,’ Ormuz said. The hulking warrior looked across the bonfire at the witch hunters tending the flames. ‘I will assume your duties here.’

			‘There is little enough to do,’ Talorcan told Ormuz. ‘Our brothers are well aware of what a lack of vigilance here could mean.’ He smiled at Esselt. ‘The biggest concern is when something is so foul that the fire wants no part of it.’

			Esselt gave Ormuz an appraising look. ‘What is it that Grandmaster Bruel wants?’

			Ormuz shook his head. ‘That is something that concerns neither of us,’ he told her. ‘The Grandmaster only said he wished to speak to Talorcan. If we were meant to know more, then the Grandmaster would tell us.’

			Talorcan laid his hand on Esselt’s arm. He frowned when he saw her wince slightly at his touch. ‘I will be back all too soon,’ he promised. ‘There is no reason to fret.’ 

			‘May Sigmar cherish you,’ Esselt told him. She pulled free from his grasp and once more plied her pole among the flames, prodding Morteval’s corrupt apparatus into the fire.

			Talorcan turned away and marched towards the tower. Something was bothering Esselt, of that he was certain. He felt it was more than simply concern for his motives in hunting down Morteval or even his conviction that the sorcerer was still alive. He tried to remember if he had given her any other cause for worry or if he had done something to vex her in such fashion. It was a problem he was still mulling over as he drew towards the squat tower where his brother’s killer had lately dwelled.

			Grandmaster Bruel received Talorcan in a vast circular room at the heart of the ugly tower. It was obvious at a glance that the chamber had served Morteval as library and laboratory, a base from which the sorcerer could practise his black arts.

			The brotherhood’s leader was supervising the removal of Morteval’s cabalistic regalia when Talorcan entered. Three witch hunters at Bruel’s command were carefully wrapping bundles of papyrus scrolls and clay tablets within cloth sheets. As each bundle was secured, a scholarly witch hunter Talorcan knew as Yahn anointed them with water from a silver flask he carried. Holy water from the River Chael, and to heighten its potency Yahn recited orisons from the Regis Sigmar.

			Talorcan paused at the threshold and waited for someone to notice his presence. Loudly scuffing his boot against the dirt floor, he brought the other witch hunters whipping around, their hands flying to the swords they wore.

			‘Ah, Talorcan,’ Bruel laughed, easing his hand away from his sword and motioning for his companions to do likewise. ‘This is such absorbing work, I fear we did not hear you coming.’

			Talorcan glanced across the empty shelves and racks where Morteval’s library had reposed, then his eyes fell to the bags and satchels littering the floor. ‘It does not look like a very simple task,’ he stated.

			Bruel pointed at a stack of tablets lying beside him. ‘The heretic’s collection was extensive. How much of it can be of any use to us, I cannot say. That is for High Priest Crautreic and the Keepers of the Vaults to decide.’ He kicked one of the filled bags with his toe. ‘It may happen that all of it will simply be burned, but it is our duty to drag it across Droost and make certain that will be its final disposition.’

			‘Books, scrolls, tablets… the Keepers will be a long time going over it all,’ Yahn said. He glared at the bundle he had just anointed. ‘I do not envy them such reading. There are things men are not meant to know. Knowledge that can be put to no good purpose.’ He looked at Bruel. ‘A maniac with a lot of knowledge is a threat.’

			Bruel rolled his eyes at Yahn’s theatrical statement. ‘To fight the enemy, we must know the enemy,’ he told the scholar. Turning to Talorcan, his face became grave. 

			‘I am in your debt,’ Bruel said. ‘Perhaps it was the will of Sigmar, but if your men had not arrived when they did the daemons would have overwhelmed mine.’

			Talorcan shook his head. ‘There is no need to thank–’

			‘I am not thanking you,’ Bruel interrupted. ‘I am simply telling you so you do not mistake me for an ingrate.’ 

			Talorcan gave the Grandmaster a puzzled look. Bruel’s words and tone set him on guard, but he could not guess what had precipitated such an ominous opening.

			Bruel stepped away from the men preparing the bundles. He stalked past the book shelves that had been emptied by the witch hunters, the racks where scrolls and tablets had been stacked. He glanced at the bare hooks and vacant stands where the sorcerer’s paraphernalia had been. He paused beside the broken cages where noxious creatures had been held and bins still piled with all manner of weeds and herbs.

			‘You are to stop insisting Morteval is alive,’ Bruel finally said. His eyes were sharp when he looked at Talorcan. ‘Such talk is demoralising. I might even go so far as to call it profane.’

			Talorcan was quiet for a moment, digesting what he had heard and measuring his response. ‘With all respect, we do not have the sorcerer’s body.’

			An incredulous laugh struck at Talorcan like a whip. ‘Everyone saw him leap into the bog,’ Bruel declared. ‘I saw it. Yahn saw it. You saw it. Everyone saw it! What would you have me do, dredge the bog and fish out the heretic’s carcass?’

			‘It would let us make certain,’ Talorcan replied, just a trace of emotion in his words. ‘Do not call a witch–’

			Bruel made an exasperated wave of his hands. ‘Obstinacy is no excuse for impertinence. You dare quote the Catechism to me? I wrote several appendices to it!’ He pointed at Talorcan as though thrusting at him with a sword. ‘Morteval is dead. He is drowned and at the bottom of that filthy mire.’

			‘I will not be convinced of that until–’

			‘Is your faith in Sigmar so weak?’ Bruel accused. The severity of the question caused Yahn and the others to stop their work. ‘Do you think that he would allow such an infamous fiend to slip through our grasp? Do you dare to presume that Sigmar would suffer Morteval’s crimes to go unpunished?’

			‘No,’ Talorcan answered. ‘My faith in Sigmar is as solid as your own. But perhaps the reason I have these doubts is because Sigmar is warning me…’

			Colour rushed into Bruel’s face. The Grandmaster stormed across the chamber, kicking aside the bags that were in his way. ‘How dare you! What presumption is this? What arrogance? To think that the God-King would send you a warning he keeps from the rest of us!’ 

			Bruel stopped a few paces from Talorcan. He closed his eyes and took a moment to recover his composure. ‘We will forget this. I know that your mind is clouded by sorrow over Urgant’s death. I know it is difficult for you to accept his killer is dead. Vengeance is seldom as satisfying as we would like it to be.’

			Talorcan ground his teeth together. ‘That is not why…’

			Bruel again motioned him to silence. ‘We will speak no more of this, and you will speak no more of this delusion you have. Morteval is dead and once Gharnox Kar has been razed, all of his evil will be expunged from these lands.’ 

			‘Except what we take back to Oghim Kor,’ Yahn interjected. 

			Bruel nodded. ‘Gather up the bags we already have and see them loaded onto the demigryphs. Be certain each animal is anointed and properly blessed before they are laden down with such a burden.’ He turned back towards Talorcan as the other witch hunters hurried about their task.

			‘I have another duty for you to attend,’ Bruel stated. ‘The sooner this blighted place is scoured from the Khanate, the better. I want you to ride ahead of my main force. Travelling on your own you will reach Oghim Kor before us. Report to High Priest Crautreic what has happened here and what still needs doing. Prevail upon him for extra men and such materials as we will require to burn this place to the very roots.’

			Talorcan shook his head. ‘I would rather remain behind and see if I can… uncover anything useful.’ 

			‘I am confident that we have found everything there is to find,’ Bruel said. He frowned, exasperated by Talorcan’s obstinacy. ‘Ormuz tried poking around with a twenty foot pole to see if he could find the sorcerer’s body. He did not even find the bottom of that quagmire. A vigil has been held there for a day and a night – there has been no trace of the heretic. Accept it, Talorcan. Morteval is dead, lost in the bog. The carcass you need to satisfy your vengeance is beyond recovery. Accept that, and let it go.’

			‘Will Crautreic accept it?’ Talorcan boldly put the question to Bruel. ‘I will see him first. He will attend whatever I tell him.’

			Bruel smiled at the implication. ‘Consider this a test, Talorcan. You may, of course, tell Crautreic whatever you wish. You also know what I expect you to tell him. It may ease your conscience somewhat to know I will be looking for a dependable man to assume Brother-Captain Urgant’s command.’

			Talorcan felt a chill sweep through him. ‘You would bribe me?’

			‘Bribe is an unseemly word,’ Bruel replied. ‘Let us instead speak of incentives. Crautreic will attend whatever you tell him. You have shared confidence with him and I think are now in his favour. When you tell him what I want you to tell him, of the need for extra men and supplies, Crautreic will put everything at our disposal.’ The Grandmaster clapped his hand on Talorcan’s shoulder. ‘I know you have suffered a dire loss, but when Sigmar takes something away, He never fails to give something back. If you can set aside this blind vengeance and focus upon your vows to Sigmar and oaths to the Order of Azyr then you will reap the rewards engendered by selfless loyalty.’

			Talorcan held his silence for a time, unwilling to speak until he had beaten down the emotion that raged inside him. ‘I will do as you command, Grandmaster,’ he finally agreed. ‘I will take Esselt and Domech with me, and a few extra animals to carry water. If we ride hard and do not spare the demigryphs, we might gain Oghim Kor within four days. Perhaps even three.’

			‘Do what you think is needful,’ Bruel said. He walked past Talorcan, moving to follow the departed Yahn and the men carrying the confiscated books. ‘Keep your mind on the future. The past is finished. For good or ill, it is done. The future is what you must prepare for.’

			Talorcan listened to Bruel’s boots as they echoed through the empty halls of Morteval’s tower. When he could no longer hear them, he turned about and spat on the floor. The acquiescence Bruel had wrested from him made his tongue feel dirty. The audacity of the man! To dare offer him Urgant’s commission as payment for negotiating with Crautreic! And to think he had once held the Grandmaster up as a paragon of the brotherhood, a righteous crusader beyond the reach of corruption and intrigue!

			From a coldly pragmatic side, Talorcan could appreciate the necessity of Bruel’s plotting, but that didn’t make him feel any less ashamed of the man. The Grandmaster was determined to resolve the crisis quickly so that he could reassert the brotherhood’s jurisdiction over the Khanate of Arlk. If Crautreic could be convinced the threat was over, that the destruction of Gharnox Kar ended the menace, then perhaps the High Priest would stop consulting the Azyrian Eye and despatching his own hunters to prejudge the people of Droost. It was a complex tangle of power and morality, one which Talorcan could not unravel to his satisfaction. Bruel’s callous offer had made things much too personal for him to see things objectively.

			‘Morteval has to be dead because otherwise Crautreic will keep sending his own hunters into the desert,’ Talorcan muttered to himself. He prowled through the empty library. The sorcerer’s books and records would be taken back to the High Temple for evaluation. Those whose knowledge could be useful to the fight against Chaos would be locked away in the Forsaken Vault, to be consulted only by those with both great virtue and great need. The rest would be consigned to the flame in a great spectacle that Grandmaster Bruel would officiate before the scions of Oghim Kor.

			‘Is it Sigmar’s will or your own glory you seek?’ Talorcan wondered. The question echoed on in his mind. He heard it again, only in Esselt’s voice. The question, intended for Bruel, might equally apply to himself. Selfish revenge, or the course that might bring an end to Crautreic’s ruthless pogrom?

			Looking around the empty room, Talorcan’s attention was drawn to a grotesquely bloated fly crawling about a section of wall. He watched it, unable to explain at first the alarm the insect provoked in him. There was no shortage of flies in the oasis, buzzing and crawling around. Morteval’s departure had done nothing to end that scourge. Even in this room there were hundreds of the bugs flitting about and creeping across the remaining furniture. Yet this lone hairy brute commanded his notice with a repugnant fascination.

			Around and around the insect crept and Talorcan’s eyes followed it in its weirdly symmetrical dance. One circle, then a second. Finally a third and the pattern would repeat. His gorge rose when he appreciated the symbol the fly was describing. The Flyspot, the tri-form rune of Nurgle!

			Righteous outrage seized Talorcan. In a few steps he was across the room. Like a flash his hand slammed against the wall, trying to smash the hairy fly against the profane pattern it was conjuring. The vermin flew off, darting away from the crushing palm. The wall was less nimble, but instead of cracking and crumbling under his impact it spun inwards. A small niche was exposed, a dark little repository that had avoided the search by Bruel’s men.

			Talorcan peered into the dark opening. He could make out the bulk of a tome and beside it the curled roll of a papyrus scroll. He reached in and withdrew his find, gazing at them with a mixture of revulsion and curiosity. The book had the look of a grimoire – Talorcan had consigned enough of them to the Forsaken Vault and the purging flame to recognise certain commonalities they shared. It would be dangerous to try to examine the book on his own. Sorcerers and witches took pains to protect their profane knowledge and would invest the tomes with hexes and curses to smite the uninitiated. He would need to bear the book back to Oghim Kor for the experts there to examine. They would know the rituals to safely disperse any curses laid down on it.

			Briefly he considered turning it over to Bruel, but the sting of the Grandmaster’s insulting ‘incentive’ still gnawed at Talorcan. He did not know if he could trust Bruel to make proper use of the tome. It had clearly been especially valuable to Morteval. What if it held some clue to the sorcerer’s power? Something that might even explain how he could have escaped? 

			The papyrus was something different. It unrolled easily when Talorcan took it from the niche. What he saw was a rough map, though of such a strange and perplexing design that he could make no sense from it – save for a single exception. One of the marks on the map was not so unintelligible to him. Picked out in the glyphs of the Destri was the name ‘Gharnox Kar’. Seeing that name gave Talorcan pause. If the mark indicated where Morteval had been, perhaps the others indicated where he was now.

			Talorcan shifted the bundle under his arm and exited the sorcerer’s tower. He would take his discovery to Leukon and see if the wizard could unlock Morteval’s secrets. Esselt could persuade her father to do it for him, and he was certain he could convince her to intercede with the wizard.

			The sorcerer lived. Of that Talorcan was certain. But with Morteval’s own secrets, perhaps he could yet visit a reckoning upon the heretic.

			The sun was setting over the crawling dunes of Droost before Talorcan called a halt. He and his companions had ridden hard and put many miles between themselves and Gharnox Kar. When they left, Bruel and his men were still making ready to leave the corrupt oasis and even with his far-glass Talorcan had been unable to see any sign of them when he looked back.

			‘We might precede the Grandmaster by a week at this pace,’ Talorcan observed as he collapsed the Kharadron device and dismounted from his demigryph.

			‘Is there a reward for being early?’ Domech asked, his voice an eager whine.

			Esselt gave the little houndmaster a withering glare. ‘The reward is knowing we serve Sigmar and that our efforts hasten his justice.’

			Domech dropped down from the back of his steed, putting it between himself and Esselt. ‘It was only a question.’ He glanced down at Kopesh but even the gryph-hound appeared irritated by his mercenary attitude.

			‘You may earn compensation if you attend the demigryphs,’ Talorcan said, handing the reins of his mount to Domech. He started unbuckling the saddle and removing the harness. ‘See to the pack animals first,’ Talorcan told him. ‘Those are full kegs they carry right now. Their burden has been the greater. See to them before our steeds.’

			‘Yes, master,’ Domech bowed. He turned and took up the guide rope that fastened the three pack animals together and led them off to the shadow of a high dune so they might have some shelter from any night wind blowing up from the west.

			‘Nasty little reptile,’ Esselt muttered once Domech was out of earshot.

			Talorcan shook his head as he walked over to her. ‘He’s a conniving, avaricious vulture, but he knows his business.’

			Esselt scowled as she started to dismount. ‘Kopesh is the brains of that pair,’ she stated. ‘If it were not…’

			She cried out in pain abruptly. Halfway out of her saddle, she crashed down into the shimmering sand. The demigryph squawked in surprise, edging away from its fallen rider. Esselt maintained her hold on its reins and kept it from getting too far from her. 

			Talorcan hurried forwards, one hand gripping the beak of the demigryph, while the other reached down for Esselt. She quickly drew away from him, refusing his effort to assist her.

			‘I can manage on my own,’ Esselt snapped.

			Talorcan stepped back, a little stunned by the anger in her voice. It bespoke an ire far greater than slipping from her saddle should warrant. ‘Esselt, what is it?’ he asked.

			Esselt looked away, staring past him to where Domech was unloading the pack animals. ‘I slipped out of the saddle, Talorcan. I don’t need your help.’ 

			Turning back, she spoke to him in lowered tones. ‘I do not want that weasel sniffing around and spying. Later, when he’s asleep, we can talk.’

			There was a grim undertone to Esselt’s words. Whatever she wished to discuss, Talorcan knew it would not be pleasant.

			If time had ever moved more slowly than it did in the hours between Esselt’s fall and Domech’s slumber, Talorcan could not remember. Throughout the dusk he had set the man all sorts of tedious duties in the hopes of wearing him down. Instead the houndmaster had proven stubbornly social, continually finding his way back to where the witch hunters set their bed rolls. Even if Esselt had been willing to speak, Domech did not give them any measurable opportunity to be alone. He kept drifting back to inquire if she was alright or if there was anything he could do for her. When the man finally retired to his own bed roll and called Kopesh over to him, Talorcan almost counted it a gift from the gods.

			Even then, Esselt was cautious. She watched Domech for better than an hour, waiting for any move that might indicate the man was only feigning sleep.

			‘We need to talk,’ Talorcan finally declared, exasperation in his voice. ‘Domech cannot hear us. Explain to me what is wrong or I will go mad.’

			‘Perhaps you will go mad if you know,’ Esselt warned. ‘If you see what has happened to me.’ She leaned towards Talorcan, but stopped well short of being within his reach. ‘I am lost, Tal. I am damned and I am lost.’

			Talorcan shook his head. ‘What? No,’ he protested. ‘You are one of the brotherhood’s most valiant warriors, devout and faithful to Sigmar and the High Temple.’

			‘You think so?’ Esselt stared at Talorcan, desperate appeal in her eyes. With a quick motion she drew away the glove that covered her left hand. Talorcan’s eyes gaped. The soft, pale hand he had held so often in his own was a discoloured mess of green sores and yellow blemishes caked in dried pus. 

			‘What is it?’ Talorcan gasped. ‘By Ghal Maraz, what happened?’

			‘I am corrupt,’ Esselt said in a hiss of self-loathing. ‘I am impure, befouled by the blight of Chaos.’ She would be able to see the disbelief in Talorcan’s eyes, he knew. For though in his mind he could see what had happened, his heart refused to accept it. Nothing she said to him would be convincing. 

			‘Show me,’ he said. 

			Boldly, Esselt reached to the shoulder of her tunic and drew it down. The same ghastly discolouration was evident all across the shoulder, up along her neck and down her arm. Stark amidst the disease patina of greens and yellows was a livid red mark. Talorcan leaned towards her, his horror mounting as he inspected the hideous wound, a wound that betokened more than physical hurt.

			The mark was shaped like three interconnected circles. It was an exact image of the Flyspot, the profane rune of Nurgle. 

			‘It happened during the fight with Morteval,’ Esselt explained. ‘One of those filthy flies buzzing about the oasis worked itself down inside my armour. It bit me in the shoulder. And I smashed it. I struck my mail with such force the fly was crushed and its noxious pulp was smeared into the bite.’

			Talorcan choked back the disgust that roiled in his stomach. Revulsion not simply from the horrible condition of the wound, but what such a wound meant. It was the mark of Chaos, the corruption of Nurgle. The brotherhood would know but one remedy for someone with such an affliction. Purification upon the pyre.

			‘You… you have shown no one?’ Talorcan managed to ask.

			‘Only you,’ Esselt declared. ‘I did not… do not… want anyone else to… to…’

			Talorcan’s visage became flush with anger. ‘I will hear no more of that talk,’ he snapped. ‘You are not dead. You are not corrupt – not where it matters, not in mind and soul. We will find a way through this!’

			Esselt gave him a forlorn smile. ‘Your love is true. I know that, but I also know there is only one thing that can be done.’

			‘Who says?’ Talorcan challenged her. ‘The brotherhood? Because they will not dare to question their traditions? Because they believe it is better to burn ten innocents than allow one heretic to escape?’ He pointed up to the night sky. ‘Sigmar is a god of justice, not slaughter! I know you are true. I know you are no heretic. You are pure in his sight, and you are pure in mine. This is why he did not allow any others to find out back at Gharnox Kar.’ He paused as he remembered the difficulty Esselt had pushing the Nurglish icon into the bonfire. Had any of the others seen that? No, if they had then Bruel would never have allowed them to leave.

			‘We will press on to Oghim Kor,’ Talorcan said. ‘But it is not Crautreic we will see.’ He paused, collecting the rapid thoughts that were racing through his desperate brain. ‘We will go to Leukon. Your father is more versed in the ways of magic than anyone in the High Temple. He will not let fanatical zealotry cloud his observations. He will know a way to combat this sorcery.’

			Esselt bowed her head in dejected weariness. ‘If my father knew a way, do you not think he would have shared it? Do you think he would have let all these innocents die because of Morteval’s plagues?’

			‘Is it not your father who has always said that all magic comes with a price?’ Talorcan objected, the desperation in his mind seeping into his voice. ‘Perhaps the price to break this contamination is too high to be easily paid.’ He clenched his fist and struck the sand. ‘Whatever the price be, I will pay it. Before Sigmar, I swear it.’

			‘Whatever you think best,’ Esselt said, her voice turned weary with the strain of exposing her affliction to him. ‘Whatever you decide must be done, that is what I will do.’

			The witch hunters sat in silence long into the night, neither able to speak. Talorcan knew there was no conversation to be had that must not inevitably turn itself back to the grisly affliction that beset Esselt. So they said nothing, simply staring at one another. Trying to think how they would prevail against this horror. Eventually, taxed by the turmoil of their emotions, fatigue overcame them and they slipped into fitful slumber.

			In the morning, they found that Domech and Kopesh were gone. The houndmaster had taken only his own steed and one of the pack animals. The others he had left behind.

			‘Domech did not even bother to spill the water from the kegs,’ Esselt observed as they inspected their animals and stores.

			Talorcan wore a grim expression. ‘He did that because he wants us alive. Domech is still thinking about rewards.’ He smashed his fist into his palm. ‘Damn him! You were right, the swine was not asleep. He must have heard us. Heard enough to send him riding back to Grandmaster Bruel.’

			‘Maybe they won’t believe him,’ Esselt suggested, though her tone was doubtful.

			‘Even if they don’t, Bruel is wary enough to send someone out to investigate.’ Talorcan opened his far-glass and stared out across the dunes. ‘I don’t see anyone yet, but they will be on our trail soon enough.’

			‘What do we do?’ Esselt asked.

			Talorcan was quiet a moment, then turned a determined face towards her. ‘We do as we planned last night. We see Leukon. We get the wizard to burn this contagion away with his magic. If there is no corruption, then whatever Domech has told Bruel won’t matter. They may even hang the cur for lying.’

			‘If Sigmar is kind, he won’t get off so easily,’ Esselt said. 

			Talorcan started to saddle the demigryphs. ‘We have a hard ride ahead of us. I intended to make speed before, but now it is a race. And one we cannot afford to lose.’

			The High Temple of Sigmar loomed once again before Talorcan and Esselt. Several days of hard riding had put them ahead of Bruel’s column – the Grandmaster would lose precious time stopping at wells along the way to resupply his men and beasts. By themselves, the two witch hunters had been able to make do with far less. Talorcan estimated that they were a few days ahead of Bruel’s force. Even if Domech had returned with some ghastly account of Esselt’s affliction.

			Since the slippery houndmaster’s departure, Talorcan had been seized by an all-consuming sense of urgency. He felt they were in a race, a race to see who would reach the High Temple first. A race with Esselt’s life as the prize. Fervently he had prayed that Sigmar would allow them to prevail, even when he knew that if anyone had a greater cause to claim Sigmar’s blessing, it would be Bruel. 

			Yet they had won the race despite Talorcan’s anxiety. They had reached Oghim Kor without any sign of Bruel and his men. 

			‘It would be best to avoid the main complex and head straight for your father’s tower,’ Talorcan advised Esselt as they rode past the great shrine of Dracothion. ‘The fewer who see you right now, the better.’

			Esselt rested her clean hand against the neck of her demigryph, gesturing at the frayed feathers and the froth that speckled the beast’s plumage. ‘Our steeds have been taxed to their limits. They need attention. See how they turn their faces towards the stables? They know they will find food and rest there. They have served us well, Tal. I would not prolong their hardship.’

			‘It is a risk,’ Talorcan cautioned. ‘To my mind, a reckless one.’ He winced at the ugly look Esselt shot him. ‘I am not without sympathy for our steeds,’ he quickly assured her. ‘You know that in ordinary circumstances, I would see the demigryphs attended to before anything. But these are not ordinary…’

			‘That is the point, my little dove,’ Esselt said. ‘We must present every appearance of normalcy. No one here will know, at least not until Bruel arrives in Oghim Kor. If we conduct ourselves naturally, no one will think anything is amiss.’

			Talorcan mulled her statement over. He tried to find a flaw in her logic, but reluctantly had to admit Esselt’s reasoning was sound. His eagerness to get her to Leukon, to have the wizard determine what could be done for her, was narrowing his focus to that single objective. It was ironic that the one actually afflicted by Nurgle’s touch should be able to assume a more detached and tactical view.

			They brought their demigryphs to the slate-roofed stables just outside the High Temple of Sigmar. Talorcan was quick to help Esselt with the tack and harness of her animal lest she exhibit any trace of weakness before the grooms that might arouse their suspicions.

			‘I will see to the animals,’ Talorcan declared, speaking loud enough that he was certain to be overheard by the grooms. Among the stable-boys there was bound to be at least one spy in service to the brotherhood, even if it was no one he could recognise. ‘You should hurry to your father and inform him that Grandmaster Bruel wishes to consult him when he returns.’

			Esselt took hold of her saddle as Talorcan was unfastening it. ‘There is no hurry,’ she stated. She made a point of hefting the saddle and slinging it over one shoulder, trying to impress on Talorcan that she wasn’t so weak as he feared.

			Talorcan followed Esselt across the stable, leading her demigryph into one of the stalls. ‘It would be a courtesy due Leukon’s high position to report to him as early as possible.’ 

			Esselt thumped the saddle across the edge of the stall. She darted a warning look to Talorcan. That glance seemed to shout at him. Calm. Normal. Talorcan bit down on the retort that was on the edge of his tongue. She was right. If he kept it up, if he kept pressing her, he was going to arouse suspicion. And men who served as spies for the brother­hood were quick to become suspicious.

			‘I would be quit of these travelling clothes,’ Esselt said, walking away from the stall. ‘I dare say you feel the same.’

			Talorcan nodded. ‘I will say it as soon as I’ve washed the sand out of my teeth.’ He affected a measure of fatigue in his voice that he hoped would excuse any trace of eagerness his expression betrayed. 

			Esselt walked to the building’s entrance. ‘I am certain it isn’t water that you are–’

			Whatever she was going to say, the words were smashed by the brutal impact of a mailed fist. The moment Esselt passed through the colonnaded entrance, she was struck from behind. An armoured man emerged from where he had been hidden by one of the columns. It was his fist that struck Esselt, ploughing into her shoulder with such force that it dropped her to her knees.

			Talorcan roared in defiance and rushed for her attacker. He was brought up short when the man turned towards him. He was a warrior clad from head to toe in jade-encrusted plate, his helm fashioned into the beaked visage of a griffon. 

			Esselt’s attacker was one of the Griffonguard, the holy templars who protected the High Temple.

			‘You would add murder to your crimes?’ The accusation came in a sharp snarl. Talorcan spun around, his eyes going wide when he saw that he was accosted by High Priest Crautreic. He had come prepared for a violent encounter, arrayed in golden armour and bearing a massive warhammer with a sigmarite head. To either side, Crautreic was flanked by two more of the Griffonguard. Creeping out from behind the knights were Domech and his gryph-hound.

			Domech pointed an accusing finger at Talorcan while Kopesh hissed in sympathy with the houndmaster’s voice. ‘Just as I told you, holiness! He is trying to sneak that corrupted thing into the High Temple!’

			‘Domech, you filthy cur!’ Talorcan ripped his pistol from its holster. Before he could fire a burning pain flared up his arm. He dropped the red-hot pistol and an instant later found himself unable to keep hold of his sword as it too began to sear the hand that gripped it.

			Crautreic’s eyes glowed with a sacred light as he invoked the holy power of the God-King. ‘I put my trust in you, Talorcan of Ravendirge,’ he snapped at the reeling witch hunter. ‘In you I thought I had found an ally who understood what needed to be done to save this land from Chaos.’ He turned his contempt on Esselt. ‘And you! So lightly do you take the oaths you have sworn before Sigmar that you would cast them aside for something so base as love? If you truly cared for this man you would not have enticed him onto the same path of corruption that has damned your soul! You would have died with dignity and begging for Sigmar’s mercy!’

			‘We are no heretics!’ Talorcan hurled back. ‘I fought Morteval beside the black pool of Gharnox Kar! Esselt was injured by the sorcerer’s vermin while fighting him! Are those the acts of heretics?’

			‘The ways of Chaos are crooked and no man can follow their path,’ Crautreic retorted. He pointed his warhammer at Esselt. ‘Do you dare deny that you have been afflicted by the touch of Nurgle?’ A sneer curled his lips as no answer came from the stunned woman. ‘There is no denying the truth, not on the very threshold of Sigmar’s temple.’

			‘We came here to seek a way…’ Talorcan started to protest.

			Crautreic glared at the witch hunter. ‘There is no cure for an affliction of the soul! You understand this! You both understand this! The truly faithful, those who sincerely hold to their devotion to Sigmar, would happily embrace death rather than persist in such an abominable state.’ He shook his head in disgust and waved his hand at Domech. ‘I needed more than just the word of this man to believe you would do this, Talorcan. I have spoken with the Azyrian Eye. The future has been shown to me.’ A tremor caught in his voice. ‘I will keep that from happening.’

			‘I am the one who is afflicted,’ Esselt said. ‘Talorcan has–’

			‘Talorcan has damned himself by his deeds,’ Crautreic rounded on her. ‘You have caused that, provoked him to lose faith.’ He closed his eyes, an anguished look crossing his face. ‘If you knew what the augur revealed to me you would understand that there can be no province for mercy. You must both be destroyed.’ Crautreic waved his Griffonguard forwards to seize Talorcan. ‘This is necessary. I have seen the future.’

			Suddenly there was a flare of golden light that leapt between Talorcan and the advancing templars. The witch hunter covered his eyes and moved in front of Esselt to protect her from the brilliant glare. The light was almost blinding as it shone towards the stables, but its rays were even stronger shining in the other direction, towards the High Priest. Crautreic and his men cried out in pain, staggered by the punishing glamour. 

			‘Did you see this in your future?’ Leukon’s voice rang out. When Talorcan lowered his hands he could see the wizard riding towards the stables leading three demigryphs. Crautreic, Domech, Kopesh and the knights were lying on the ground, clutching at their eyes. 

			‘What did you do?’ Talorcan demanded, aghast. He was left unanswered. 

			‘Watch out!’ Leukon called out in alarm, pointing a shaking hand towards the colonnaded doorway.

			Talorcan spun around. The Griffonguard who had subdued Esselt had been subjected to as little of the arcane light as the witch hunters. The templar started to charge Talorcan, an inarticulate howl of rage ringing from inside his helm.

			His weapons lying on the ground, Talorcan would have proven a feeble foe for the templar. The Griffonguard had a heavy warhammer clenched in his fists and from the outraged sounds he uttered, there was small chance he would be so restrained as he had been with Esselt.

			Though still staggered by the templar’s blow, Esselt managed to grab his leg as he started for Talorcan. Her strong grip stopped the charging knight, his momentum dragging her after him for a few paces. The infuriated Griffonguard spun around and raised his warhammer to smash the prostrate woman at his feet.

			Whatever fury the Griffonguard felt, it was nothing beside the red rage that gripped Talorcan in that moment. ‘Esselt!’ he roared as he flung himself at the Griffonguard. The impact of his lunging body against the knight’s back knocked the templar to the ground. Talorcan seized hold of his beaked helm, raising and smashing it over and again upon the ground. Blood dribbled from the man’s smashed nose, eyes rolling back as the repeated impacts knocked him senseless.

			Hands seized Talorcan and tried to pull him off the knight. ‘Enough, Talorcan!’ Leukon shouted in his ear. ‘You will kill him!’

			Talorcan ripped free of the wizard’s grip and brought the Griffonguard’s head cracking against the ground again. For several heartbeats he had no appreciation of what he was doing, lost in a crimson daze. When reason returned, he quickly released his grip and scrambled away from the fallen templar. He looked down at his hands in horror.

			‘Talorcan!’ Leukon snapped at him. ‘Get Esselt! We have to be away from here before more guards come!’

			Talorcan hesitated, unable to move. Had he done such a thing? Had he killed a servant of Sigmar? Only when he heard a pained groan rise from the armoured templar was he able to snap from his paralysing horror. Swiftly he ran to Esselt, helping her to her feet and onto the back of one of the demigryphs. Then he dashed back to recover their weapons from the ground. He cast a last guilty look at Crautreic and the others who had been blinded by Leukon’s magic.

			‘If you wait around here they will hang you,’ Leukon warned. ‘If you are lucky,’ he added.

			The warning snapped Talorcan from his indecision. Everything he was, everything he knew, had its centre in the High Temple of Sigmar. Everything except for Esselt. Rushing to the last demigryph, he swung up into the saddle. The moment he was mounted, Leukon urged his steed into a gallop and struck out for the dunes beyond Oghim Kor. 

			Talorcan gazed up at the colossal stone Stormcasts who flanked the great entrance into the temple. He felt a tremendous burden pressing down on him. In his heart he knew Crautreic was right, that a man who was truly faithful to Sigmar would choose death before corruption. If it was simply a matter of his own life, the choice would have been easy.

			‘Sigmar forgive me, but I have to try to save her,’ Talorcan cried to the giant effigies and the sanctuary beyond them. ‘I have to try!’

			Talorcan turned his beast around and galloped after Esselt and Leukon. Even if he was able to save Esselt he knew he could never return here. Not after this. In defying Crautreic he had broken his vows to the Order of Azyr. He was a traitor now.

			And there was only one punishment the brotherhood knew for traitors.

			‘Sigmar, forgive me,’ Talorcan cried again as he rode out into the crawling dunes of Droost.

			He would have given his life gladly in the service of Sigmar, but it was not a matter of his own life now. It was Esselt’s, and that was no choice at all. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			Twilight sent a shimmering panoply of fading illusion and growing shadow across the crawling dunes of Droost. The ever-creeping desert undulated towards the horizon, its scaly sands struggling to maintain their tortuous mirages while the sun withdrew its rays. Night would restrict them once more to their confusing distortion of stars and constellations, the deadly dance of stellar lights that was even more lethal to the unprepared traveller and would find him hopelessly lost in the wastes.

			Talorcan turned his Kharadron far-glass upon the sky, using its filters to navigate the desert’s distortion. In this respect, at least, the little band of fugitives was not unprepared. In almost every other aspect, contemplating their condition sent a shiver through the witch hunter. Leukon had strapped supplies to the back of the fourth demigryph he had brought with him when he rescued Talorcan and Esselt, but the wizard had drastically underestimated what they would need to survive a trek across the desert and how much food and water three people and four demigryphs would demand. Leukon had a brilliant mind, privy to esoteric knowledge that was utterly alien to Talorcan, but in mundane matters like bringing moccasins for the feet of the animals so they would not be scorched by the metallic sands or exactly how much meat-meal each of the brutes would require to stay fit, Leukon’s understanding was less precise. A lack of blankets, for instance, would compel the fugitives to goad the demigryphs into lying down so that their riders could use the beasts for warmth in the chill of night. Getting them back on their feet in the morning was not always an easy task and precious time would be lost walking the animals to work the stiffness from their limbs before they would be capable of taking on a rider.

			Folding down the far-glass, Talorcan descended the inward slope of the crest of the dune he had climbed to make his star-sighting. Esselt and Leukon were preparing camp down below, using the height of the dunes around them to block out the light of their fire and an overhanging cloak to diffuse the smoke they sent up. A skilled tracker would be able to spot a plume of smoke dozens of miles off by the way it disrupted the shimmering illusions thrown up by the scaly sands. The best could even spot such signs by night as well as day. Talorcan himself could, and he knew there were trackers even better who had taken the brother­hood’s vows. Knowing such men would be on their trail increased the urgency he felt. The time when they could consider themselves ahead of any pursuit grew shorter with each passing hour.

			They had covered a great distance in only a day and a night of hard travel. Oghim Kor was many leagues behind them when the fugitives at last brought their steeds to a rest and set up camp. Alchemical mixtures brought by Leukon had instilled in the demigryphs the verve to maintain the incredible pace and hideous exertion that had been coaxed out of them. Stimulating elixirs kept their riders aware and vigilant throughout the arduous journey. Talorcan had turned back to study the dunes behind them through his duardin glass, but at least so far there had been no sign of pursuers.

			‘I think I know roughly where we are,’ Talorcan announced as he returned to the tiny camp. Esselt was off at the edge of the ring of light cast by their fire, practising with her great sword. Leukon was seated on the ground with Morteval’s grimoire lying open before him. Both broke from their activities to greet him.

			‘I did not doubt you would,’ Esselt smiled at him and walked towards Talorcan. ‘If there is anyone I would trust to find his way across Droost, it is you, my little dove.’

			Talorcan shook his head and waved a hand at the book Leukon was studying. ‘For my part I wish to Sigmar we had more of a map to follow than the papyrus I found with that noxious tome.’

			‘It is a strange thing,’ Leukon confessed. ‘Each point on the map is written in a different script, delineated in a different language. Except for Gharnox Kar, none of the landmarks are familiar even to me.’ He tapped the cover of the tome. ‘The answer is in here. I am certain of it. Thus far I have not broken the cypher, but I have…’

			Talorcan snarled an impious oath under his breath. ‘What good does any of that do us?’ he demanded. ‘It is the sickness inflicted on Esselt that we must overcome!’ 

			‘I have faith that Sigmar will not abandon us,’ Esselt laid her hand on Talorcan’s shoulder, trying to ease the frustration that boiled inside him. The gesture might have comforted him had he failed to notice the way she kept the diseased side of her body turned away from him and only dared to touch him with her unafflicted hand. He grabbed her arm and tried to pull her to him. She drew back, a quiver of fear in her eyes. He gazed into her shocked face with a look that was both stern and loving. 

			‘I will not reject you,’ Talorcan told her. ‘If there is contagion in this affliction, then I would share your fate.’

			Esselt stepped away from him, revulsion in her expression. ‘Do not say that. Do not even think it. I would sooner die than know I had passed this foulness to you. I could not live knowing the same pain I feel was inflicted upon you because of me.’ She stared down at her hands, both the one already diseased and the one as yet unmarred. ‘We cannot risk it. We will not risk it!’

			Talorcan wanted to say something, to reassure her that there was no danger. But he knew it would be a lie. Worse, he knew that Esselt would know it was a lie. 

			‘Then we had best see what can be done to lift this spell from you,’ Leukon declared. He opened the heavy leather satchel that was slung across his chest and removed from within a slender copper vial. ‘This is the best my alchemy could provide. Even in the pages of the Azyrinomicon there was no answer to be found else I should have put it in the hands of the brotherhood long ago.’ He looked at the vial, shaking it so that the sound of its contents sloshing about could be faintly heard. ‘It took all my knowledge and magic to create this, and it is not enough. There is no cure in this. Not even a counteractive. All it will do is to suppress the symptoms.’ He turned watery eyes towards his daughter. ‘It is the best I can do, to keep the plague from drawing away your strength and leaving you weak and incapable. It is all I can do, and it is far from enough.’ Leukon turned his eyes to the night sky. ‘What contest more unfair than to match the wisdom of man against the malice of a god?’

			‘You have done all that you could,’ Esselt said, eyes bright with emotion. ‘You have broken faith with the High Temple and left everything you held dear behind for my sake. There is nothing else a father could do for his daughter.’ 

			‘I could have done more,’ Leukon said. ‘I could have stood against the choices you made that brought you into the Order of Azyr. I could have kept you locked away in my tower like some precious treasure, always to be safe and protected. But I knew that doing so would break your spirit and poison your love for me into hate.’ His voice dropped to a regretful moan. ‘Yet I should have preferred your hate to what has befallen you now. By Sigmar, I should have chosen most anything except this for you.’

			Talorcan only half listened to daughter and father as they talked. Something the wizard had said was working on his mind, nagging at him with the whisper of an idea. When Leukon invoked the name of Sigmar, the idea finally took shape. ‘You said that the wisdom of man is no match against a god,’ he reminded Leukon. ‘But what if we were to pit the power of Sigmar against Nurgle?’

			Esselt gave him a questioning look. ‘Tal, you have some idea to appeal to the God-King?’

			Leukon shook his head, a look of pain on his face. ‘Crautreic himself could not invoke the healing you need. As to appealing to Sigmar himself, would he attend our prayers? All of us have defied his servants and fled from his temple. I have set my magic against Crautreic, striking him blind for some days. Talorcan has dealt violence to one of the Griffonguard…’

			Talorcan interrupted. ‘I do not speak of prayers, though I will not forsake to utter them. Nor do I speak of Crautreic or the power Sigmar has seen fit to vest in the soul of any priest. Perhaps the divine aid that would save Esselt is too mighty for any mortal to bear.’

			‘What do you mean?’ Esselt asked.

			Talorcan stared at her, chilled to find a hint of blemish seeping into her left eye while the right was as captivating as he had ever known. ‘The sacred spring at Bahgan Tuhl,’ he answered. ‘Deep in the lands of the Destri there was a holy temple within which flowed a spring imbued with the power of Sigmar. In old times the nomads would bring their sick and crippled to the spring and immerse them in the waters. The God-King’s power would bathe them and their hurts would be made whole.’

			‘There is more to the story, Talorcan,’ Leukon said. He looked pained to crush the hope that had appeared in Esselt’s eyes. ‘The Destri abandoned Bahgan Tuhl. The nomads grew arrogant in the powers of the spring, so they sallied forth to conquer and dominate their neighbours, secure in the knowledge that Sigmar’s power would make whole even the most sorely wounded of their warriors. Their villainous presumption angered Sigmar and so a great beast was set upon Bahgan Tuhl, the Nemisaur. The Destri were driven out from the temple and no force of arms could win it back for them. They became once more scattered bands of nomads, and Bahgan Tuhl was left to be smothered in the sands of dune and legend.’

			‘It is no mere legend,’ Talorcan corrected Leukon. ‘I have seen the ruined temple at a distance long ago when I was with Urgant trailing a witch across Droost. We did not set foot in the place, but there could be no mistaking that it was Bahgan Tuhl.’ He stroked Esselt’s hair, smiling down at her. ‘I remember where the ruins were. The spring must still flow and must still have the power of Sigmar within it, else there should have been no need to drive the Destri away.’

			‘But what of the beast?’ Esselt asked, worry in her voice. ‘If temple and spring are still there, then so too might the creature that forced the Destri to abandon them.’

			‘If the beast is there, it will have grown fat and idle in the generations of its solitude,’ Talorcan said. ‘It may not remember what it means to face the edge of a sword. Certainly not two swords as renowned as ours.’ He glanced over at Leukon. ‘Perhaps you would be better served to forget the sorcerer’s writings and put your mind to conceiving a way of putting down this Nemisaur should our trespass rouse it.’

			The wizard nodded, running a lean hand through his beard. ‘If I had the Azyrinomicon I should be more confident of my abilities. I recall what the beast was called, but remember nothing of what the legends hint it might have been. Dragon or gorgon, I would give much to know what it is that drove the Destri away. What it is that might even now be lurking in Bahgan Tuhl.’

			Several days and several leagues across the dunes were to pass before Talorcan could point across the shimmering sands to a sight that was more substance than mirage. ‘Bahgan Tuhl,’ he declared, not without some measure of pride in his words. It had been many years since his path had caused him to stray so deep into this part of Droost and there were times during their long trek that he had caught himself wondering if his memory of the place was as accurate as he believed. Navigating by the constellations at night, it would have been an easy enough matter to wander astray. One mistake in his recollections and they could have all been lost to the desert.

			‘Bahgan Tuhl,’ Esselt repeated, shifting uneasily in the saddle of her demigryph. The arm that had been afflicted by the fly’s bite was notably swollen and try as she might, it was impossible to smother the decayed smell with perfume and oil. The eyes she turned to Talorcan were more mismatched than they had been even the day before, the blemish in the left becoming more pronounced. ‘Do you truly believe the spring is still there, or do you merely hope that it is?’ she asked, keeping her voice low so that her words would not carry back to Leukon.

			Talorcan looked out across the crawling dunes to where the ruins stood. ‘Faith,’ Talorcan said, as much to himself as to Esselt. ‘We must have faith that where Sigmar’s power has once held dominion that power can never be blotted out.’ He urged his demigryph forwards. One way or another, they would not know until they stood within the ruins of Bahgan Tuhl.

			The temple of Bahgan Tuhl was little more than a jumble of stones piled atop one another. A few columns stood above the debris and the weathered face of a statue scowled from where it lay amid the rubble. Walls and roof had collapsed long ago, borne down by age and neglect. The groves and gardens with which the Destri had beautified the surroundings were dust obliterated by the desert. Desolation and silence held sway. Talorcan wondered if there was still a place for Sigmar here.

			‘Hold,’ Leukon suddenly called out. The wizard’s voice crackled with disuse. For days he had spoken hardly a word to his companions, so immersed was he in his study of Morteval’s book. He had even cobbled together a frame for it which he slung across the horn of his saddle so he might read while riding. Though his voice was not loud, the rarity of hearing him speak brought the witch hunters to an immediate halt.

			‘Do not forget the beast that drove the Destri from this place,’ Leukon cautioned. He turned away from his study of the grimoire and reached into one of his saddle bags. A curious object fashioned from two clay bowls inverted and bound together with a seal of mud was soon removed. The wizard set his steed trotting over to Talorcan. ‘Take this,’ he said. ‘You must precede us into the ruins. Once you are near, once you sense anything there, you must smash this vessel against the rocks. There are vapours trapped inside.’ He raised a warning finger. ‘Do not breathe them, or you will be flung into a dreamless slumber for days, perhaps even weeks if you inhale enough. It is what lurks in Bahgan Tuhl that we want to stay asleep, not you.’

			‘Thank you, magister,’ Talorcan said as he took the vessel from Leukon. He turned and reached for Esselt’s hand, frowning when she drew back from him. She was afraid her touch would infect him, afraid the taint had spread into her other hand. Talorcan knew no good would come from trying to talk her out of her concern for his safety. ‘It would seem I must leave you for a time. If something goes wrong, do not follow me. Stay with your father.’

			‘My father can look to himself,’ Esselt told him. ‘If something goes wrong, I will follow you. I and my sword.’ She smiled and leaned close to him, her lips flitting across his. ‘So you had better see that nothing goes wrong.’

			Talorcan had a hard time leaving Esselt and riding towards the ruins. It was not fear of what might lurk there that held him back, but a different kind of dread. He feared what might not be in Bahgan Tuhl. If the spring was gone, if Sigmar’s healing waters had withdrawn, then this desperate hope would amount to nothing.

			Across the shimmering desert Talorcan rode. He could see them shivering and crawling under the feet of his demigryph, but the nearer he came to the ruins the more erratic the scaly sands became. They surged towards the rubble only to roll back again, as though repulsed by some intangible barrier. Unlike the oases of Droost, no wall of rock protected Bahgan Tuhl from the dunes. There was no physical obstruction to their crawling up and over the place, smothering it from sight and memory. Some other power held the desert at bay, and that realisation made Talorcan’s hope burn brighter. Sigmar be praised, he thought. The God-King had not withdrawn his power from the spring. The divine magic remained, pushing back the desert and waiting to bestow its healing energies on those with the faith to seek them out. For Esselt’s sake, Talorcan prayed his own faith was worthy of Sigmar’s mercy.

			Consumed by the passion of hope and the guilt of unworthiness, Talorcan would have ridden straight into the ruins if not for his steed. A hundred paces from the jumble of stone the demigryph became notably agitated, frightened squawks rising from its throat. Talorcan took a steadier hand on the brute’s reins, but when he encouraged it to draw closer he managed only a few dozen paces before his mount became even more vocal in its protests. 

			Talorcan dismounted, the pots with Leukon’s concoction gripped tightly in his hand. His eyes roved across the rubble, watching every dark crevice and crack for any sign of life. His ears listened intently, trying to pick out the rasp of breath or the clatter of movement from the desert wind. It was nothing he saw or heard that warned him the ruins were yet inhabited. A stench struck his nose when he was yet fifty paces from the destroyed temple. Thick and musty, it reminded him of the ophidian reek of a great serpent he had seen dragged from the River Chael when he was a boy. He wondered how close the creature that exuded such an overwhelming musk must be, then a chill swept through him. It might not be close at all – size alone might excuse the power of its scent.

			The witch hunter hesitated no longer. Taking the fused pots in both hands, he lifted them overhead and hurled them towards the ruins. Talorcan saw them shatter against the half-buried stone face and watched as a black fog exploded from the smashed vessel. An impossible quantity of smoke erupted from the pots, spilling across the entirety of the rubble. Talorcan back-pedalled from the undulating coils of vapour. He was satisfied to leave it to do the work Leukon had prepared it for without smothering him in its slumbering mists.

			He hurried back to his steed and rode to where he had left his companions. Esselt and Leukon were already riding forwards, the wizard leading the pack animal behind him. There was a look of relief on Esselt’s face to find him safe. Leukon’s expression was more thoughtful and he pressed him for even what little Talorcan could tell him about what lurked in Bahgan Tuhl.

			‘The smell of a snake?’ Leukon mused. ‘I should have more idea of what it might be if I had encountered the smell myself. Of course, with these arms I would not have been able to hurl the vessel very far. That would have made something of a mess of things.’

			‘You will be able to smell it for yourself,’ Esselt quipped. ‘We did not put the beast to sleep only to turn away from Bahgan Tuhl.’

			Leukon shook his head sadly and pointed at the ruins. Already the black fog was starting to thin. ‘No, the mixture Talorcan set loose will produce a pungent odour of its own. It will keep us from smelling anything, just as it will keep the beast from smelling anything. Only certain familiar odours are apt to be enough to excite it now.’ He cast a warning look at each of the witch hunters. ‘Blood would be one such risk. The Nemisaur was doubtless a predator before it drove the Destri away. As such, you might anticipate that blood would arouse its hunting instinct. So my advice is simple – do not cut yourself while we are in Bahgan Tuhl.’

			Talorcan nodded slowly. ‘We will heed your advice. Let us pray the Nemisaur heeds your alchemy.’

			‘Do not bleed,’ Talorcan growled at himself, scowling at his calloused hands. After two days of strenuous labour shifting rubble in the old temple, his gloves had been torn to shreds. He had improvised some bindings with what was left of his shirt, but they were even less resilient than his gloves had been. The stress of pitting urgency against caution was making him lose focus. Caution, lest some mishap undo Leukon’s magic and rouse the Nemisaur from its slumber. Urgency because with each passing hour he found himself thinking more and more about Crautreic and the brotherhood. 

			‘They will be coming for us,’ Esselt told Talorcan as she helped him shift the stones, echoing his own thoughts. ‘My father may have struck Crautreic blind, but he does not need to see to consult the Azyrian Eye and set his hunters on our trail.’

			‘It would be an offence against the vows of the brotherhood if they did not,’ Talorcan replied, not looking up from his work. ‘By now Grandmaster Bruel has returned to Oghim Kor, so Crautreic will have the full resources of the Order of Azyr to draw upon as well.’

			Esselt sat on a pile of rubble and gave Talorcan an anxious look. ‘You have to go. You have to keep moving before they find you.’ She glanced to where they had left Leukon sitting with Morteval’s book. So immersed was the wizard in his study that he seemed oblivious to their existence. Leukon had protested that he was too old to be of much use and that his magic would have little efficacy against stones that had once been sacred to Sigmar. He could provide potions that would extend the stamina of the witch hunters, and this he did – when he was reminded of it. Leukon was also set to tending the demigryphs and preparing meals, but these chores he likewise forgot about unless reminded of them. 

			‘Take my father and leave,’ Esselt said. ‘If they only find me, perhaps they will be content.’

			Talorcan shoved aside a large block of stone, sweat peppering his brow. ‘You know that is not true. We would not stop until the job was finished – why should we expect less from other witch hunters? Besides, we all defied Crautreic. We will have to face the consequences together as well. Even if you could persuade me or your father to leave you, it would not accomplish anything. Crautreic’s hunters would still track us down.’

			‘Then we have to run,’ Esselt said. ‘Forget about the sacred spring and put as much ground between ourselves and the High Temple as we can.’ 

			‘The waters will heal you,’ Talorcan stated. ‘Perhaps it was too much to expect the spring to be exposed and ready for us, but it is here, Esselt.’ He tapped the side of his nose. ‘I can smell it. It will not be long now.’ He gave her a reproachful look. ‘We can exhume it faster if you get back to work.’

			Esselt looked down at her hands. ‘What if it does not work? All of this will have been for nothing then. The risks you and my father have taken… they will have been worthless.’

			Talorcan pointed at the rubble at his feet. ‘The only way we will know that is by digging up the spring. Have faith. If Sigmar led us here, He did not do so without a purpose.’

			Talorcan and Esselt worked together to move and shift the rubble, but at the end of the day the spring remained buried. The fugitives withdrew to make camp at the edge of the ruins, near where the demigryphs had been hobbled. 

			‘It is not a grimoire,’ Leukon explained to the witch hunters that night after they had eaten. ‘You might more properly call it a kind of key. It belongs with this,’ he added, unfolding the papyrus map. ‘Each of these points is significant. According to what I have deciphered they are the entry points of Realmgates.’ 

			‘Realmgates?’ Talorcan demanded. ‘You mean each of those markings is a door into another realm?’

			‘Just so,’ confided Leukon. ‘A series of doorways corrupted long ago by the fell magic of Nurgle. Morteval calls them the Rotways and claims they wax and wane in power with the varying strength of Nurgle’s plagues. When disease is rampant the Rotways can be used to move legions along them but when the plagues are in remission the same gates can only allow a few souls to pass between them at any time.’ 

			‘Then Gharnox Kar is one of these Rotways,’ Esselt stated. She glanced over at Talorcan and saw that his mind had reached the same consequent thought.

			‘Morteval did not die,’ Talorcan said. ‘He dived into the black pool and sank to the gateway.’ A cold laugh rose from his lips. ‘That is why everything else that plunged into the pool died. Whatever else was caught in the mud tried to swim back to the surface. Morteval knew the only way out was down.’ He slammed his fist into his hand. ‘I was right! The sorcerer lives!’

			‘Let him go, Tal,’ Esselt said. ‘Has he not taken enough from us already? Tomorrow we will uncover the spring, I will bathe in the waters and the taint let loose by his sorcery will be cleansed.’ Her tone hardened when she saw that the fire in his eyes was still there. ‘We are no longer witch hunters,’ she admonished him. ‘That has been taken from us along with all the rest. We are under no obligation, no duty, to track down the sorcerer.’

			‘After what he has done?’ Talorcan asked.

			‘By the grace of Sigmar, it will be undone,’ Esselt said. ‘Or is it a false hope? Do you doubt the spring will heal me?’

			The accusation in her voice struck Talorcan harder than any blow. He took her hands in his, kissing them both, not shunning the palm that now bore the discolouration of plague. ‘You will be healed. I have faith that Sigmar will not desert us. We may have been untrue to Crautreic, but we have remained loyal to him.’

			Esselt gave him an exasperated look. ‘Playing the optimist, my little dove?’

			Talorcan gazed at her, a thin smile pulling at the corners of his mouth. ‘I’ve always hated that name,’ he said. ‘For the longest time it was like a knife digging at me. You called me that the first time we met.’

			‘Urgant had described you to me as his “hunting hawk”,’ Esselt replied, her voice softening and turning wistful. ‘He told me such fearsome things about you after I arrived at the chapter house. I confess I was a bit afraid of you.’

			‘You almost laughed when you saw me,’ Talorcan reminded her. ‘You smirked at me, just the way you are now. Then you called me a little dove.’

			‘That was because you didn’t look half as fearsome as Urgant said you were,’ Esselt said. ‘You had such a hapless look on your face when he introduced me to you. I could not think of you as a hawk. So you became my little dove.’

			Talorcan nodded, accepting his culpability. ‘I do not think anything could have prepared me for walking into the tower and finding such beauty waiting inside. You will understand if I was a bit taken aback.’

			‘After all this time,’ Esselt confessed, ‘I think it was that moment I was most intrigued by you. I had to know where Urgant’s hawk was.’ She smiled at Talorcan. ‘I found him, but to me he remained my little dove.’

			‘And he will remain so,’ Talorcan affirmed. ‘Until the sands of Droost are drowned by the sea, I am yours.’ 

			Talorcan was still whispering assurances to Esselt when she finally fell asleep. He was halfway to slumber himself when the soft touch of Leukon’s hand on his shoulder roused him once again. There was such a grave look about the old wizard that Talorcan started to reach for his sword, thinking the hunters from Oghim Kor had found them already.

			‘Stay your hand, for now there is no danger,’ Leukon said. He smiled down at his sleeping daughter, then returned his gaze to Talorcan. ‘I have made a key for you. A key of the Key, as it were.’ He laughed at his own jest, but it was the kind of laughter commonly heard on the gallows. ‘I want you to have it. In case you should need it.’ The wizard handed him a clutch of papers.

			‘Why would I need it?’ Talorcan asked.

			‘In case the spring does not work,’ Leukon said. ‘Even in the pages of the Azyrinomicon I never found reference to any who were afflicted by Nurgle who were cured. Only in death can the soul be redeemed.’ He looked again at Esselt. ‘Remember it is a disease of soul as well as flesh. By inches and degrees we are losing her. I am a greedy man, and so too I think are you. We want to hang on to her until the last moment, the instant all that is decent has rotted away.’

			‘I will save her,’ Talorcan snapped, surprised at the desperation in his own voice. ‘The spring will work. Sigmar will have mercy on us.’

			Tears were in Leukon’s eyes. ‘If it does not, you will seek out Morteval. You will make him answer for what he has caused. I know you will do this and if I am not there to help you, then I can at least show you the way to him.’

			‘Where do you expect to go?’ Talorcan challenged the wizard.

			‘I do not know,’ Leukon said. ‘All I know is there is only so long I can watch my daughter slipping away. One day it will be too much.’ He gave Talorcan an imploring look. ‘Please, by Sigmar’s Hammer, when there is nothing left of her, do what has to be done.’

			Talorcan looked at the woman sleeping on the ground near him. ‘I will save her,’ he repeated in a voice so low even he could barely hear himself.

			What those words meant was something Talorcan refused to think about.

			Ablaze with opalescent glamour, the exposed spring glistened in the sunlight. It was mid-morning when Esselt exhumed the first corner of the tiled basin. Long into the afternoon they worked before the rest had been excavated. At last the entirety of the pool was revealed. 

			The two witch hunters stood back and stared in silence at the pool. Talorcan could see a shudder pass through Esselt. She was studying the fresco underneath the water; undimmed by time and shielded from the elements, it depicted the golden gates of Azyr and the divine light of Sigmar shining from behind them. The waters lent a wondrous quality to the holy aura depicted in the fresco, seeming to carry it with them as they rippled against the walls of the basin.

			‘What if it does not work?’ Esselt whispered. ‘What if I am no longer worthy of Sigmar’s grace?’

			‘Faith,’ he enjoined her. ‘You must have faith. We have served Sigmar loyally, dutifully for many years. He will not forsake us when we need him most.’

			‘I am still afraid,’ Esselt said. ‘Chaos is a corruption of flesh and soul. What if my soul has been corrupted?’

			Her words recalled too forcefully Talorcan’s conversation with Leukon. He looked over to where the wizard sat upon a pile of rubble. The entreaty in his glance did not go unnoticed.

			‘If you are true to Sigmar in your heart,’ Leukon declared, ‘then there can be no corruption of the soul.’

			Talorcan was certain Leukon did not believe what he said, but at least he made it convincing. Talorcan led Esselt towards the pool. ‘I know of no heart as pure as yours,’ he told her. ‘Within you is a purity that cannot be corrupted by all Nurgle’s plagues.’

			Talorcan preceded her, descending the steps down into the spring. The waters felt cool and soothing, tingling against his legs. He dipped his hands into the pool. After splashing them under the surface, he brought them forth again and held them out to Esselt. The callouses and bruises that had marred his flesh were gone, scraped clean by the healing waters. ‘Have faith in Sigmar,’ he told her once more.

			Esselt nodded and stepped down in the spring.

			At once Talorcan felt the change. The water that had an instant before felt so cool and soothing now took on a tepid, cloying quality. He looked down and saw that the pristine pool was growing dark, smothered by a green fug that rippled away from where Esselt stood. The fresco at the bottom began to decay, the paint representing the divine glow flaking away until it was gone entirely. The golden gates of Azyr took on a slimy, rotten appearance, as though they might at any moment crumble away and leave the Celestial Realm exposed.

			A cry of shock and despair rose from Esselt. Hiding her head in her hands she leapt from the pool and scrambled to the nearby rubble. Talorcan hurried after her, doing his best to keep from looking back at the soiled spring. Anguished sobs wracked Esselt when he reached her. The only word he could make out among the weeping was ‘unclean’.

			‘Esselt, no!’ Leukon cried out as his daughter seized a jagged piece of stone and viciously scraped it across her infected hand, as though by doing so she could scour away the plague. Her father’s shout caused her to throw the bloodied stone to the ground.

			She fixed the wizard with an anguished gaze. ‘There is no help.’ Esselt turned towards Talorcan. ‘Even Sigmar’s sacred spring cannot make me clean again!’

			Talorcan tried to think of something to say, some words that would console Esselt. He wondered if there were any. They had both of them placed great hope in the healing spring, in the mercy of Sigmar’s divine power. That hope had cheated them and in withdrawing its light of promise it had left an even more profound darkness behind.

			‘Sigmar! Holy God-King!’ Esselt cried out. ‘Have mercy upon us!’ Talorcan moved to console her, to take her in his arms. She recoiled from him, horror stamped across her features. ‘Keep back! Do not touch me! Do not ever touch me!’

			Talorcan dropped to his knees and pounded his fists against the stony ground. ‘You will be saved,’ he swore. ‘Sigmar will not abandon us. There is a way to save you!’ He looked towards Leukon and was sickened by the agony he saw on the wizard’s face, the pain of doubt and despair.

			‘There is a way to save you,’ Talorcan repeated. He clasped his hands together and stared up into the cloudless sky. ‘Mighty Sigmar, if ever I have offended you, forgive me my failings. Let me atone for them with my own life, but please, in your beneficence, help us now. Help drive out the blight of Chaos that threatens one of your most devoted and loyal servants. Do this, Great Sigmar, and never shall I ask anything else of you.’

			As though in answer to Talorcan’s prayers, the sky was shaken by a mighty peal of thunder. A shaft of light nearly as brilliant as that which Leukon had used to blind Crautreic crashed down upon the ruins of Bahgan Tuhl. The ground shook under the impact, a tremor that Talorcan could feel in his very bones.

			When the dazzling brilliance faded, Talorcan could see a mighty figure standing at the centre of a ring of scorched rock. He was a tall man wearing gleaming gold-hued armour of sigmarite plate. The mask of the helm he wore was cast in the semblance of a stern visage and surmounted by a crest that echoed the sun’s fiery nimbus. A great white cloak billowed from about his shoulders, snapping in the desert wind. In one hand the huge man held a long pole topped by a shining lantern, while in the other he bore a golden sword etched from tip to guard with sacred runes.

			Talorcan’s eyes widened as he recognised the armoured man as one of Sigmar’s own Stormcast Eternals, a holy warrior sent down from the Realm of Azyr upon a bolt of lightning. His desperate plea for aid had been answered! One of the famed Lords-Castellant come to render Esselt aid with the healing light of their fabled warding lanterns!

			‘Sigmar has answered our prayers!’ Talorcan cried out, but when he turned towards Esselt, it was a look of fear rather than relief that she wore. She stumbled back across the rubble, shaking her head in refusal. Talorcan moved towards her, unable to understand her trepidation.

			Leukon shouted in adoration, jumping down from the stone upon which he was perched. He threw himself down before the Stormcast. ‘Praise Mighty Sigmar, O revered one, that you have come to help my daughter in her distress!’

			The Stormcast turned his face downward and stared at the prostrate wizard. A voice rolled from behind the mask of his helm, a voice that bristled with fire and judgement. 

			‘Repent your presumption, magician,’ the warrior commanded. ‘Lord-Veritant Velthur is come to redress a transgression most vile.’ He gestured with his sword towards Talorcan and Esselt. ‘There is one here who has defiled the sacred waters with her pollution. Such sacrilege demands atonement.’

			Talorcan heard the awful pronouncement. His heart felt sick to hear the words, spoken by this holy warrior. It was not, then, the healing mercy of a Lord-Castellant that had been sent down to them, but the remorseless judgement of the Lord-Veritant. Was this, then, Sigmar’s will?

			‘We intended no sacrilege,’ he called out to Velthur. ‘We only sought…’

			Velthur glowered at Talorcan. ‘Intentions mean nothing. Only the consequence of your actions.’

			A shock of disbelief swept through Talorcan’s mind. The cold, pitiless judgement voiced by Velthur was too much to bear. ‘We are loyal servants of…’ His words faltered as he saw Esselt start walking towards the Lord-Veritant. He dashed ahead of her, holding out his arm to block her.

			‘Let me go, Tal,’ Esselt pleaded. ‘We must not defy a Stormcast Eternal!’

			‘He will kill you,’ Talorcan shouted at her.

			Esselt bowed her head. ‘If that is Sigmar’s will, I will submit to it. Look after my father, Tal, and remember me as I was before…’ 

			For Velthur, even this gradual submission was too slow in coming. ‘My indulgence is over. Now you answer for this profaneness.’ 

			Brandishing his sword, Velthur started towards the defiled pool and the two who struggled just beyond it. Talorcan could see the remorseless light that blazed in Velthur’s eyes. If there had ever been mercy in this man, it had been driven from him when he was reforged upon the Anvil of Apotheosis. He would show the lovers no quarter.

			‘The smell of blood, Talorcan!’ Leukon shouted. He turned towards Velthur. ‘Close your eyes!’ the wizard ordered the witch hunters. 

			Even with his eyes shut, Talorcan could see a red glow through his eyelids. Leukon had unleashed another of his blinding spells such as he had employed to escape Crautreic. Now the wizard hoped to similarly discomfit Velthur so they could flee into the desert.

			Talorcan’s eyes were shut only a moment. When he opened them, he discovered how badly Leukon had gambled with his magic. The spell he had cast had done nothing to stop Velthur. The Stormcast had simply been diverted from his march towards the pool. Now he retraced his steps back towards the wizard.

			‘Father!’ Esselt cried. She might have rushed down to Leukon, but Talorcan seized her by the shoulders and turned her in the other direction. There was nothing they could do to withstand a being as mighty as the Lord-Veritant. All they could do was run, for whatever good it would do them.

			‘Get to the demigryphs,’ he told her. ‘There is nothing we can do for Leukon now!’

			Talorcan caught hold of Esselt and forced her away from the scene. They scrambled over the piled stones towards where they had left the demigryphs. Leukon was trying to buy them a little time – time enough for them to escape.

			Esselt’s head was twisted around, gazing back at Leukon. ‘Father!’ she screamed as the Stormcast strode towards him with upraised sword. Leukon dropped to his knees, imploring the golden knight for both forgiveness and mercy.

			Velthur showed him neither. The rune-etched sword came stabbing downwards, spearing between Leukon’s shoulders. The sigmarite blade seared the wizard’s robes and flesh, a stream of dark smoke rising from the scorched and bloodless wound. The Stormcast gave the blade a sideways twist and then wrenched it free of Leukon’s body, leaving him to wilt against the ground.

			‘Father!’ Esselt screamed, gazing in abject horror at Leukon and his golden killer.

			Talorcan caught hold of the reins of Leukon’s steed. He drew the animal towards him and in one swift motion raked the knife in his hand across its throat. A gout of bright blood shot from the demigryph’s body, spilling across the sand and spraying onto the rocks.

			‘He is coming!’ Esselt cried, stunned by the killing of her father, all thought of surrendering herself to Velthur gone.

			Talorcan looked to where Velthur was striding out from the ruins. The Stormcast would reach them before they could ride away. Their only chance of escape now was the beast that haunted the ruins – if the monster would react to the slaughtered demigryph’s blood.

			The reaction came with more abruptness than Talorcan could have imagined. The smell of the blood overcame the soporific smoke Leukon had mixed. The scent roused the lurking Nemisaur. 

			The first sign of it was a weird undulation of motion about the crest of a rubble pile. Talorcan blinked in amazement as the stones themselves appeared to move. As the motion became more agitated, the chameleon-like effect was lost, the camouflage scales unable to adapt to the rapidly shifting background as the Nemisaur rushed out to seize its prey.

			The thing was gigantic in its proportions, a huge lizard-like brute with a bifurcated tail and a tangle of long, snaky necks writhing from between its shoulders. Each neck was tipped by a snapping, hissing head, long fangs that glistened like steel and dripped a quicksilver venom. Absently Talorcan wondered what Leukon would have done had he known the haunter of Bahgan Tuhl was a hydra.

			The hissing of the monster brought Velthur spinning around. The Stormcast held his lantern before him, casting its light across the charging creature. The last of the chameleon effect was dissipated by the sacred light, revealing a reptilian body clothed in bronze-coloured scales and patches of wiry hair. The beast was not deterred by the light, however, and kept lumbering towards Velthur.

			Velthur did not wait for the Nemisaur to close upon him. ‘For the Flame of Justice!’ his voice boomed as he rushed at the beast. The sword in his hand lashed out, striking one of the serpentine necks and severing it in half. The decapitated head lolled across the ground, snapping feebly at the dirt. Velthur struck again, stabbing his searing blade deep into the skull of a second head. Then the hydra’s coils were around him.

			Talorcan took no satisfaction from seeing Velthur caught in one of the snaky necks, trapped as though wound in chain. The Stormcast struggled in that crushing grip, bringing the edge of his sword slashing again and again upon the reptile’s body.

			‘Tal, we have to hurry!’ Esselt shouted to him. He could see the fright on her face. She was not thinking of her dead father now, but rather of what would happen to Talorcan if he tried to oppose Velthur.

			He was tempted to dismiss Esselt’s fear. Talorcan almost told her the Stormcast was finished. Then he saw another of the hydra’s heads rolling across the ruins. Three of eight and the beast had yet to crack Velthur’s armour. Briefly he had felt pangs of guilt that he would leave the holy warrior in the hydra’s grip without trying to help him. Now he felt a sense of dread that Velthur would kill the beast before they were away from Bahgan Tuhl.

			‘Ride!’ Talorcan ordered Esselt, slapping his hand across the flank of her demigryph. The beast went galloping off. Talorcan started towards his own mount, but hesitated. Looking at the animal he had killed, he stripped away the bags with Leukon’s potions and vials, then removed the stand that still held what the wizard had termed ‘the key’. He lingered only long enough to find the papyrus map, tucking it under his belt as he dashed to his own steed.

			Talorcan looked once more at the battle raging in the ruins before catching up the reins of the pack animal and heading out into the dunes. With reptilian tenacity, the hydra was yet trying to make a meal of Velthur. With indomitable valour, the Stormcast was wearing down his monstrous foe. Another of the thing’s heads was drooping from a half-severed neck.

			Four more heads to go. It was a far from reassuring thought for Talorcan. It meant he and Esselt had little time to put distance between themselves and Bahgan Tuhl.

			Because once Velthur was finished with the Nemisaur, the Lord-Veritant would be looking for them. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			Talorcan kept low against the crest of the dune, crawling on his belly like a sand lizard to keep from being seen. He set the Kharadron glass to his eye and swept it along the horizon. He felt a strange sense of guilt and loss when he spotted the column of riders in the distance. It was Grandmaster Bruel and his witch hunters, men Talorcan had only recently called both brother and comrade. They were making for Gharnox Kar, a train of pack-lizards laden with casks of pitch lumbering along behind the men on their demigryphs. Bruel intended to finish what the brotherhood had started: the cleansing of the corrupted oasis.

			This, however, was not the only purpose that set Bruel hurrying across the desert. Talorcan could see the armoured figures of High Priest Crautreic and his Griffonguard among the cloaked witch hunters. Crautreic appeared to have recovered from the magic Leukon used on him. It was easy enough to guess what had brought him away from Oghim Kor. Talorcan wondered idly if it had been the High Priest’s own deduction or consultation with the augur that had made him join Bruel. Whatever the cause, he had no doubt as to Crautreic’s motivation. The cleric was hunting him and Esselt.

			It was something they had expected. Even before the tragedy at Bahgan Tuhl, Talorcan and Esselt had known Crautreic would quickly be on their trail. What they had not expected was that a confrontation with the High Priest would be so soon in coming.

			As he watched the witch hunters off in the distance, Talorcan wondered how much they knew. How much had the Azyrian Eye revealed to Crautreic? Did the augur know why the fugitives were headed back to Gharnox Kar? It was an eerie thing to consider, for it would mean the augur knew what they decided to do even before the decision was made.

			Talorcan kept low to the ground as he slid back down into the depression between the dunes. He hurried to rejoin Esselt. When he came upon her, she was standing over one of the demigryphs, removing the saddle from its back. The creature’s breath came in ragged gasps, its sides heaving as it struggled to draw enough air into its ravaged system.

			Esselt looked up at Talorcan as he drew near. There was a look of anguish on her features, a pain that went even deeper than the recent loss of her father could occasion. Her face was drawn with a wretchedness born of shame and regret, a hideous self-loathing that Talorcan had never seen there before. He glanced at the fallen demigryph and forced himself not to betray the revulsion the stricken animal evoked. Along its neck, across its back, and down its flanks were patches of ugly boils and lesions. Anywhere tack and harness had touched the creature. Anywhere Esselt had been in contact with it.

			‘We have been too liberal with the potion your father crafted,’ Talorcan lied. ‘Neither of us is versed enough in the art of alchemy to know how much to give the demigryphs. We are fortunate only one of them was unequal to the strain.’

			‘Yes, only my steed,’ Esselt said. Her tone made it clear to Talorcan that she was not deceived by his reassuring effort. ‘Tal, it is no good. I… you know why the animal is sick.’ She shook her head. ‘You need to go. I cannot risk…’

			Almost instinctively, Talorcan reached to take her hand. Esselt drew back, her face pale with horror. He froze, a cold chill sweeping through him when he realised what he had done. He forced a smile he didn’t quite feel onto his face. ‘The risk is my choice.’ He nodded at the fallen demigryph. ‘A man is not a beast. There is an immortal soul to serve as bulwark against the plagues of Nurgle. It is why a man can endure when lesser creatures fall.’ He pointed to the Hammer she wore around her neck. ‘Your spirit and your will are strong, Esselt. You are resisting. You are fighting. We will find a way. By Sigmar, we will find a way.’

			Esselt lowered her eyes and turned her face. She gazed at the gasping demigryph, watching it with intense interest.

			Watching her studying the dying animal made Talorcan’s heart cringe. As a member of the Order of Azyr, he knew the ghastly way Chaos perverted and twisted those contaminated by it, how a good and decent man could degenerate into a complete monster. Never had he seen the insidiousness of the process, watched it gradually take hold of the mind and lead it down profane roads. He looked for horror in Esselt’s expression, or some trace of pity in her eyes as she watched the demigryph. Instead there was only a hideous kind of satisfaction. Little by little, the corruption inside her was twisting her mind.

			‘We will remove the supplies from the pack animal,’ Talorcan declared, forcing an end to the grisly tableau. He moved to the demigryph and began unfastening its harness. ‘It is still hale enough to be ridden. At least as far as Gharnox Kar.’

			Esselt would not be deflected. The bashfulness of a moment before was cast aside. She stood before Talorcan, interrupting his work and compelling him to look into her eyes – eyes that had become a mismatched pair of blemished brown and vibrant blue. ‘It is no good,’ she said again. ‘Crautreic was right. We should never have questioned his wisdom. I should never have let you take such a risk. If I had not, my father would still be alive.’

			‘The value of life is who we share it with, not how many years we count,’ Talorcan stated. ‘Your father was proud of you. He loved you more than I think you understand. When you were in need, he did not hesitate. He left his tower, his books and his position to help you. He knew you were more important than any of it. If Leukon had known it would mean his life, he would not have hesitated to do it all again. I know this, because I know I would.’

			‘I do not want you to,’ Esselt insisted. ‘I do not want you to sacrifice your life for me.’

			Talorcan shook his head. ‘I already made my choice. Even if I wanted to, I could not turn from this path.’ He pointed back to the dune he had climbed. ‘I spotted Bruel and his men riding back for Gharnox Kar. Crautreic was with them. So you see, there is no other choice.’

			Esselt’s eyes strayed from his, looking across at Talorcan’s demigryph and the noxious tome strapped to its makeshift frame. Like her father, he had been consulting the book during their ride, referring to the key Leukon had deciphered to make sense of the text. He doubted if his understanding was even a portion of what the wizard had gleaned, but hoped it would be enough. Enough to make sense of the Rotways and the desperate plan he had formed.

			‘We will reach Gharnox Kar before Bruel and his men,’ Talorcan assured Esselt. ‘Their caravan is cumbersome. It will slow them down.’ He returned to the removal of the pack animal’s load. ‘Besides, we still have some of your father’s potion to keep the demigryphs going.’

			‘Are you not afraid of overtaxing them?’ Esselt asked. It was a genuine question, not a jab at his earlier pretence.

			‘We only need them to last long enough to reach the oasis,’ Talorcan said. ‘After that, one way or another, they will not be any help to us.’

			Talorcan did not tell Esselt the full reason for why Gharnox Kar would either be their last hope or their final doom. It was enough that she knew about Crautreic and Bruel. They were sufficient to impress the urgency of the situation. He saw no reason to make things even more dire by telling her what else he had seen.

			Because there had been something else out across the dunes. Something that would have been lost completely in the shimmering mirages if not for the coloured lenses of the far-glass. Talorcan had sighted a distant gleam on the horizon, a golden mote of motion that was marching through the wastes from the direction of Bahgan Tuhl.

			It would not have made matters any easier for Esselt to know Lord-Veritant Velthur had survived his battle with the hydra. To know that her father’s killer was also on their trail.

			The sentinels Grandmaster Bruel left to watch Gharnox Kar had, understandably enough, posted themselves in the desert overlooking the polluted oasis. No sane man unafflicted by the corruption of Chaos would willingly subject himself to the toxic atmosphere. The witch hunters had withdrawn to establish small camps arrayed in a rough circle around the place. Only nine in number, their role was not to combat or contain any resurgent enemy presence but rather to report such an incidence to the brotherhood.

			Even if he had not helped Bruel to establish the camps and choose the witch hunters who would be posted as sentinels, Talorcan would have found it easy to slip past them. They were simply too few and scattered across too broad an area. Under the circumstances it had been the best that could be done, but acting now from a point of opposition Talorcan had a fuller appreciation of just how lacking the vigil was.

			The fugitives did not wait for cover of night to slip past the guards. They were spaced far enough apart to leave plenty of blind spots through which Talorcan and Esselt could make their dash into the oasis. Whatever danger there was of being detected had to be balanced against the possibility that once Crautreic’s party got close to Gharnox Kar they would send outriders ahead of them. Talorcan thought it would be doubly likely the witch hunters would do so if Crautreic was being guided by divination rather than deduction.

			They left the demigryphs behind, out in the dunes, sharing out the gear the animals had carried. Talorcan took the leather case holding the medicinal vials Leukon had concocted to restrict the spread of Esselt’s disease and mitigate its symptoms. He would have given them to her to carry, but she had displayed an uneasiness about them that he was not certain was simply from a fear of breaking the precious vials. Instead Esselt took up the leprous tome her father had described as the key.

			Warily they made their way into the sickly environs of Gharnox Kar. By design Talorcan chose to follow the same route they had travelled on their earlier, ill-starred expedition to the oasis. He wanted to avoid stumbling into the violent flora that had menaced them before. It was a concern that was soon exposed as foundless. Once they were close to the polluted foliage they could see the dramatic change that had come upon it. Before the growth had been diseased but fecund, vivacious in its loathsomeness. Now, wherever they looked, the plants had become morbid. Waxy leaves were now withered stalks, bloated gourds were naught but shrivelled husks.

			‘Nothing unclean can endure in the light of Sigmar,’ Talorcan stated as he examined a wilting creeper. 

			Esselt gazed across the decaying vegetation. ‘Morteval must have drawn upon the power of Chaos to sustain this place. Perhaps he thought to make it an extension of Nurgle’s plague gardens. It was not enough for him to simply allow the blight to take hold, he had to use his sorcery to mutate the life here even more drastically. Without that infusion of magic, this entire place will crumble.’

			‘Bruel had best hurry or he will find nothing left to put to the torch,’ Talorcan jested, but the effort at humour rang empty even in his ears. It would need far more to contend with the almost tangible atmosphere of despair exuding from the wilted jungle. They had first come here as righteous conquerors, heroes of the brotherhood set upon a holy campaign of judgement and justice. Now they came back as fugitives, slinking past men they would have once hailed as comrades. The place that should have been the scene of their great victory was instead haunted by a damning tragedy. That it also now represented a last, feeble hope was an irony almost too bitter for Talorcan to bear.

			Talorcan tied a wind of cloth about the lower half of his face before proceeding deeper into Gharnox Kar. Esselt copied his action, wrapping the cloth tight across her mouth and nose. A tactic normally employed to protect against the dust stirred up by travel through Droost, they now used it in an attempt to blot out the rancid stink of spoiled vegetation. 

			Talorcan thought the smell was almost a physical thing, lashing out with odiferous tendrils to smother him and force him to turn back. He fought against the stifling reek as he would against the heat of the desert, denying the urgings of his body and forcing himself to press on by will alone.

			‘What if you are wrong about the black pool?’ Esselt asked after a time. Talorcan noted with some dismay that she had pulled down the wind of cloth and appeared oblivious to the stench of the oasis. 

			‘Your father was certain enough,’ Talorcan told her, tapping the pocket where he had placed Leukon’s notes about the key. ‘The book Morteval left behind was explicit. More to the point, with Crautreic already heading here we have no other choice than to keep to our plan. If there is death at the bottom of the pool instead of a Realmgate, it can be no worse than what Crautreic will do should he catch us.’ 

			‘And what of Lord-Veritant Velthur?’ Esselt asked. She saw the look of surprise Talorcan gave her. ‘I know you tried to avoid telling me he is following us, but I am not so naive as to think a Stormcast of his power was slain by the hydra. Velthur will find us. He will make us answer for defiling the sacred spring…’

			‘Velthur has to catch us first,’ Talorcan declared. ‘By the time he can reach Gharnox Kar we will be gone from here.’

			Esselt stared up at a decaying tree, watching as crinkled flakes dropped away from its yellowed fronds. ‘Through the Realmgate and back onto the sorcerer’s trail.’ She shook her head. ‘He might be dead already. All of this around us, it could mean Morteval is dead and that is why the magic he evoked is fading.’ She turned sympathetic eyes on Talorcan. ‘I know how badly you want that. To know Urgant has been avenged.’

			‘I need something more important than that now,’ assured Talorcan. ‘I need to find Morteval alive so that he can be put to the question. I want to know what his spell has done to you and how it can be remedied.’

			A bitter laugh shook Esselt. ‘Morteval is a plague-worshipper. He would consider the very thought of curing one of the diseases he has conjured an affront to his god, the highest form of sacrilege.’

			Talorcan pushed aside a branch that leaned across their path, the rotten wood disintegrating under his touch, drifting to the ground in a cascade of dust. ‘I do not expect Morteval to heal you,’ he said in a pained tone. ‘What I do expect from him is knowledge. He knows the limitations of his spells and poxes. He knows what can resist them, what forces are inimical to their spread.’ He kept looking at the crumbled branch and imagining Esselt succumbing in such a hideous manner. ‘If there is a way to reverse what is happening to you, the sorcerer is the one who will know it because it is the first thing he would seek to destroy.’

			Esselt’s right hand started to reach for Talorcan. Aghast, she drew back, pressing both hands against her breast. There were tears in her eyes. ‘A desperate hope that depends upon finding a monster. Even if we can break Morteval and force him to divulge what he knows, how would you make use of it? My father… he might have…’

			‘There are other wizards,’ Talorcan said, his voice more impassioned than he had intended. He shook his head, as though that would clear the fear that gnawed at him, the terror that had been slowly gnawing at him ever since the sacred spring failed to purge the plague from Esselt. What if Crautreic was right and there was no cure?

			‘We will find someone who will know what to do,’ Talorcan persisted, compelling his voice to a more even keel. ‘An alchemist or scholar with the understanding to use what Morteval tells us. Have faith,’ he said. ‘Sigmar is a just and mighty God-King. If something is beyond his domain, He will show us where to find what we need.’ He nodded at the sorcerer’s tome. ‘The key itself was given to us to use. For all their ransacking of the tower, it remained hidden until I found it. We have been trusted to make use of the Rotways to find the power that will save you.’

			Esselt stepped back, looking at Talorcan with her mismatched eyes. ‘Why?’ she asked. ‘Why should I be so special? I am not worthy of such favour. There are many who have perished or been corrupted by Morteval’s sorcery, why were none of them granted such a chance?’

			‘Maybe because none of them could endure the trials Sigmar knew they must face before they could be redeemed,’ Talorcan declared. ‘You are more unique than you understand. Bold and decisive warrior, dauntless in your persecution of the heretical yet not so consumed by zealotry that you lose sight of what you are protecting. Too many in the brotherhood fall to that vice. They believe all that matters is to punish the guilty. They forget about the innocent they have been charged to protect. Their hearts become so hardened that they become cynical of their fellow man. You have never lost that sense of empathy. Indeed, I would say it makes you fight even harder against the powers of Chaos.

			‘You are more special than you know,’ said Talorcan. ‘Sigmar is a just god and that he would make possible this chance for us is proof that He is not indifferent to our plight.’

			A flush came to Esselt’s face, an embarrassed smile to her mouth. ‘You almost convince me, Tal. But you forget the most important proof of Sigmar’s benevolence. He gave me you. He provided your faith to sustain me when my own was not enough. There is nothing I could have done to deserve your love, or to be worthy of what you have sacrificed for me.’

			‘It is in sacrifice,’ Talorcan told her, ‘that we reveal to the gods what is important to us.’ He stepped forwards and took her hands, making a point of gripping the sickened left one as well as the clean right. ‘In all things, there is nothing more important to me than you. We will find a way, Esselt. By Sigmar, I will keep searching to my last breath.’

			Esselt frowned and nodded her chin at the bag which held Leukon’s potion. ‘Or until we run out of those,’ she whispered darkly. 

			‘May Sigmar cherish you,’ Talorcan replied. He turned away, unable to endure the fear he saw in her eyes.

			Unwilling to let Esselt see the same fear he knew was in his own eyes.

			The environs of the black pool had changed since Talorcan and Esselt last gazed upon it. There was the rapid dissolution of the vegetation all around, the rank stench that overwhelmed even that exuded by the dark mud. Morteval’s tower was a burned-out husk, one feature of Gharnox Kar that the witch hunters had not suffered to remain while they returned to Oghim Kor for supplies.

			The dais itself remained, that scene of the sorcerer’s cruel slaughter of his own disciples. Their bodies had been gathered and thrown onto the pyre of the burning tower, leaving nothing but ashes. Even less was left of the daemons Morteval had summoned from the mortal flesh of his followers. Vanquished by the witch hunters, the fiends had left not so much as a bone behind as evidence of their trespass.

			Talorcan could see the marks where hammer and mattock were employed to efface the profane symbols the plague-worshippers had cut into the surface of the dais. The great slab of stone was pock-marked with holes as a result, making the footing even more treacherous than it had been when coated in the pestiferous scum of the oasis. Such was the defacement that even Talorcan lost his bearings, unable to retrace his steps and find the point he needed to find. The spot where Morteval threw himself into the pool.

			‘Here,’ Esselt called to him. She pointed with her great sword at a spot which looked no different from the rest of the vandalised dais. A grim smile worked itself on her face when she saw the doubt in Talorcan’s eyes. ‘One does not easily forget where Chaos has profaned body and soul. It happened here. This is where the fly bit me. If you believe nothing else, believe that.’

			Talorcan walked over the spot. It felt no different. He turned around, trying to orient himself, trying to relive that hideous moment when Esselt was knocked down by the shattered ward and he challenged the sorcerer. It was a fruitless endeavour. Too much had changed. The jungle and the tower – there was nothing to match what he remembered. Memories that were more vivid in horror than circumstance.

			‘I am sure,’ Esselt insisted. ‘Morteval stood only a few paces from where you stand now.’

			Talorcan looked where Esselt indicated. In his mind he tried to imagine Morteval during their fight. He tried to picture the moment when the sorcerer fled and flung himself out into the black pool. It was a frustrating effort. Almost it would seem to fall in place and then he would find uncertainty creeping back.

			‘We have to be sure,’ Talorcan said. He removed Leukon’s notes and read again the explanation for the Gharnox Kar Rotway. ‘As near as possible, we have to enter the pool where he did.’

			‘I know,’ Esselt replied, repressing a shiver. ‘We have to sink down through the mud to the Realmgate. If we are off, if we dive down to the wrong place…’

			‘Or if we lose control,’ Talorcan cautioned. ‘If we panic and try to get back to the surface, then the mud will take us.’

			Esselt nodded. ‘Death is eager to claim us. We can stay here and wait for Crautreic or we can leap into the mud and see if we drown or end up in a sorcerer’s lair.’ She started towards Talorcan, but her step faltered as she came closer. At last she could come no nearer. ‘No, Tal, there is no mistake,’ she told him, this time unable to keep from shuddering. ‘That is where I was. I cannot explain why I am certain, but I feel it in my bones.’

			But despite her conviction, Talorcan desperately wanted something more. Something tangible for him to accept. Proof that they were in the right place. He could see the appeal in her face, begging him to believe. It was almost ironic that now, at this impasse, it should be his own faith that wavered. He did not have enough faith in what Esselt felt to trust their lives to it. No, he reflected with a grimace, he would readily enough risk his own for so thin a chance. It was Esselt’s life he would not jeopardise recklessly.

			‘Sigmar, show me the way,’ Talorcan whispered, praying the God-King would still the turmoil in his heart. Almost as soon as the prayer was said, he heard a faint sound. The droning of an insect, a slight and commonplace noise anywhere else. But since their return to Gharnox Kar, they had neither seen nor heard even the smallest creature. In such a forbidding atmosphere, the buzz of a bug raged as loud as a dragon’s roar.

			Talorcan turned towards the sound and walked across the dais to find a pile of dead flies. A lone insect flew above the hairy shells, sometimes landing and creeping towards the heap with twitching legs and slobbering proboscis. He watched the repulsive scene for a moment and then kicked the little pile aside with his boot. The sole survivor flew off, buzzing away across the black pool. As he followed it with his eyes, he could see a little line of insect husks lying atop the mud.

			‘Tal, did you find something?’ Esselt asked. She glanced at the flies he had kicked aside and tried to work out their significance. ‘The only sign of life we have seen in the oasis.’

			‘Like everything else here, the flies were changed by Morteval’s sorcery,’ Talorcan said, fitting details into his theory even as he put it into words. ‘Without his magic they are withering just like the vegetation. But unlike the trees, the flies can try to find what they need.’

			‘They are trying to follow after Morteval,’ Esselt stated. ‘Somehow they can sense where he last was.’ She looked across the pool. ‘They even tried to follow him out there.’

			‘Such small vermin could not understand what to do next,’ Talorcan explained. ‘They could sense where Morteval had been but not what to do to find him. So they just kept flying back from the pool to the dais, again and again until their energies were spent.’ He pointed to a great mass of dead flies heaped out on a single patch of mud. ‘We know what to do. We know how to follow him.’

			‘If father was right,’ Esselt said. ‘Let me try, Tal. There is no sense in both of us…’

			Talorcan scowled. ‘We have been over that,’ he told her. ‘Better or worse, our fates are joined now. We will find the Realmgate together. I am of no mind to sit here by myself and wait for Crautreic.’

			A different sort of anxiety drew the colour from Esselt’s visage. ‘Do you think Crautreic knows enough to follow us? The augur could have shown him the secret of the black pool.’

			Talorcan did not like to hear the question. It set his own mind down perilous paths. ‘I do not think even Crautreic would be so fanatical as to plunge down into the mud to chase us.’

			‘But Velthur would,’ Esselt said. ‘He would hound us to Khorne’s murderous halls if our trail led him there.’

			‘If we tarry here, we are certain to be captured,’ Talorcan told her. ‘Velthur or Crautreic, there is little to choose from. It would be best if we were on the other side of the Realmgate when our old comrades get here.’

			Esselt nodded. She removed her cloak and swaddled the tome inside its folds. Talorcan took similar precautions with the papyrus map and the notes Leukon had left. The bag with the wizard’s potions was likewise secured, protected against the mire into which it would soon be plunged. Esselt helped Talorcan tie slivers of stone to whatever they decided was not essential to take with them. It was an eerie sensation to watch the discarded blankets and rations sink beneath the mud knowing that soon they too would take that plunge.

			When they were ready the two companions stood in silence and gazed across the sinister bog. There were no more words to be said. Anything else would only serve to weaken their resolve. 

			‘Stay close to me,’ Talorcan told Esselt. ‘If… if anything should…’

			‘Sigmar cherish you,’ Esselt smiled. She closed her eyes and rushed across the dais, leaping out for the fly-covered patch of mud.

			‘Sigmar cherish us,’ Talorcan prayed as he followed Esselt and jumped out into the mire.

			Down, down into the stagnant depths they plunged. The black mud closed all around them, blotting out the sun. Talorcan could feel it close around him, wrapping him in a crushing embrace. His nose was filled with the quagmire, all sound smothered by the muck that seeped into his ears. He clenched his mouth and eyes tight, resisting the mad urge to open them.

			There was an awful unreality as they sank deeper and still deeper into the pool. The only thing that felt real to Talorcan was Esselt’s hand held tightly in his own. Whenever the suicidal impulse to drive up towards the surface came upon him, the contact with her fingers made him resist. There was only death in trying to go back. Their only chance was to keep going and seek the fragile hope that lured them still deeper.

			Talorcan could not see the Realmgate when they sank low enough to reach it, but he could feel it. He could feel a wave of energy that raced through him, crackling like wildfire as it passed through his flesh. The relief when the pressure of the mud, the ghastly suffocating immersion in the black morass evaporated was rapturous in its extremity. It was like being redeemed alive from the grave.

			They were through the Realmgate. The instant he opened his eyes, Talorcan knew they were no longer in Gharnox Kar or indeed, any land with which he was familiar. The sky had a deep azure hue, the sun shining with a warmth and vibrancy that was utterly foreign to the punishing fury that loomed above Droost. There was a crisp, rich taste to the air, redolent of vitality, glorying in the exuberance of life.

			In the distance, Talorcan could see rolling hills covered in great stands of trees, more trees than he had believed could exist in any land. A vast plain sprawled at the foot of the hills, so covered in greenery that it looked like an ocean of leaves and branches. Standing stark and magnificent among the mighty forest was a colossal oak, its boughs swaying far above the tops of its neighbours. He could see a flock of birds soaring around the great oak and it seemed to him he could hear the merest echoes of their distant keening.

			‘You need fear no longer that Morteval is dead,’ Esselt stated, drawing her hand free from Talorcan’s. ‘You have but to look and see his influence.’

			The words made no sense to Talorcan, his eyes lifted to the wondrous vistas in the distance. It was when he lowered his gaze and contemplated their immediate surroundings that his amazement became revulsion.

			On this side of the portal, the Realmgate took the shape of a moss-covered stone. Immense fungal growths had pierced it from side to side, shattering the integrity of the stone so that it existed as broken pieces suspended in a rough approximation of shape by the white, leprous fungus that had destroyed it. The moss was of motley hues, with patches the blue of an old corpse or the red of a gashed vein. It hung in great sheets, twining about in mats that glowed with a slimy kind of energy. In parts, the moss had been further despoiled by splotches of black mud, illuminating just where the fugitives emerged on this side of the Rotway.

			The land surrounding the Realmgate was equally foul. It was a forest, of sorts, but absolutely unlike the ones Talorcan had marvelled at in the distance. This was a forest of thorns and needles. Such grass as grew from the grey soil was covered in sharp burs. The bushes were immense nests of thin branches and long spiky thorns. The trees were ghastly things with scaly trunks and ugly stickers at the ends of their leaves. There were flowers, of a sort, but even here they were endowed with spurs on their petals and spines on their stalks.

			‘Briarblight,’ Talorcan muttered, giving this place the name Leukon had translated from the map. ‘We are no longer in Chamon. This is the realm of Ghyran.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN 

			Trying to force a path through the thorny growths of Briarblight was an experiment in pain. Nothing Talorcan touched was without some kind of stabby point to slash at his skin. From ankle to neck he felt the sharp jabs of grass and bush. He could almost credit the mutated foliage with a malignant awareness that drove it to persecute him, uncannily working their thorns to any spot on his body unguarded by armour.

			‘Sigmar’s wrath take this damn place!’ Esselt cursed as she brought her sword slashing around to strip half a dozen bushes of their branches. A long stalk festooned with cruel barbs was wound about her forearm, many of its spikes embedded in the fabric of her shirt where it was exposed between gauntlet and vambrace. She glowered darkly at the vegetation before thrusting the point of her great sword into the ground and slowly unwinding the stalk from around her arm. ‘I swear this place knows we do not belong here, Tal.’

			It was a far from cheering thought, especially since it evoked the same idea that had occurred to Talorcan. However long Morteval had been at work corrupting Gharnox Kar, the witch hunter was certain the villain had spent more time practising his dark arts in Briarblight. If there was truly a kind of awareness within the plants perhaps they also had a way to pass what they knew along to the sorcerer. 

			‘Do not let the malignity of this place oppress you,’ Talorcan advised. ‘These are naught but weeds. Whatever foulness has taken them, they are not deliberate in their belligerence.’

			Esselt threw the barbed stalk away and recovered her silver great sword, resting the huge weapon across her shoulder. ‘Perhaps in Chamon, but we are in Ghyran now.’ Her voice grew low, emotion drawing at her words. ‘My father knew something of the other realms. He told me that Ghyran was a place where all living things were endowed with a stronger kind of life than they were in other places. The trees, the flowers, everything that lived had an understanding of the world around it. In Ghyran he said that it was possible to claim the friendship of an oak or earn the enmity of a willow.’

			‘Your father was a wise and noble man,’ Talorcan said. ‘I would not doubt his wisdom, but even if these pestilent growths are aware of us we have no choice. We have to force a path through them. We have to find the sorcerer’s lair. Leukon would have demanded we press on.’ He pushed aside a tangle of thorns, holding it back so that Esselt could pass.

			‘It is not a question of turning back,’ Esselt said. ‘It is a matter of… of accomplishing anything.’ A look of awful hope shone in her eyes when she looked at Talorcan. ‘We are far from the reach of Crautreic now. His Holiness would not risk the black pool even if the Azyrian Eye revealed to him the secret.’ She reached towards him, then let her arm fall to her side, a grimace of pain twisting her face. ‘You can be free here. Forget about Morteval. Forget about me. Leave Briarblight and find some clean place to build a new life.’

			It was hard to crush that awful hope he saw in Esselt’s eyes, but Talorcan knew he had to. ‘There is no new life for me,’ he declared. ‘In Ravendirge they would throw the bones when a child was born and where they fell would indicate the manner of his days. The bones have been cast, Esselt, and I thank Sigmar that they fell as they did. Because we happened. Whatever the road ahead holds, I would not trade it for what we share.

			‘Do not ask me to turn aside,’ Talorcan said. ‘In Ravendirge they also said that the worst doom a man can bring on himself is to try to cheat his destiny. Even if I did run away, whatever days I added would be hollow and filled with shame.’ He scowled at a gnarled root that almost tripped him, revolted by the slimy, waxy sheen that coated it and the sickly, decayed smell that wafted from its oozing sap.

			‘I would spare you a fruitless quest,’ Esselt told him. ‘There is no purpose in trying to fight. We cannot win…’

			Talorcan felt horror rush through him, realisation blazing through his brain. It was Esselt speaking, but at the same time it was something else. The plagues of Nurgle were not simply of the flesh, but of the soul. 

			Talorcan ripped at a mat of vines that dangled across the path, an anger sired by terror pouring strength into his grip. ‘Faith!’ he almost snarled as he pulled the fecund growth down. ‘Faith in Sigmar! Faith that he is greater than any malice Chaos can spawn!’ He loosened his grip and flung the mess of bruised vegetation into the bushes. ‘Give no tongue to despair,’ he implored her. ‘That is the plague making your mind sick. Resist it. For Sigmar’s sake, for my sake, you have to resist it!’

			Esselt’s expression was grave when Talorcan looked back at her. ‘I will, Tal. As long as you are beside me, I will try to fight.’ She stepped around him and brought her knife against the tree that stood beside the path. A few quick cuts and she had carved a mark into its trunk, a guide in case they became lost. ‘But if I lose that fight, promise you will not…’

			‘I make no promise,’ Talorcan declared. He held the Hammer talisman he wore before Esselt’s eyes. ‘We will win. All we need is the faith and perseverance to prevail.’

			Esselt bowed her head. Something like a sigh passed through her. ‘If we go on, I will need some more of father’s potion.’

			Her gaze darted to the bag that held the vials. There was an expression of both revulsion and longing on her face. The plague within her detested the alchemical concoction that restrained its spread. Everything that was still her was addicted to the temporary relief the potion provided. Talorcan had seen it for himself, the way she changed after she drank one of the vials. He had also noted how brief those spells of clarity and determination were becoming after each drink.

			‘Sigmar help us,’ he whispered as he handed Esselt one of the vials. There was enough to feed the despair Esselt felt that Talorcan refused to add to it. 

			She did not need to know how few vials remained.

			Talorcan glared in disgust at the gnarled tree with its spike-ridden branches. It was not simply the diseased mutation that had corrupted the tree that offended him. There was a notch on its trunk, a deep gash Esselt had carved there as a guide mark for them. The marks had always been inflicted on trees to their left. This mark was to their right.

			Since they emerged from the Rotway, the witch hunters had been moving in an ever-widening ring with the Realmgate at the centre. Talorcan reasoned that Morteval would have built his lair close to the gate, just as he had in Chamon. By looking for signs of the sorcerer nearby, he had expected to soon uncover the fiend’s trail. Instead there had been nothing. Not the mark of even the smallest animal on the ground, much less the prints of men. It was a source of increasing frustration to him. He wanted to blame the sorcerer’s caution, because then there would be a chance of Morteval making a mistake and leaving some sign to follow. Now he knew the truth was far darker.

			The trees, the bushes, all of them were moving. Not quickly, not while he was watching them, but the way the mark had shifted was proof enough for Talorcan. He thought about what Esselt said about Ghyran, how the plants had a more animate vitality than in other realms. If so, then the corrupting magic of Morteval had not eliminated that property from the flora of Briarblight.

			Esselt noticed his confusion as he tried to make sense of what had happened. He could have lied and said they had simply been turned around in their search, but they would both know it was not true. They were too experienced as witch hunters to make so disastrously simple a mistake.

			‘The forest seeks to confound us,’ she said. ‘It is as much a slave of Morteval as was Gartnait.’ Esselt looked at the mark on the tree. ‘If we go back to the Realmgate, try to take our bearings again…’

			Talorcan frowned on the suggestion. He thought of how long they had already been in Briarblight. How much time had passed simply going through the Realmgate? How much time had passed back in Chamon? Long enough for Velthur to reach Gharnox Kar? Long enough for Crautreic to confer with him? Would the Lord-Veritant follow them here? The last was a question Talorcan knew he could answer. Velthur would not relent. Not until he avenged the desecration of the sacred spring.

			‘No,’ Talorcan said, not deigning to explain his reasons. ‘We will try to cross Briarblight. When I came out from the Realmgate, I saw a giant oak in the forest beyond this place. Perhaps if we climbed it we could look down on Briarblight and spot the sorcerer’s lair that way.’

			Esselt pointed at the marked tree. ‘If they keep moving on us, how will we find our way to the forest?’

			Talorcan tapped the pouch that held the Kharadron far-glass. ‘I may not know the stars of this realm, but I can still use them as a guide. Whatever malice Morteval has infected the plants with, his power is not going to influence the stars. We will find our way out.’

			Talorcan encouraged Esselt to keep moving, to gain such ground as they could before twilight brought the stars out. No longer looking for tracks he did not expect to find, Talorcan moved with greater rapidity than before. The immediate objective was to get out of Briarblight and away from the Realmgate.

			With his change in approach, it was ironic when Talorcan stumbled on a strip of cloth snagged in a bush. At first he wondered if the dark green hanging from the thorns was simply a clump of moss, but a closer look satisfied him that it was indeed cloth. He started to reach for it, but desisted at the last moment. What was caught in the bush was familiar enough, a strip from Morteval’s robe. The witch hunter hesitated to think what kind of disease might have seeped into the material from its contact with the sorcerer’s body.

			He hesitated for another reason as well. Talorcan found it a bit too convenient that after all the trouble finding a trail away from the Rotway he should now discover so blatant and obvious a sign.

			‘Something is wrong here,’ Talorcan told Esselt. ‘Keep your eyes…’

			The rest of the warning was left unsaid. A wild howling suddenly rang out from all around them, a bestial braying that was hideous in its suggestion of savagery and abandon. The thorny branches of tree and bramble swung aside, drawing back of their own accord to open pathways through their tangled masses. A monstrous throng charged down those pathways. Creatures of human shape and form but grotesquely twisted with the semblance of animals. Furred horrors with cloven hooves for feet and claws for fingers, their faces pulled into bovine snouts and their heads bulging with goat-like horns.

			‘Gors!’ Esselt shouted as she drew the great sword down from her shoulder. She swung her blade into the body of an elk-faced brute that ran for her with a bone-tipped spear in its hands. The vicious blow threw the beastman back, its chest a crimson ruin and its jaw hanging from a single sliver of flesh.

			Talorcan had pistol and sword drawn in time to meet the beastmen that rushed out from the pathways. He put a shot through the porcine face of the first gor that turned towards him, leaving the creature to thrash on the ground. The second of his subhuman foes was a short goggle-eyed creature that tried to brain him with a wooden club. A thrust of his sword made the monster drop its club and clutch at its punctured throat. Talorcan kicked the dying beastman aside so he could confront the creatures behind it.

			‘Get the leader!’ Esselt shouted. Her silvered sword was slick with dark blood. At least five of the brutes lay strewn about her feet and in the brief glance Talorcan could spare when she called to him, he saw a sixth stagger with a stump where its arm had been.

			Talorcan slashed the belly of a snarling beastman and then kicked its body back into the slavering monsters following behind it. He tried to peer past them, to see anything that looked like a leader among that deformed mob. There was something, a hulking brute with the head of a goat and a crest of horns that seemed to curl around its entire skull. Unlike the beastmen the witch hunters were cutting down, the goat-headed monster was wearing at least the rudiments of armour and the axe clenched in its claws was steel, not fashioned from wood and bone.

			Talorcan smashed the butt of his pistol against the forehead of a slavering gor, cracking its skull and sending it crashing into its fellows. He leapt over the tangled bodies, raking his sword across the face of a spear-wielding beastman that rushed to intercept him. It stumbled back, fingers clawing at the red ruin of its eyes.

			The path was clear and Talorcan seized the opportunity. ‘Sigmar’s doom is upon you!’ he cried as he charged for the armoured beastman. The horned chieftain snarled its own crude war cry and met Talorcan’s assault. Silver sword and steel axe met in a clamour of sparks and shrieking metal. 

			Righteous fury poured strength into Talorcan’s arms, but it was far from enough to match the raw, primitive brawn of the beastman. The chieftain hurled him back with a low grunt and a twist of its axe. He stumbled backwards, arms driving at the air as he struggled to keep his balance. The gors he had been fighting surged back to take advantage of his distress but a bark from their armoured leader sent them back. Challenged by Talorcan, the chieftain intended to finish him on its own.

			Talorcan could hear the ferocity of Esselt’s continued struggle with the warherd. Valiant as she was, deadly as her sword had proven, he knew the sheer number of their foes must eventually prevail. Their only chance was to rout the beastmen, and the only real opportunity to plunge them into a panic was to kill their leader.

			The chieftain leered at Talorcan, spittle dripping from its fanged mouth. Its nostrils flared as it drank in the stink of its slain followers, a hungry growl rumbling from its belly. The chieftain brandished its axe overhead, calling the attention of its minions to it. Confident that the witch hunter was no threat to it, the beastman wanted all of its gors to watch it slaughter the man.

			Talorcan knew the chieftain had reason to be confident. He was no match for its strength, his pistol was spent, and the armour it wore meant he would have a hard time dealing a mortal blow even if he did slip past its guard. If he was to prevail, he would have to pit craftiness against the beastman’s brawn. He risked a glance over his shoulder, noting the position of the bush where he had found the scrap of cloth. An idea quickly took shape.

			Braying its wrath, the beastman ran at Talorcan, thinking his backward glance indicated he was about to turn and flee. The mistake changed the chieftain’s confidence into overconfidence. The clumsy rush was easily dodged by the witch hunter, and as the brute passed him, Talorcan gave its furry leg a slash from his sword.

			The chieftain came up a few yards from where it had charged past Talorcan. It dabbed a paw at the cut on its leg and sniffed the blood that stained its fingers. The brute’s scabrous face curled back in a feral howl. Stamping its hoof and wagging its horned head from side to side, it came at Talorcan again. This time he ducked beneath the sweep of the monster’s axe and stabbed upwards to inflict an ugly cut on its forearm. He did not escape unscathed, however, as the chieftain’s hoof cracked against his knee and sent him sprawling.

			Steel came swinging down for Talorcan’s head. Only by the narrowest margin was he able to roll to one side as the chieftain’s axe came chopping down. The force of the blow drove the blade deep into the ground, but it took the beastman only an instant to rip it free. With a great clot of dirt still clinging to the axe, the brute pursued Talorcan, persecuting him with such relentlessness that he was not able to regain his feet.

			Desperation made Talorcan seize upon a reckless tactic. Reversing his grip on his sword, he flung it at the chieftain, casting it like a javelin into the brute’s knee. The crude attack inflicted only a shallow gash in the thick hide, but it was enough to draw a yelp of pain from the beastman and distract it from its enemy for a moment.

			Talorcan seized that moment. He scrambled backwards and rolled back onto his feet. He took a quick glance at his surroundings and a grim smile worked onto his face. ‘Come on, you dung-eating oaf!’ he yelled at the chieftain. ‘I do not have my sword now, so it will almost be an even fight for you!’ He doubted if the words of his taunt had any meaning to the brute, but the tone of them did. It forgot about its injured knee and raised its axe once more. An animalistic howl thundered from the chieftain, ringing out across the thorny woods. It stamped its hooves once, then came charging for Talorcan with murder blazing in its eyes.

			Talorcan let the monster come as near as he dared, trying to judge just how far it could reach with its weapon. He could feel the heat of the beastman’s breath in that instant before he darted aside. The brute swung at him with its axe as he dived away and so near did it come to connecting with his body that the hat was knocked from his head.

			A shocked wail rang out and Talorcan smiled once again. The chieftain had been unable to arrest its momentum. While it swung at him with its axe, it kept moving forwards. It crashed straight into the bush where a scrap of the sorcerer’s robe had been left.

			Talorcan turned to see the chieftain’s body spitted upon the bush. The thorns had elongated into pikes, great sharpened stakes that had pierced the brute’s armoured body in a dozen places and dragged its savage bulk clear off the ground. Some fell enchantment indeed lurked within the flora of Briarblight, black magic that needed only the sorcerer’s command to evoke its malignity. How nearly the same fate could have claimed himself, or even Esselt, was something Talorcan shuddered to contemplate.

			The rest of the warherd drew back and stared at their vanquished chieftain with astonishment. Esselt took the opportunity to disengage from the gors and run over to Talorcan. ‘Now if they will only run,’ she said as she watched the beastmen.

			Talorcan recovered his silver sword from where it lay on the ground. He scowled at the rank blood that coated it. ‘They do not know what to do,’ he said. ‘Right now they are on the edge of either retreat or attack. The least thing could push them one way or the other.’

			‘But we do not know which way,’ Esselt stated. ‘If we try to withdraw it might provoke them to attack.’

			Talorcan nodded while he started to reload his pistol. ‘And if we take the fight back to them they might choose to stand rather than run.’

			Esselt drew a cloth down the length of her great sword, wiping away the blood. ‘Either way we could be fighting them. Better to take the offence while we are able.’

			Before Talorcan could agree to Esselt’s advice, the decision was taken from them. A ghastly cry echoed through Briarblight, a scream that was both the buzz of a fly and the croak of a toad. The sound broke the confusion that gripped the beastmen. In a growling mass, they turned once more towards the witch hunters. This time they did not confront their enemies in ones and twos, but came at them in a solid wall of horns and fangs. Talorcan and Esselt were forced back, driven towards the same stand of bushes that had killed the chieftain.

			At their approach, the bushes erupted into ghastly life. Sharp thorns elongated into vicious spears, stabbing out in every direction. Talorcan found himself transfixed, hemmed in at every corner by the spiky growths. He could feel them pressing against his body, stopping just shy of impaling him on their points. Esselt was caught so tight in the mesh of elongated thorns that her sword was pinned against her chest. She glared defiantly at the surrounding beastmen, almost daring them to take advantage of her imprisonment.

			Strangely enough the beastmen made no move to get any closer to their trapped foes, perhaps out of fear that they might share the same end as their chieftain. But the strange cry, at once insect and amphibian, sounded once more. It struck Talorcan that the noise was much closer now than it had been. The warherd fell back, the gors adopting an almost grovelling posture.

			Out from behind the mass of beastmen a lone figure strode. The green robes he wore had a lighter hue than those which Talorcan had seen at Gharnox Kar, but there was no mistaking the pallid face that gloated from under the folds of its hood. It was a face that was drawn, with the skin pulled taut about the bones. Deep-set eyes glowered from the shadow of a thick brow. The hair that sprouted from the man’s scalp was dull and lustreless, evoking the image of mould on an old piece of fruit. The heavy jaw jutted forwards, the lips curled back in a leering grin. One hand reached out from beneath the green sleeves of the robe to grip the Flyspot talisman that hung from a corroded necklace.

			‘So, you again come calling upon old Morteval?’ the sorcerer chuckled. 

			Morteval snarled something at the gors in a string of grunts and bleats that should never have fallen from a human tongue. Then he returned his attention to the witch hunters.

			‘This is indeed a humbling honour,’ Morteval said with unctuous servility. ‘That I should be deemed of such monumental consequence that the Order of Azyr would send you to chase after me across the Mortal Realms.’ He bowed his head and pressed a hand to his chest. ‘I can assure you that I am unworthy of such distinction. I am naught but a simple servant of the Grandfather, seeking only to bestow his bounty upon my fellow man. To ease the suffering of all lands by revealing the strength within that suffering.’

			‘You are a murderer and a monster,’ Talorcan snarled at the sorcerer. He struggled to raise the pistol he held, to push it through the wad of thorns that bound him.

			‘That,’ Morteval said, his tone at once turned dark and severe, ‘is a question of perspective. Do not think I have forgotten you, witch-taker. One does not forget a maimed hand, even when the Grandfather is gracious enough to mend it.’ The sorcerer drew back the sleeve of his robe and extended his hand towards the witch hunters. The fingers Talorcan had cut off had regrown, after a fashion, restored as a cluster of wormy, boneless digits that undulated with a quivering life of their own.

			‘Your plagues have slaughtered the innocent!’ Esselt shouted, struggling against the thorns that held her. Talorcan was not deceived by her outburst. She was trying to draw the sorcerer’s attention, and his wrath, away from him and onto herself.

			‘Slaughtered?’ Morteval sneered the word. ‘There is no slaughter! It is you, the zealous fanatics of that simpering Sigmar, who are guilty of slaughter! I bring only enlightenment and deliverance. I reveal to all men the bounty that can be theirs if they but accept the gifts of Nurgle. There need be no suffering or hardship, for by the grace of Nurgle in these things mankind can discover a font of strength and vitality! The very sickness that would destroy the unenlightened becomes power to those who accept the mark of the Fly God!’ 

			Morteval paused and peered more closely at Esselt, as if really seeing her for the first time. ‘You know of what I speak. Deny it all you like, but you have felt the strength of Nurgle. It would seem one of the Grandfather’s flies has initiated you into the fold.’ He smiled as he saw the tome hanging from her belt. ‘And you have brought a gift with you. Most considerate as I had to leave in something of a hurry after our last meeting.’

			‘We know about the Rotways,’ Esselt retorted. ‘So does the rest of the brotherhood. They will be here soon. We were simply sent ahead to scout the way.’

			The sorcerer shook his head and laughed, a sound that was taken up with macabre imitation by the beastmen. ‘I very much doubt that,’ he scoffed. ‘If I can sense the gift of Nurgle that grows through your flesh then so too would the intolerant zealots of Sigmar. They would have tossed you on a pyre, my dear, not sent you ahead to scout the way for them.’

			Morteval suddenly swung around, his eyes glaring into Talorcan’s. He saw the raised pistol and could see that it was aimed at him. ‘Before you can shoot, my magic will send a thorn ripping through that woman’s pretty throat. Are you such a fanatic that you would see her die?’

			‘She dies, you die,’ Talorcan snarled. 

			The sorcerer was pensive a moment, then a cruel smile appeared. ‘No, I think not. I think that is why you are here. Why you remain in the company of someone your uncompromising brotherhood should have seen executed. Her life is precious to you. More than mine… or even your own.’ Morteval shifted his gaze towards Esselt. Talorcan heard her gasp in alarm.

			‘Morteval, I will kill you!’ Talorcan’s voice was icy with menace. He could see the long thorn that had extended from one of the bushes. Its point was pressed against Esselt’s throat, just far enough to break the skin and send a line of blood trickling down her neck. She tried to speak, but the effort only made the thorn dig deeper into her flesh.

			‘Drop the pistol,’ Morteval commanded. 

			‘Don’t do it,’ Esselt hissed. ‘Shoot this scum.’

			Morteval gave Esselt a contemptuous glance, then looked back at Talorcan. ‘Do as I say. It would be all too easy to simply kill you both out of hand.’

			‘Then why not do it now?’ Talorcan demanded.

			Morteval grinned, his face taking on an almost skeletal look. ‘I have lost much because of you. It was my intention to relocate to Gharnox Kar, to turn the Khanate of Arlk into my new domain. You see, Briarblight is not so secure as it once was. The sylvaneth have had it under siege for many seasons now, slowly pushing my gardens back, uprooting my creations and supplanting them with the commonalities of their own forests. I needed to withdraw to a less inhospitable place, but your meddling has forced me to amend my plans. For all of that, I am sure you will not begrudge me my revenge.

			‘That is one reason I do not allow you a swift death,’ Morteval continued. ‘The other is simple curiosity. I am intrigued that a witch hunter would be so moved by the conceit of love that he would break faith with all he holds sacred to try and help someone he should destroy.’

			‘I am true to Sigmar,’ Talorcan growled. ‘I am still faithful to him!’

			Morteval laughed at the insistence in Talorcan’s voice. ‘We deny most vehemently what we know to be true. But tell me, what did you think you could do for her? Were you so mad as to think I would cure her for you? That I would break faith with my god as you have yours?’

			‘You know how it could be done,’ Talorcan stated. ‘You know the powers that are in opposition to your own, the forces that drive back the plagues you unleash.’

			A bitter kind of amusement still shone on Morteval’s face. ‘The forces you speak of will not help you. There are powers that defy the blessings of Nurgle. Alarielle, the Green Lady, has defied the Grandfather’s gifts for a long time now. The sylvaneth are her servants, remorseless things of wood and sap, devoid of either compassion or pity.’ The sorcerer’s hand clenched into a fist, and there was a flicker of something in his expression that had not been there before. He fixed his eyes on Talorcan. ‘You will not have heard of the Weeping Widow. She is the one who leads this siege upon Briarblight. Now she is a thing of the sylvaneth, but there are those who claim she was once of mortal flesh. A choice was laid before her – to follow the course of love into what she delusionally believed to be damnation, or to turn her back and abandon what her heart cherished.’ His eyes narrowed as he studied Talorcan. ‘That is one story, of course. Another is that the men who have sought audience with her, to plead for the aid of Alarielle, are never seen again, leaving their widows behind to mourn their passing. Do not seek the powers that oppose me, witch-taker. There is no help for you there.’

			Abruptly the thorns that held Talorcan shifted, their barbs slashing his skin. He cried out in pain, then howled in anguish as he felt the pistol slip from his numbed fingers.

			Morteval turned and cast a weird grey powder onto the ground. The earth began to bubble and churn, sloughing away to expose a shallow pit. ‘There is no help for you here, either,’ he declared. The sorcerer brought his wormy hand up to his mouth. His teeth clamped down on one of the ghastly fingers, ripping open a vein and sending blood spurting. Quickly he held the bleeding digit over the pit his magic had dug. As the corrupt liquid fell into the hole, it changed. Each drop hardened and elongated, thickening into a crimson-hued maggot. Morteval pinched the bleeding finger, coaxing more of his blood into the hole, evoking more of the hideous maggots.

			‘This will be your doom, witch-taker,’ Morteval said. He stepped away from the pit and gestured to the onlooking beastmen. The brutes rushed to the thorn bushes restraining Talorcan and Esselt. Instead of extracting the witch hunters, however, they freed the mangled body of their chieftain. Deftly they stripped the armour and ornaments from the corpse, then lugged it over to the edge of the pit.

			‘A man should know the way he is going to die,’ Morteval stated. ‘It evokes a kind of despair that is most delicious. As delicious to the Grandfather as this is to the worms.’ The sorcerer kicked the beastman’s carcass into the pit. Instantly the maggots were writhing across it, ravenously ripping at its flesh. Talorcan thought of the worms at Vika Skor, but these were even more voracious. In a few heartbeats they had stripped the chieftain down to the bone.

			‘You will not escape Sigmar’s judgement!’ Esselt swore.

			Morteval instead turned towards Esselt. ‘His fate is sealed, my dear, but I am undecided as to what I should do with you. Would you like to live? Would you accept the blessings Nurgle has bestowed on you? You have but to accept the Grandfather and all the weakness inside you will become strength.’

			Esselt spat on the sorcerer. ‘Death cannot come for me swiftly enough if that is my only choice.’

			‘Death is rarely swift,’ Morteval said. ‘For someone as insolent as you, it can be a very long time…’

			‘Morteval! If you are wise you will flee while you can!’ Talorcan shouted. ‘We did not come here alone! There are others following us! If you hurry, you can be gone before they get here!’

			The sorcerer sneered at Talorcan. ‘A noble gesture to the end,’ he said. His wormy hand reached out, the bitten finger stroking Esselt’s cheek. ‘But your lies cannot save her. There is no one coming! I know better than that. You came here alone…’

			Even as the sorcerer gave voice to his mocking words, stark horror crawled across his face. Morteval was no longer looking at Talorcan. His gaze was fixated upon the brambles beyond the trapped witch hunters.

			And the gold-armoured giant that came crashing through them.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			The Lord-Veritant was as magnificent and terrible as when Talorcan had seen him at Baghan Tuhl. No patina from the black pool of Gharnox Kar stained the golden sigmarite armour, the thorns of Briarblight had left no scratches upon the shining plate. A divine light shone from the lantern Velthur bore while ancient runes blazed from the blade of his sword.

			A strange kind of envy burned within Talorcan as he watched the Stormcast force his way through the tangled undergrowth. He could see the warring emotions that battled across Esselt’s face as she gazed upon Velthur. There was the pious awe of a Sigmarite, and the horror of one afflicted by Chaos, who knew that the Stormcast would extend no mercy. And there was hate, the hate of a daughter for her father’s killer. It was impossible for him to know which emotion stirred her to speak, muttering a simple appeal to the God-King. ‘Sigmar preserve us.’

			Talorcan also saw the sheer terror Velthur’s presence provoked in Morteval, a fear the sorcerer had not shown Talorcan even when threatened by his pistol. Morteval would play no mocking games with Velthur, would not threaten and cajole the Stormcast. All the gloating, all the sneering, was over. The sorcerer had only one thought now.

			‘Kill him!’ Morteval snarled at the beastmen. When the brutes hesitated he turned on them, a ball of putrid flame leaping from his palm to engulf one of the creatures and leave it a smoking husk. ‘Kill him or I will kill you!’

			The threat was enough to stir the warherd. Braying and howling, a rancid mob charged towards Velthur. He met them without breaking stride. The glowing sword lashed out, cleaving the leg from one monster, cutting another in half at the waist. The long sigmarite rod to which the lantern was fitted came swinging around, striking a gor in the side of its head and throwing it a dozen feet through the air. Velthur spun the rod around, wielding it like a quarter-staff, cracking skulls and limbs at every turn.

			Each beastman Velthur brought down had Talorcan redoubling his efforts to break free from his prison of thorns. His pistol lay at his feet, but his sword was still clutched tight in his hand. Slipping it beneath one of the thorns, he tried to use it to pry the spike loose from the branch it grew from. He could hear a distressed creaking sound and then the faintest suggestion of splintering wood.

			‘Quickly!’ Esselt shouted at him. ‘They cannot hold him long!’ She strove to twist free of her own prison, but the sorcerer’s trap had snared her even more thoroughly than Talorcan.

			Morteval turned at Esselt’s cry, his eyes glaring at her with outrage. ‘You brought him here!’ he snarled. Talorcan saw the sorcerer raise the more human of his hands, the palm splitting open as infernal power gathered within him.

			‘Yes, waste your magic on the helpless!’ Talorcan jeered at Morteval. His taunt succeeded in drawing Morteval away from Esselt. For an instant it seemed he would unleash his black spell upon the witch hunter.

			Then Morteval’s eyes darted back to the melee raging around the giant Stormcast. Velthur was battering a path through the beastmen, fighting his way clear of the heretic’s minions. Briefly the sorcerer turned, as though he would belatedly take Talorcan’s advice and flee. Then a cold smile crawled onto his face and he looked back at the Lord-Veritant. ‘No. I will not have you dogging my heels from here to the Archfires of Khorm! By the ten thousand poxes of Nurgle, I will see you finished here!’

			The sorcerer folded his hands together and closed his eyes. A slobbering incantation spilled past his lips, an invocation that ended in a still more guttural discharge. Welling up from the depths of his being, Morteval sent a stream of liquefied foulness rippling through the air. Its target was Velthur, but both those bushes and beastmen that were caught in its path were withered in an instant, scorched to their very cores by the concentrated corruption of Morteval’s spell.

			A blinding flare of light erupted from Velthur’s lantern. The stream of corruption evaporated as it met that holy aura, dissipated by the sacred brilliance so that only a few stagnant wisps of smoke remained. Velthur turned his masked visage towards the sorcerer, the eyes behind that mask narrowing with outrage. He did not look aside when a shrieking gor charged him, his gaze remaining fixed on Morteval even as he drove his blade through the beastman’s body.

			Talorcan succeeded in prying the thorn loose, wrenching it free in a spray of splinters. The removal of the first spike left his arm free to attack others. He swung at the thorn pressing against his leg and severed it near the base of the branch. Another swing saw the spike jabbing his hip clattering to the ground. With three thorns removed, Talorcan was able to slip free. He dropped to the earth and quickly recovered his pistol.

			‘Shoot him!’ Esselt yelled the moment the pistol was in Talorcan’s hand.

			An instant of horrible indecision gripped Talorcan. Which him did Esselt mean? His own first instinct was to aim the weapon at Morteval and end the sorcerer’s threat. At the same time the realisation struck him that Morteval was the only thing distracting Velthur from the people he had actually come here looking for. The only chance for escape was to run now.

			‘There is no time,’ Talorcan declared, turning from the fighters and running to Esselt’s aid.

			Morteval sent another blast of pestilential magic streaming towards Velthur, a wave of what looked like phantasmal glowing locusts. The spell fared as poorly as the first, shattering as it encountered the brilliant blaze from the Lord-Veritant’s lamp. The light of Azyr was dispelling his conjurations. Angrily the sorcerer commanded aid from his beastmen. ‘Take the lamp!’ he cried. ‘Get the lamp away from him!’

			The beastmen surged back to the attack, but if they thought they could overwhelm Velthur with their numbers they soon learned better. The Stormcast was no mere mortal foe, but a tireless avenger from the forges of Sigmaron. Blade and pole, he brought down his attackers as fast as they came at him. Morteval sought to exploit the diversion of his gors, but the spells he loosed against Velthur were just as ineffectual as before, incapable of defying the holy light.

			If he had only himself to think of, Talorcan would have returned to the fray to help Velthur. Whatever had happened, the Lord-Veritant was still a holy warrior of Sigmar and it was an abomination to abandon him in the midst of battle. Grim-faced, he choked down on the awful sense of shame that tore at him. He turned from the battle and ran to where Esselt was bound. A few swings of his sword had the imprisoning stakes cut away. Once her hands were free, Esselt snapped the thorn pressing against her throat.

			‘Velthur!’ was the first thing she gasped. ‘He followed us even here!’

			‘And he may keep following us,’ Talorcan said. ‘We have little time! We need to make the most of it.’ He did not give her time to argue, but pushed her ahead of him into the brush with the hilt of his sword. 

			They had to hurry. That was the paramount point that urged Talorcan onwards. There was no question that Velthur would be back on their trail. By then he wanted to put as much ground between them as possible.

			Even as they hastened into the brush, a frantic scream caused Talorcan to look back. Through the tangle of vines and branches, he saw Velthur close upon Morteval. He watched as the Lord-Veritant seized hold of the sorcerer with one hand and pulled him up off the ground. In the next instant, Morteval was hurled back, thrown into the pit of blood-red maggots he had conjured to destroy Talorcan. The heretic’s shrieks as the maggots devoured him were like nothing Talorcan had ever heard. Or ever wanted to hear again.

			‘What was that?’ Esselt demanded.

			‘Velthur has brought judgement upon Morteval,’ Talorcan said, waving her onwards. He glanced back one more time, seeing an enraged warherd converging upon the Lord-Veritant, trying to take revenge for the vanquished sorcerer. There was little chance they would even dent his armour, but at least they would delay Velthur from taking up their trail.

			How long, Talorcan grimly reflected, would depend on how many of them Velthur had to kill.

			As it had at Gharnox Kar, the departure of Morteval inflicted a rapid decay in the mutated vegetation. Esselt noted it while cutting a path through the thorns, warning Talorcan that the branches were becoming more brittle and easier to break. The news was hardly cheering. It would be easier for them to clear a path out of Briarblight, but so too would Velthur have an easier time following them.

			‘All we can do is keep going,’ Talorcan decided. He glanced back the way they had come, but so far there was no gleam of gold pursuing them. He tried to listen for the sound of the Stormcast flanking them through the underbrush, but the buzzing of flies made it impossible. Again, the only living things in evidence were the flies, great swarms of the hairy insects that seemed to be everywhere.

			‘Go where, Tal?’ Esselt asked. ‘The sorcerer is dead. Even if he would have, he cannot help us now.’

			Talorcan looked at his pistol, checking the charge. He scowled at the weapon, disgusted by the turn his thoughts had taken. ‘We cannot just stand here and wait for Velthur,’ he snapped, slamming the pistol back into its holster. ‘We have to get out of Briarblight.’

			‘What then?’ Esselt angrily chopped her sword into one of the branches ahead of her. ‘Do we just keep running through the Rotways, hoping to shake Velthur off our trail?’ She turned and looked at Talorcan, her gaze dropping to the bag which held Leukon’s potion. ‘How much is left? How much longer do I have?’

			‘Long enough,’ Talorcan insisted, his hand closing around the clasp of the bag. ‘We will seek out Morteval’s enemies. This Weeping Widow he spoke of.’

			Esselt shook her head. ‘Morteval said she would not help us,’ she reminded him.

			‘Are you going to trust the words of a heretic now?’ Talorcan asked. His own words sent pain shooting through his chest. When would he cease to trust Esselt? When would the rot of Nurgle be so complete that she herself was naught but a heretic? It was a question he did not want to ponder. ‘Morteval said many things, lies about the benevolence of his filthy god,’ he hurriedly continued, keen to turn his mind from its thoughts. ‘I believe little of what he told us and trust even less.’

			‘But where would we go about looking for the Weeping Widow?’ 

			Talorcan thought about the question for a moment. ‘We will try that giant oak I saw. If I were laying siege to a sorcerer’s forest, I would want the highest point possible to observe my enemy. If the Widow is not there, then perhaps we will find someone who knows where she is.’

			With Talorcan’s urging, they pressed on, cutting a swathe through the decaying brambles of Briarblight. The hours stretched on and there were several moments when the two witch hunters froze, holding their breath as they tried to catch some stray sound from deep in the forest. A branch falling from a tree or some lone beastman trying to find a place to hide, such were the conclusions Talorcan reached. If what they had heard was Velthur, they would soon know it.

			At last Esselt cleared a path down to a tangle of sharp-leaved bushes unlike anything they had seen before. They were pulpy, with fat waxy leaves and little stalks with yellow buds. The most distinct and formidable aspect were the spines. They thrust out from the plants in every direction, great black thorns that were as long and thick as pikes. Clustered in a great line, the cacti created a kind of wall, a fence of spears to fend off intruders.

			‘I think this is the limit of Morteval’s domain,’ Talorcan said as he gazed on the cactus-wall. There were few gaps between the thorns, but what he could see beyond them appeared altogether different to the twisted growth of Briarblight. There was a richness of colour, a lush and healthy green outside that thorny barrier.

			‘If this is the extent of the sorcerer’s land, then let us be quit of it.’ Esselt put action to words. She attacked the cacti with a malicious ferocity Talorcan had never seen before. The great sword sent slivers of blackened spike in every direction, threw pulpy leaves into the air and spattered beads of stinking sap across them both. She chopped and slashed, ripping and tearing into the living barrier. When she was finished, when she was clear of the cacti and standing on the green grass beyond, Esselt thrust the tip of her sword into the ground and sank down next to it.

			‘Give me… one of the vials,’ she told Talorcan as he followed her out of Briarblight. ‘I promised myself… promised I would wait until we were out of there.’

			Talorcan hastened to retrieve a vial from the bag and handed it to her. ‘When you need it, ask for it,’ he admonished her. ‘Do not push yourself…’

			Esselt looked up at him. Her right eye was almost a match for the blemished left one now. ‘There is only so much left,’ she said. ‘We have to conserve it.’

			Talorcan turned away, unwilling to let her see any trace of the fear her words evoked. ‘We will find the Weeping Widow. We will ask her to seek the blessings of Alarielle to drive the plague from you. Alarielle is of the God-King’s pantheon. She will not turn us aside.’

			‘Even if she would help, perhaps it is beyond Alarielle’s power,’ Esselt said, despair in her voice. ‘Even Sigmar’s sacred spring could not wash this corruption from me.’

			Talorcan reached down to help Esselt to her feet. She started to reach for him, then jerked her hand back in disgust. Talorcan froze, stunned by what he had almost done. For a moment, he did not see Esselt when he looked at her, but instead the diseased demigryph she had infected by her touch. The image was too potent to keep all trace of revulsion from his visage. His heart cracked when he saw tears of shame running from Esselt’s eyes. Bitterly she slammed her hand against the ground, grinding her palm into the dirt. 

			Talorcan looked away, anguished by the distress he had brought. A moment of distraction, a moment of forgetfulness and then…

			‘We have to keep trying,’ he told Esselt. ‘Until we try, we do not know.’ From the way she looked at him, he knew how hollow his words must sound. ‘I have faith in Sigmar, and I believe he has guided us here for a purpose. Alarielle will help us. The Goddess of Life will bring you back to me.’

			Esselt rose from the ground, wiping her palm against her leggings. She could not look at Talorcan. When she spoke, it was scarcely a whisper. ‘If my faith was as strong as yours, how noble I could have been.’

			Talorcan found his gaze drawn to the discarded vial. Before the potion had driven back the despair that was a part of Esselt’s affliction. Now it seemed to make no difference. What other aspects of the plague was it no longer holding at bay, he wondered. He prayed to Sigmar that Leukon’s concoction would remain potent at least a little longer. At least until they found the Weeping Widow and sought the aid of Alarielle.

			Moving through the forest outside Briarblight was very different to forcing their way through the sickly thorns. There was a cool, clean quality to the air, a vibrancy of life about their surroundings. Birdsong and the rustle of little animals supplanted the drone of swarming flies. Yet in some respects the forest was even more oppressive in its atmosphere. The feeling of wrongness that had characterised Morteval’s domain gave way to a perpetual sense of being watched. Talorcan felt that they were always under observation, studied by cold and inhuman eyes. Furtive movements caught at the very edge of their awareness had them constantly stopping and looking around. It was like being stalked by some prowling beast, knowing it was out there but unable to explain why.

			Once Talorcan asked Esselt to cut a guide-mark in the trunk of a yew tree. Before she could even make a move towards it, a great groan rippled through the forest. The branches overhead lashed about as though moved by a powerful breeze. The rustle of leaves and the creaking of boughs became almost deafening. After a few minutes, the disturbance abated and the two witch hunters silently agreed that they would carve no marks in this forest. However much they might need them.

			If Talorcan had found the shifting environs of Briarblight disorienting, the experience was nothing compared to what the witch hunters were subjected to now. A trail that seemed to be straight one moment soon devolved into a winding, crooked path – both ahead and behind them. Trees that they were using as landmarks would vanish or even appear in a different direction from where they had first been spotted. Whatever progress they made, it was made at the whim of the forest itself.

			‘What your father told you about the plants of Ghyran,’ Talorcan told Esselt. ‘I believe him now.’

			Esselt looked up at the branches which formed a thick mesh overhead. ‘Even your far-glass would not avail us here, my little dove.’ She shook her head. ‘Maybe this is their way of holding us for Velthur. Keep us wandering around in circles until the Lord-Veritant can catch us.’

			‘If the forest bedevils us, it may play the same tricks upon Velthur,’ Talorcan said. ‘Take courage, Esselt. We may find the Weeping Widow yet.’

			It was strange, but when Talorcan turned around, it seemed to him that there was another path through the trees ahead. He would have sworn that it had not been there only a moment before.

			‘Tal, that path was not there,’ Esselt gasped. It was not his imagination then. The trail had altered.

			‘Yes or no?’ he asked her. ‘It may be that the forest wearies of us wandering around, but whether it is sending us to the Weeping Widow or to Velthur…’

			‘Either way, it will just try to steer us there again,’ Esselt said. ‘We may as well accept the invitation when it is offered.’

			Their decision made, the two witch hunters set off down the new path. Talorcan found it to run far more evenly than the winding courses they had followed before, but the furtive movements and eerie sounds were more pronounced than ever. Whatever had been watching them was less circumspect now. He actually saw the limbs of trees moving in uncanny fashion, watched in disbelief as a tangle of roots went slithering across the trail. He caught sight of a slender tree whose trunk and limbs boasted an uncanny semblance of human shape. While he looked at it, the upper part of its trunk shifted as though turning its neck and stared at him with wooden eyes.

			Talorcan motioned to Esselt, steering her away from the weird, tree-like creature. So intent were they on keeping an eye on the sylvaneth that they did not see a dozen others of its kind ranged across the path ahead of them until they were almost right upon them. The witch hunters hastily backed away, swords gripped in their hands.

			The tree-creatures made no move towards the witch hunters but remained in a silent column across the trail. Each of the sylvaneth was taller than a human, with a body covered in bark and wispy arms that ended in branch-like fingers. Gashes and rents in the knobby heads that topped their trunks gave a rough approximation of a face. Empty hollows served as eyes, a crooked crack acted as a mouth. 

			Talorcan could feel a brooding hostility emanating from the creatures, but at the same time he did not sense any direct menace. He imagined that if the sylvaneth wanted them dead, they could have killed them any time after they left Briarblight. 

			‘Lower your blade,’ he told Esselt as he sheathed his own sword. Talorcan waited for Esselt to obey before he took a step towards the sylvaneth. ‘We have come to speak with the Weeping Widow,’ he announced. His eyes roved across the inhuman column of wooden creatures, trying to find any sign of recognition or understanding.

			‘We wish to speak with the Weeping Widow,’ he repeated. ‘You need have no fear of us. We are servants of Sigmar God-King.’

			The last remark provoked a curious sort of rustling among the sylvaneth. Talorcan could not tell if the sound denoted amusement or anger. Whatever its meaning, the tree-creatures stepped back and cleared a path for the witch hunters. Behind them he could see the base of a gargantuan oak, part of its trunk moulded into a great open doorway. A strange glow emanated from deep within the oak, shining across the threshold of the doorway. One of the sylvaneth extended a branch-like finger and pointed to the oak.

			Talorcan needed no further encouragement. ‘They are going to let us speak with the Weeping Widow,’ he told Esselt, almost in disbelief.

			Esselt nodded, a pained expression on her face. ‘Before… before I go in there…’ She nodded at the bag with Leukon’s potion. ‘I will not have the strength to go in there otherwise,’ she told Talorcan when he hesitated. Greedily she emptied the vial. ‘That light… it hurts,’ she explained.

			Talorcan smiled at the statement, excited by what it could mean for them. ‘The plague tries to hold you back. It knows there is a power here that can defeat it!’ Any fatigue he had felt was forgotten as a wave of excitement seized him. Eagerly he led Esselt past the sylvaneth and towards the great oak.

			A set of steps shaped by the winding roots of the tree led up to the doorway. Talorcan was right to describe the entrance as being moulded, for it had certainly never been carved. The living wood had been shaped by some arcane process, grown into its present contours. As the witch hunters stepped across the threshold they were struck by the display of rings and whorls that shone on the walls of the passage beyond and denoted the incredible age of the tree. The warm light that shone down on them came from clumps of luminescent moss that clung to the roof of the passage and gave off an almost intoxicating scent.

			There was no question of where to go. The entrance flowed from the base of the tree into a great chamber surrounded by the oak’s heartwood. The dark wood of the walls and ceiling acted as a contrast to the raw earth of the floor: black soil lush with nutrients. Only one object stood upon that expanse of soil, the sole furnishing of the chamber. It was a huge throne, a giant seat shaped from an array of different saplings that had their roots buried in the black soil. Talorcan noted ashes and yews, oak and pine among the assortment of saplings that acted to give substance to the throne.

			Seated upon that chair was a woman, or at least something that had more of the woman about it than the wispy sylvaneth outside. The skin was grassy green, the thick tresses of hair like tangles of moss hanging from a cypress, the arms that gripped the edges of the throne long and slender as willow wands. The feminine figure was without adornment or affectation, but any allure it might have evoked was dissipated by a glance at its feet. Here the illusion of womanhood faltered, for the toes were snake-like roots that stabbed down into the soil.

			‘You… you are the Weeping Widow?’ Talorcan asked. The moss-covered head dipped in acknowledgement. ‘We have come here to beseech your aid. My… my companion has been stricken…’

			The Weeping Widow raised one of her slender hands and motioned Talorcan to silence. Her face was feminine beauty carved from unyielding wood, strangely both vivacious and chillingly aloof. When she spoke the lips remained rigid, like those of a mask. ‘I have heard,’ she said, her voice melodious and primal, the sound of the wind rustling through a midnight forest. ‘Your plight is not my concern.’

			‘But if you would intervene with Lady Alarielle,’ Talorcan protested. ‘If you would ask her to help us.’

			‘You have come from Briarblight,’ the Weeping Widow stated. ‘That is why you have been permitted to come here. I would know what you have seen. Tell me what strength the sorcerer still possesses.’ 

			Talorcan shook his head. ‘I will tell you anything you want to know, but you must agree to help Esselt.’

			The Weeping Widow rose from her throne. In an instant the inviting shape of woman faded and she took on an aspect that was more terrible and monstrous than any of the sylvaneth outside. ‘You are an intruder here,’ she said, her voice now like the grinding clamour of a falling oak. ‘You do not dictate terms. Tell me what strength the sorcerer has.’

			‘None,’ Esselt snarled at the towering creature. ‘The sorcerer is dead.’

			The effect Esselt’s words had on the Weeping Widow were more profound than could have been expected. The creature seemed to wilt back onto her throne. The monstrous aspect faded, returning to the green, womanly form. The Widow’s amber eyes glistened when she raised them to regard the witch hunters once more.

			‘Dead,’ she said. The word echoed through the oak. ‘After all this time, Morteval is dead.’ Her wooden face shifted to form a regretful smile as she waved her hand at the humans. ‘I beg of you, tell me how it happened.’

			‘You will do what you can for us?’ Talorcan demanded. 

			‘What can be done, will be done,’ the Weeping Widow told him. She beckoned for him to continue.

			Talorcan explained about the battle that had seen Morteval attack Velthur and the Stormcast’s despatch of the sorcerer. In relating the story, he found it necessary to explain the ordeal that had brought himself and Esselt to Ghyran.

			‘I knew the nature of your plight before you came here,’ the Widow told them. A strange sympathy was in her gaze when she looked at Esselt. ‘I did not understand until now. Tragedy is an old tale that repeats itself through the ages.’ She turned and looked at Talorcan. ‘You will stay with her, even if there is no hope?’

			‘I do not believe there is no hope,’ Talorcan said.

			‘If there is hope, it is not here,’ the Widow said. ‘The light of Alarielle can indeed burn the plague from Esselt, but it would mean her life.’ She glanced down at one of her willowy hands. ‘Magic, even the magic of the kindest gods, demands its price.’ She shook her head. ‘No, do not make that choice. Your love would die, withering until it was only a memory.’ 

			The Widow closed her amber eyes, her spindly fingers entwined before her. ‘I have spared you because your plight echoes a tragedy from long ago. Your love speaks to the past. Two hearts lost to each other by the blight of Chaos.’ Her eyes opened and she pointed at Esselt. ‘One heart stained by the Plague God’s touch.’ Her finger shifted to Talorcan. ‘The other seeking desperately for a way to save her. It has happened before. There was not always a Weeping Widow.’ A murmur swept through her, a creaking groan that shivered through her throne and made even the great oak tremble. ‘There was a time before Morteval was lost to the darkness. I give you that warning.’

			Talorcan clenched his fist in frustration. ‘We have come so far and risked too much. There must be a way!’

			‘Do not seek it here,’ the Weeping Widow told him. ‘The power of Alarielle can suffer nothing that has been touched by the Plaguefather. All that has been tainted must be burned away. It is only because of the love you share that I have spared you this far.’

			Esselt fell to her knees, her face twisted with despair. ‘Then we are doomed.’

			Talorcan drew the map from his belt and slapped it against his palm. Fury twisted his visage. ‘If the Goddess of Life will not help us, then we will seek aid from the Lord of Death. Do this one thing for me, Widow! Tell me where I can find the place called Gravereach.’

			A horrified gasp left Esselt. She looked at Talorcan, her face turning pale. ‘You do not mean that! You cannot mean that! It is heresy…’

			Anger still blazed in Talorcan’s eyes when he rounded on Esselt. ‘It is late to fret about heresy now,’ he snapped. ‘We have both done much that offends the vows we have taken and the oaths we have sworn. We are apostates of the brotherhood, and if I let this corruption destroy you, then it will all have been for nothing!’

			‘But, Tal, to dare to seek Nagash…’ As Esselt invoked the dreaded name, the light within the great oak dimmed, fading as though some great shadow had fallen upon the place.

			‘I will dare anything,’ Talorcan swore. ‘If Alarielle will not help us, then Nagash will. Do you think I have risked so much only to lose you now? Do you think I would have anything but an empty, desolate existence without you?’ He shook his head. ‘No, we will seek the Lord of Death and appeal to his power to lift this curse from you.’

			‘Do not recklessly call on Black Nagash,’ the Widow warned, her voice drawn to an icy hiss. ‘Most men find he will call on them all too soon.’

			‘We will be dead anyway,’ Esselt said, turning back towards the forest throne. ‘The Stormcast who killed Morteval is still looking for us.’

			The Weeping Widow nodded. ‘I know about him. It was necessary to delay him so that I might speak with you and learn of Briarblight. For now he is confounded by the forest, but our tricks cannot hold him forever.’

			‘Then we must try for Gravereach,’ Talorcan insisted. ‘We have to try and escape.’

			‘I should keep you here,’ the Weeping Widow sighed. ‘I should hold you for Velthur and surrender you to Sigmar’s justice. But I will not. I will not because long ago there were two people who suffered as you suffer. Only she did not have the courage to stand by him when the filth of Nurgle consumed his flesh. A decision she still mourns. Go,’ the Widow said, pointing one of her willowy arms towards the entrance. ‘The path will be opened to you. If you still wish to find Gravereach, you will. It may be that all you find is death, but accept that there are far worse fates that can claim a mortal’s soul.’

			The witch hunters left the Weeping Widow’s hall, moving quickly towards the doorway. The sound of a woman crying caused them to turn once. The throne was some distance away and masked in shadow, but it seemed to Talorcan at least that what sat upon it now was nothing more than a woman.

			A woman sobbing over an old tragedy and a forlorn hope.

			Darkness had fallen when Talorcan and Esselt emerged from the bleak forest. How long they had followed the path the Widow had opened for them, neither could say. That they were headed in the right direction became evident when the greenery began to take on a subtly sinister quality. Leaves had a dry and wasted look to them, tree trunks were grey and scoured with decay. There were few birds now, and those that watched them from the leafless branches were of the more repellent sort: shrikes and ravens and vultures. The eerie change that beset the forest became steadily more pronounced until the witch hunters reached the end of the trail and gazed upon their destination.

			Gravereach was a place well named. Sighted above a vast bogland it was a place that reeked of morbidity. The moss-coated bulks of ancient cromlechs loomed over the bogs, their blackened doorways staring out across the fens. Granite megaliths stretched across the expanse, their ancient carvings worn down to mere scratches by the ravages of time and storm. 

			Talorcan’s skin crawled as he led the way through the ancient necropolis. An entire nation might have been buried here, consigned to the earth rather than the doubtful mercies of the Chaos hordes. The ruins he saw looked to be old enough to date from before the Age of Chaos, when the Dark Gods were constrained within their own infernal realm. If he closed his eyes he could almost hear the ghosts of the dead calling to him, trying to draw him into one of the open barrows.

			‘Can anything good come from such a place?’ Esselt wondered as they walked in the shadow of the megaliths. The ground that crunched under their boots was littered with fragments of bone.

			‘When you seek the Lord of the Dead you look for him in places of the dead,’ Talorcan stated. ‘The Realmgate to Shyish is here. The deathly energies of this place create a harmony with the other side of the Rotway.’ He gave her an almost embarrassed smile. ‘At least that is what your father says in his notes.’

			Esselt swept her eyes across their macabre surroundings. ‘How will we know…’ Her words trailed off as she spotted the answer to her question. From amongst the tombs there shone a ghoulish light, a purple radiance that shimmered above the cromlechs. An icy wind wafted away from the light, bearing with it the cloying stink of an open grave.

			‘Leukon said to “look for the breath of Nagash”. That would certainly seem to describe this light,’ Talorcan stated. ‘This must be the Realmgate.’

			Esselt drew him back when he would have moved towards the purple radiance. ‘Tal, I ask you again if there is anything good that can come of this? Sigmar, Alarielle, neither of them could heal me. Why should Nagash?’

			Talorcan shook his head. ‘If for no reason than Sigmar and Alarielle did not help you. Nagash is a proud god, even said to be an arrogant one. It would appeal to his vanity to prevail where other gods have failed.’ He set his hand on Esselt’s arm. ‘Have courage only a little longer.’

			‘It is not for myself…’ Esselt smiled at him. ‘You will only tell me you have already made your choice.’

			‘So I have,’ Talorcan said. ‘And I would not turn back now even if I could. Now let us step into the Breath of Nagash and see where its morbid light will take us.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			There was a chill wind when Talorcan emerged from the Gravereach Rotway, endowed with a cold that was more than merely a quality of nature. It was a sepulchral menace, the frigid touch of death itself reaching out from the tomb. There was no vitality in that spectral breeze, only a moaning echo from which all life had been extinguished.

			He had thought the transition from Chamon to Ghyran had been unsettling and disorienting, but Talorcan discovered that change was nothing beside the ghastly shift from the Realm of Life to the Realm of Death.

			The witch hunters emerged from the Realmgate inside the skeletal jaws of some long-dead behemoth. Fossilised fangs surrounded them, their stony surface pitted and worn by the tireless malice of wind and rain. Even stretching to his utmost Talorcan failed to set his hand against the roof of the mouth, such was the gigantic scale of the ancient beast. When he turned to glance back the way they had come, there was no sign of the Rotway, only a darker blackness where the behemoth’s throat would have been in life, where the shadows seemed to writhe and beckon.

			‘Do you think – is it possible the beast carried a Realmgate inside it even when it was alive?’ Esselt wondered as she set her hand against one of the stone fangs.

			Talorcan considered the size of the skull in which they stood. ‘I would rather not imagine this thing as ever being alive,’ he said. ‘It is so vast even Dracothion would have been just a snack for it.’ He waved Esselt forwards. ‘Come, let us be rid of this place,’ he encouraged, moving towards the front of the skull.

			By accident or design, the behemoth had perished with its jaws wide open. Talorcan was struck by how much they resembled an open gate. The teeth overhead were like the spikes of a portcullis when the witch hunters passed beneath them and he kept watching for the slightest shiver of motion, fighting against a sudden fear that the jaws would clamp down on them and refuse to allow them through.

			A moment later Talorcan could have wished the jaws had barred their way. ‘Mercy of Sigmar,’ he breathed as he took his first proper look at Shyish.

			The place was denoted as the Marrowfields in Leukon’s translation, but even that ugly name did not begin to conjure the ugliness of what Talorcan now gazed upon. It was a boneyard so enormous in scope that his mind rebelled at the vision. Fossil claws and tails protruded from the hard grey earth in every direction until they finally became indistinct outlines within the pale mist that billowed through the valley. He could just see the craggy walls that bound the Marrowfields and the huge skulls that leered half-submerged within their faces. It was a cemetery for giants, for things that made the creature which harboured a Realmgate inside its head look puny by comparison. Talorcan saw the beaked skull of a bird jutting up from the ground, its empty sockets staring up into the dull, ashen sky. He saw the crested vertebrae of a gargantuan lizard stretched along the earth until it diminished into a long tail. There was the husk of a winged insect pressed into the face of the cliff, the shell of a monstrous terrapin protruding from the wall. He stared in fascination at the gilded bones of a multi-headed dragon bigger than anything he believed possible.

			So absorbed was Talorcan in his grim fascination that for a moment he lost account of his own bearings. Esselt darted ahead of him, blocking his way. ‘Look!’ she warned, pointing her hand at the ground before them.

			There was a pit in the earth, an ugly sore in the grey ground. It was not the depth of the hole that had so alarmed Esselt, however, but the fact it was not empty. There was a sludge that bubbled and boiled at the bottom, a bone-hued morass that gave off a spectral chill. On impulse, Talorcan caught up a sliver of fossil lying on the ground. He leaned over the pit and thrust it down into the bubbling material. He cried out as a sensation of intense cold shot up his arm. Quickly withdrawing the fossil, he slapped it against the ground. The object shattered into a hundred fragments, frozen through to its very core by the deadly stuff in the pit.

			‘There are more,’ Esselt warned, pointing to other holes scattered across the valley. 

			Talorcan lifted his gaze to the walls that bordered the gargantuan boneyard. He saw a stream of the bone-coloured sludge dropping down from the heights. An eerie slow-motion mockery of a waterfall. He could not see where the stream went, its terminus lost in the ghostly mists, but he had an uncomfortable sensation that it had no actual source. The flow of sludge simply appeared to begin without cause… or any physical cause, at least. Shyish was the realm of phantoms and spectres, after all.

			‘The Marrowfields,’ Talorcan said. The name referred not to the skeletal behemoths but to the ghastly pits that gaped in their shadows. ‘Perhaps it is not a name, but a warning,’ he mused.

			‘A warning to turn back,’ Esselt said. ‘We do not belong here. We should not have come.’

			‘But we did,’ Talorcan told her. ‘The healing powers of Sigmar and Alarielle have not helped. Now we must turn to Nagash. We must look to the Lord of Death and his powers. If the plague inside you cannot be healed, perhaps it can be killed. Killed without killing you at the same time. Power like that could only be the province of Nagash.’

			Esselt unwound the wrappings about her left hand. She showed Talorcan the puffy, diseased flesh and the gangrenous hue that had crept into the skin. ‘Do you still think there would be enough of me left if the plague was killed? It is a hopeless–’

			‘It is not hopeless!’ Talorcan snapped. ‘There is a way and we will find it.’ He reached into the bag of vials and handed one to Esselt. ‘Take this,’ he ordered, ‘and let me decide what we will do.’

			Resentment shone in Esselt’s eyes. She looked ready to argue the point, but instead took the vial. ‘A bribe so I will agree to this folly?’

			Talorcan clenched his teeth at her acidic barb. ‘I thought maybe I could talk to the woman I love without the despairing filter of Nurgle’s Rot.’ He smiled when he saw Esselt raise her hand, as though she would dash the vial on the ground. ‘You will not do it. Because deep inside you know I am right. You know your father’s potion is the only thing that lifts away the veil.’

			Defeat crawled onto Esselt’s face. For an instant she hesitated and then in one quick motion she had the stopper away from the vial and downed the potion in one swallow. ‘Damn you, Talorcan,’ she hissed.

			‘Nurgle already has,’ Talorcan said. ‘The moment the fly bit you, I was damned.’ He shook his head. ‘Believe me, if there is any kind of redemption for me it will only come from redeeming your soul from this affliction.’

			Esselt rolled her eyes. ‘Just look at this place,’ she said. ‘Do you think this is a place anyone will find redemption?’

			Talorcan kicked a fragment of the shattered fossil into one of the bubbling pits. ‘They say it is always darkest before the dawn. When things are most bleak, that is when miracles unfold.’

			Esselt gave him a sharp look. ‘Are those only words, or do you believe them?’ she asked.

			Talorcan gazed out at the gargantuan skeletons and the creeping fog that swirled away into the distance. ‘I do not know,’ he confessed. ‘All I know is that I still have faith that Sigmar has not brought us here for nothing. There is some purpose… a reason why all of this has come to pass. Perhaps, if we are worthy, there will be a miracle waiting for us.’

			Through the Marrowfields the two witch hunters marched. They followed the winding valley and navigated between the fossilised primordial giants. The bubbling pits of bleached sludge were a consistent feature. Sometimes they were little craters only as wide around as Talorcan’s hand, at other times they formed huge lakes of the lethal ooze.

			It was at the site of these lakes that Talorcan first saw evidence of an intelligent presence. A wooden bridge had been thrown across the expanse, its midsection supported by stone pilings that extended up from the sludge. The bridge appeared in poor repair; the roof that covered its length leaned at an odd angle and was missing dozens of shingles. Yet when Talorcan set his foot on the planks, he found them to be both firm and sound. Nowhere did he see the same patina of decrepitude and neglect as characterised the roof. It would seem that someone had been maintaining the bridge to some degree.

			‘Does it look safe?’ Esselt asked, her eyes fixed on the wide expanse of bone-coloured sludge. A shudder passed through her and Talorcan knew she was remembering what had happened to the fossil.

			‘As safe as anything could be said to be in this place,’ Talorcan answered. He took a few tentative steps out across the planks. ‘At least it is sound enough to hold me. Wait there and I will signal you if it–’

			‘I am not waiting anywhere,’ Esselt informed him. She gestured with her great sword at their eerie surroundings. ‘If you think I am going to stay here alone, you have gone completely mad. Who can say what might be slinking around out there just waiting for us to separate?’ 

			‘We have seen no sign of anything,’ Talorcan reminded her.

			‘I have never heard of a wraith that left tracks,’ Esselt retorted. She gave him a stern look. ‘Either we cross together or we find another way around this lake.’

			Talorcan could see he was not going to win the argument. He was not even sure Esselt was not right. Simply because they had seen nothing did not mean something was not out there. They had both been impressed by the sensation of being watched since setting out across the Marrowfields. It was a feeling that was even more pronounced than in the Weeping Widow’s forest. Only this time it would not be sylvaneth guardians spying on them.

			‘Keep a few paces behind me,’ Talorcan said. ‘If it should happen that a plank breaks under my weight, do not rush in and try to grab me. That cannot end any other way than plunging us both into the mire.’

			‘If you sink,’ Esselt told him, ‘I will not need to fall in. I will jump.’ She scowled at the horrified look Talorcan gave her. ‘You think it would be better to keep wandering around Shyish alone. All while the plague gets worse. You have told me to have hope and faith, Tal. Well, whatever hope and faith I have rests in you. Without you, there is nothing to keep me going.’

			Talorcan had no argument. It was his own words Esselt used against him. He had railed against being left alone without her, it would be callous to deny she felt the same way. ‘May Sigmar cherish you,’ he told her as he turned to lead their way across the bridge.

			Crossing the lake was an unnerving process. The roof overhead creaked and groaned as though threatening to come smashing down upon their heads at any moment. The racket from above was doubly vexing to Talorcan, for it created a disorienting resonance. He could never be entirely certain that the noise came from overhead or underfoot, if it was simply the grumbling of the roof or the protest of the plank he had just stepped onto. The ordeal was enough to make him stop every dozen yards to compose himself for the next few steps.

			‘The way back is just as perilous as the way forward, my little dove,’ Esselt told him, trying to bolster his resolve.

			Talorcan nodded. ‘I should have listened to you before and tried to find a way around,’ he said. ‘But, as you say, it is too late to go back now.’

			After a gruelling eternity, their surroundings all but blotted out by the encroaching fog, the witch hunters finally sighted the far side of the lake. Talorcan had to blink his eyes in disbelief when what he had imagined to be the outlines of more gargantuan bones resolved themselves into wooden frameworks arrayed about the shoreline. Closer he could see that they were derricks of some kind, their long arms stretched out over the edge of the lake. Rusted chains and corroded buckets hung from those arms, suspended above the sludge.

			Nearer to the shore and Talorcan could see ramshackle buildings stretching off into the distance, parallel files of half-timbered structures that flanked a winding road. As the witch hunters kept advancing across the bridge, the decrepit appearance of the houses became evident. The ragged remains of curtains fluttered from gaping windows, doors sagged from splintered frames. Roofs were in even less stable a condition than that of the bridge, beams and rafters exposed by the great swathes of shingle and tile that had collapsed. Here and there an entire wall had crumbled away, only the exposed framework still standing.

			‘Deserted,’ Talorcan assured Esselt. ‘Nobody has lived there for a very long time.’

			As though to prove him a liar, Talorcan suddenly heard the clatter of a bell ringing. It was distant, but there was a crazed energy with which the instrument was being struck. The dolorous notes bled into one another, each toll of the bell devoured by the one that quickly followed after it.

			‘Who?’ Esselt wondered. Her fingers tightened around the grip of her great sword. There were shadows behind the fog now, shapes that came rushing closer. 

			Talorcan did not like the aspect of those shapes. Hunched, grotesque figures that moved with a scurrying, loping gait every bit as crazed and energetic as the mad bell-ringer. Slowly he drew sword and pistol, watching as the things came ever closer. ‘The bridge will be easier to defend than open ground,’ he told Esselt.

			Esselt came forwards. ‘Then it is your turn to stay behind,’ she said. ‘I need more room to ply my blade than you do yours. Should any of them get past me, keep them off my back. Until then, see what they think about bullets.’

			Talorcan hesitated to relinquish his ground. It was not a question of Esselt’s martial prowess but rather how great a toll the plague had taken. Since leaving Briarblight, her condition had shown a notable deterioration. Before he could reach a decision, the matter was taken out of his hands. The first of the runners emerged from out of the fog. It was a lean, hunched creature with a loathsomely twisted appearance; a human form sunk into the foulest excesses of subhuman depravity. Every inch of its monstrous body bespoke an animalistic savagery more abhorrent even than the bestial gors. The scrawny arms ended in lean fingers tipped with long black claws. The face was distorted by an impossibly wide mouth bulging with dagger-like fangs. The beady eyes that stared from the creature’s face were ablaze with rapacious hunger. When it sighted the witch hunters, it threw back its head and uttered an all-too human cry of obscene delight. 

			Flesh-eaters! Ghouls! Talorcan had met their like before, prowling the tombs of Droost. Sometimes bands of the corpse-devourers had even been bold enough to slink into the crypts of Oghim Kor and violate the holy shrines with their uncouth presence. Talorcan took a grim pleasure in aiming his pistol and sending a bullet smashing through the monster’s forehead.

			‘Beware their claws!’ Talorcan cried to Esselt as he hurriedly recharged his weapon. ‘One scratch can mean death!’

			Esselt took a step forwards, kicking her boots against the shore. ‘None of this filth will get that close,’ she promised.

			The cry of the ghoul Talorcan had shot sent the other creatures rushing forwards in an even greater fury. He noted with disgust that several of the monsters broke away to fall on the carcass of their dead comrade, tearing into the body with fangs and claws in a perfect frenzy. There were far more of the fiends, however, that kept on towards the bridge.

			A second shot from Talorcan’s pistol took down another ghoul, spilling it into the onrushing ranks of its fellows. Though only injured by the shot, many from the pack turned on their companion, bearing it to the ground in a vicious attack. Its anguished wails were drowned out by the snarls of its killers. Whatever semblance the flesh-eaters had to men, the sounds that rose from the scene were more akin to wolves fighting over a kill.

			The rest of the pack came charging across the shore, strings of froth flying from their mouths as they rushed to claim their prey. Esselt did not quail before the howling surge. Holding her ground, she let the monsters come, every step bringing them nearer to her blade.

			Blood jetted into the misty air as the great sword lashed out. Esselt’s blow took the arm from the first of her attackers, sending the limb dancing away on a fountain of blood. The stricken ghoul was flung back, crashing into the monsters behind it. One of these, either more nimble or more hungry than the rest, vaulted the tangle of its brethren and threw itself at Esselt. Her blade came sweeping around, cutting it open from hip to rib and hurling its body against one of the derricks. Talorcan sent another bullet crashing into the chest of a ghoul, knocking it to the ground in a tangled heap.

			The brutal despatch of their fellows did nothing to appease the flesh-eaters. While a few squabbled over their dead and dying comrades, the rest came charging onwards towards the bridge. Esselt’s sword crunched down into the shoulder of one ghoul then tore the leg off a second. A third managed to get close enough to rake its claws across her armour before it went stumbling back with a mangled throat.

			‘Fall back!’ Talorcan demanded. He fired his reloaded pistol into the mob that beset Esselt, dropping another of the ghouls. ‘There are too many of them! Fall back!’

			Stubbornly Esselt held to the shore, hacking and chopping the flesh-eaters as they charged towards her. More of the ghouls raked their claws against her armour. Talorcan knew it was only a matter of time before one of them went for her unprotected face.

			‘Back onto the bridge!’ Talorcan cried out, dropping the silver ball he was trying to cram down the barrel of his pistol. The bullet went skittering away into the bone-hued sludge of the lake. A hideous thought struck him. What if Esselt was deliberately exposing herself, thinking that if she fell Talorcan would be better off? That horrifying possibility sent him plunging ahead. ‘By Sigmar, fall back!’ he snarled, catching hold of Esselt’s belt and dragging her away from the shore.

			‘Leave me alone!’ Esselt barked at him, trying to pull free of the grip he held. ‘I can hold them back while you…’

			Talorcan gnashed his teeth at the resigned tone that coloured her words. ‘We are in this together. If one of us falls, we both fall!’ He strained to draw back onto the bridge with one hand while stabbing at the oncoming ghouls with his sword. ‘Do not think I will let you sacrifice yourself!’

			‘Do not give ground to these jackals,’ Esselt snapped at Talorcan. ‘It will only embolden them!’

			‘Bold or not, they will surround you if you do not get back on the bridge,’ Talorcan returned. His slender blade stabbed out, gashing the face of a leaping ghoul and sending the creature spinning away.

			Still hesitant, Esselt let herself be pulled back. She continued sweeping her great sword across the pack, mangling those that strayed too close and forcing the others to keep their distance. It was when the witch hunters were a few feet back on the bridge that a loud thump sounded from above them.

			‘They are on the roof!’ Talorcan cursed. He aimed his pistol up at the ceiling, but he had forgotten the weapon was unloaded. Shingles clattered down from above as the ghoul on the roof drove a grasping claw through the hole. Esselt swung away from the pack ahead of them and thrust her great sword straight up. The flesh-eater wailed in agony as it was impaled on her blade. The dead weight of the monster came crashing down through the rotten roof, pulling Esselt’s blade from her hands.

			The pack uttered a hideous howl of grisly excitement when they saw Esselt’s fearsome sword crash onto the planks. Eagerly the fiends came charging forwards with gaping mouths and grasping claws.

			Talorcan dashed out ahead of Esselt. He met the oncoming surge of ghouls with his own sword. Delicate and refined beside her great sword, his silvered blade took a different toll on the pack. The slashes he delivered sent creatures stumbling back and clutching at open veins and gashed bellies, the speed of his sword intercepting the enemy with firm and unrelenting resistance whenever they tried to gain the initiative.

			‘They are climbing the derricks!’ Esselt cried out. Soon after her warning, Talorcan heard another thump overhead. The ghouls were using the nearest of the derricks to leap down onto the bridge. Unable to circle the witch hunters from the sides, they were trying to come at them from above.

			‘Keep them off us,’ Talorcan shouted. ‘Do not let them surround us!’ He was thankful that Esselt did not admonish him for pulling back. There would be time enough for her to point out his mistake later… if they survived.

			Talorcan caught the flash of metal as Esselt retrieved her sword and cut a ghoul in half as it tried to drop down through a hole in the roof. Another of the monsters made a grab for her but lost its grip when her blade ripped its arm from the socket. The flesh-eater shrieked as it went sliding off into the lake.

			‘Mighty Sigmar, is there no end to them!’ Talorcan could see more of the ghouls rushing out from the fog. The derricks were crawling with flesh-eaters now, so many that one of the structures collapsed under their weight and pitched over into the sludge along with half a dozen of the monsters. More thumps sounded from overhead as the amok ghouls tried to get at their prey.

			A louder than usual crash caused Talorcan to turn his head. Horrified, he saw a ragged hole in the planks. One of the ghouls, heavier than the rest or simply landing upon a weaker section of roof, had gone plunging straight through into the lake. He could feel the bridge shudder under his feet.

			‘How much more can this bridge take before it falls apart!’ he cursed. Another ghoul plunged down through the hole, lighting onto the planks below. Talorcan whipped the edge of his blade across its face, blinding it. The creature stumbled back, plunging into the yawning pit. ‘We cannot fight them here!’ he shouted to Esselt.

			‘They will not stop,’ Esselt cried back. ‘They will chase us across the lake!’

			A chill swept through Talorcan. She was right, of course. The flesh-eaters would harry them all the way across and somewhere along the way, the ghouls were liable to send the whole span crashing into the lake.

			How long that crazed bell-ringing had gone on was something Talorcan could not say, but he noticed at once when it stopped. The sudden absence of that insane sound was almost like a physical shock. Then a sound shattered the silence. He could distinctly hear the blast of a hunting horn. It was some distance away, but as clear and strident in its call as the bell had been.

			The effect of that horn upon the ghouls was remarkable. Their beady eyes went wide with fright. Those farthest away from the witch hunters abruptly broke away, fleeing back into the fog with ungainly leaps and bounds. The ones that remained, however, became even more enraged. They hurled themselves upon the witch hunters in a berserk frenzy, determined to glut their obscene appetite for human flesh.

			Talorcan was forced back by the mob, unable to match their furious assault. The roof of the bridge shook as more and more ghouls leapt onto it from the derricks. Shingles were ripped away as the beasts dropped down to attack their prey. Esselt cut down three of the monsters and still more came to the attack.

			The witch hunters were beset on all sides. It was only a matter of moments before the ghouls should prevail and they would be borne down by simple numbers. Talorcan risked a glance at Esselt. Their eyes locked for a moment, each gazing at the other for what might be the last time.

			Then, at the edge of catastrophe, they heard the strident blast of the horn again. This time it was much closer, sounding as though it were almost at the very shore. Abruptly the ghouls abandoned their attack. One instant their faces were twisted with murderous hunger, in the next they became masks of abject terror. 

			The ghouls broke away from Esselt and Talorcan, fleeing back across the bridge towards the shore. Determined to keep the monsters running, the witch hunters pursued and harassed them to the very end of the bridge where, out of the fog, a group of riders appeared. They spurred their horses to a gallop and charged the fleeing ghouls with lowered lances. A grisly scene followed as the flesh-eaters were ridden down, trampled beneath the hooves of the steeds or spitted on the spears of the riders. Only a handful of the ghouls escaped the carnage, vanishing into the mist as they abandoned their companions to the horsemen.

			Talorcan and Esselt ran onto the shore and watched as the riders recovered from the brief but brutal fight. As the mounted figures turned their horses around and started back towards the bridge, the witch hunters found that their deliverers were not human. At least not anymore.

			Ancient armour shrouded the bare bones of the raw skeletons that sat in the saddles of the slowly advancing steeds. The horses themselves, beneath the black caparisons that clothed them, were fleshless bones as well. They moved with an uncanny gait, as though their hooves were not substantial enough to truly press upon the ground. The empty ­sockets of the skeletal riders stared at Talorcan and Esselt, but the undead knights made no overtly hostile gesture.

			‘What are they waiting for?’ Talorcan wondered. He kept his sword at the ready and from the corner of his eye he could see that Esselt was no less vigilant. 

			‘They are awaiting my pleasure,’ a voice rose from beyond the ranks of the mounted skeletons. The knights moved aside to allow another rider to pass between them. His steed was as fleshless as those of the knights, but it wore barding over its sombre caparison and eerie lights glowed in the pits of its equine skull.

			The rider of the nightmare was far different from the undead he commanded. He was a tall and powerfully built man arrayed in a suit of baroque armour that had been painted a deep red. His white hair was drawn back away from his stern face, tied into a braid that fell across his shoulder. His skin was pale, but the lips were dark and puffy and his eyes were vibrant with an intense expression. He held no lance in his hand, but bore instead a cruelly curved sword with barbed hooks set far back along the upper edge. The blade was spattered with blood and from the horn of his saddle, the severed heads of three ghouls dangled.

			‘Poor sport, I fear,’ the rider announced when he noted Talorcan regarding the heads. ‘But still, it is necessary to cull their numbers when they become too impertinent.’ He smiled, lips pulling back from teeth so white they might have been carved from pearls. ‘Travellers in her ladyship’s domain should receive a more courteous reception than what those mongrels offer.’

			‘We thank you for your timely aid,’ Talorcan said, keeping his sword upraised. 

			‘I am Sir Duclaine,’ the rider stated, shifting his gaze over to Esselt. ‘Seneschal of Countess Thana de Barbetier and, as you have seen, master of the hunt.’ His smile widened and a twinkle of amusement shone in his eye. ‘It is my duty, nay, my pleasure, to welcome you to Wolfsend.’

			‘How did you know we were here?’ Esselt asked.

			The question brought a sardonic laugh from Duclaine, though his morbid entourage did not share in his humour. ‘The flesh-eaters are a dull-witted rabble. They always insist on ringing the dinner bell. We can hear it even at the manor. When we do, we know there is some poor soul in need of rescue.’ He made a dismissive wave of his hand. ‘Usually we are quick enough to render aid.’

			‘Then your lady’s manor is nearby?’ Talorcan said.

			‘Wolfsend is quite close,’ Duclaine stated. ‘The cliffs overlooking the Marrowfields. A formidable position. We held off many a peasant revolt in the old days.’ He straightened up in the saddle and let his gaze shift from Esselt to Talorcan and back again. ‘The Countess would be most eager to have your company.’

			‘I can imagine,’ Esselt told him. ‘Trade the belly of a flesh-eater for that of a blood-drinker.’

			The smile never left Duclaine’s face. ‘We have our own methods,’ he assured her. ‘Whatever the appetite, it does not go unsatisfied in Wolfsend.’ A slight frown pulled at the corners of his mouth. ‘Except one. The Marrowfields are quite isolated and it is seldom that we receive visitors of any quality. Her Ladyship has developed a ravenous hunger, but not for blood as you wrongly suppose. She hungers for conversation, someone new to speak with, something new to hear. At a glance, I would say you are both of some quality, not slack-witted dullards gone astray. I would also say that you have come from very far away.’ He pointed at the Sigmarite talisman Talorcan wore. ‘Few from these regions would be so bold in proclaiming allegiance to the God-King.’

			‘What is it that you want?’ Talorcan asked.

			Duclaine let his hand drop to one of the severed heads. ‘I have done you both a service, now I must request one from you. Ride with me back to Wolfsend. Allow the Countess to entertain you. Let her speak with you. It will do so much to relieve her mind.’ He shook his head. ‘There are worse things than death that await man. Boredom, for instance.’

			Talorcan waved his hand at the skeletal steeds. ‘You will forgive us if we neglect to ride your chargers.’

			Duclaine laughed again. ‘Yes, there is a certain antipathy between the quick and the dead. In that case, I am afraid you must walk. The path is simple enough. You simply follow the road from the village. Wolfsend is on the cliff above.’ He nudged his horse around, facing it in the direction he had described. ‘I will precede you and announce your visit to Her Ladyship. We will keep a watch for you and eagerly anticipate your arrival.’

			There was an undercurrent of threat in Duclaine’s words as he rode off. The silent skeleton knights turned about and followed their commander into the mist.

			‘Vampires,’ Esselt spat as she watched the last of the knights fade from view.

			‘Vampires,’ Talorcan agreed. ‘In Shyish they are the aristocracy of the land, Nagash’s disciples. If anyone here knows a way to beg for his help, it would be a vampire.’

			Esselt continued to stare after the departed riders. ‘There is no negotiating with a vampire. To them a mortal is either food or a plaything. Either way, something to be used for amusement and then discarded.’

			Talorcan nodded. ‘That kind of arrogance will provide us with an advantage over them,’ he said. He walked over to the edge of the bridge and began pulling at a cracked support. After a few moments he had a sharp sliver of wood in his hand. He looked over at Esselt. ‘The most certain way to destroy a vampire.’

			‘If the timber of Shyish is not so foul with deathly energies…’ Esselt cautioned.

			It was a warning that gave Talorcan pause. He looked at the sliver of wood he held, then back at Esselt. ‘There is one way to be certain it will work,’ he said. He opened the bag that held Leukon’s potion and withdrew one of the vials. ‘There is holy water from the River Chael in this mixture. If I anoint the stake, it will be endowed with that sacred property.’

			There was longing in Esselt’s eyes as she looked at the vial. She licked her lips, her breath drawing short. More than anything, she knew what the vial meant for her. Even so, she nodded her head. ‘Do it, Tal,’ she told him. ‘Do what has to be done.’

			Esselt turned away, not watching while Talorcan dripped the potion onto the stake. Every drop made him feel like a cad, as though he were stealing the very life from her. At the same time, he knew they had no choice but to go to Wolfsend. If they did not, Duclaine would ride them down the same way he had the flesh-eaters.

			No, they had no choice but to visit the manor. With a weapon to wield against the vampires, they might even survive their visit. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			The witch hunters followed the decayed road through the dilapidated buildings of the town. Talorcan could feel hungry eyes watching them from darkened windows and shadowy doorways. Faintly heard rustlings, the scrape of claws against shutters, the growl of empty bellies made it clear the flesh-eaters were still about. At the edge of the town a macabre temple stood, its walls built from skulls. A narrow tower rose beside the temple, a covered platform housing the bell that had roused the ghoulish inhabitants of the ghostly town. As they passed the structure, Talorcan could see the misshapen bell-ringer peering down at them, drool dripping from his fanged mouth.

			‘From the fire into the pot,’ Esselt observed as they put the sinister town behind them. If anything, the fog had grown thicker as the road began to ascend from the valley of the Marrowfields. 

			‘We are the fire,’ Talorcan said, patting the stake he had concealed under his tunic. ‘If Duclaine or the Countess grow overbold, they are apt to burn their fingers.’ 

			Talorcan prayed to Sigmar it would not come to that. He would need help if he were to appeal to Nagash for aid. The vampires might be undead, but they were not like the maddened flesh-eaters or the mindless skeletons that rode with Duclaine. They were thinking creatures. If he could make them see reason, convince them it was to their advantage to help Esselt…

			‘By the Hammer!’ Esselt swore. Her oath pulled Talorcan from his thoughts and he gazed towards the sight that had so impressed his companion. The road had been rising steadily, climbing up from the valley. Now he saw that the ascent was blocked by a great wall fashioned from monstrous fossils. A gate gaped at the centre of the wall, built from the reptilian skull of an ancient behemoth. The jaws were open, and rusty chains fitted to the snout kept the fangs from closing. Glazed lanterns hung from the empty eye sockets, a gibbous light glowing behind the murky glass.

			Talorcan felt a shudder pass through him when he stepped closer to the gate. The wall had been raised not to keep invaders out of the valley, but to prevent those already within from leaving the Marrowfields. He glanced back at the ghost town, at the shadowy buildings just visible through the fog. How often had this gate been shut, and for how long? And what had those in the valley done to survive?

			Beyond the fossilised wall they found a crossroads. Any question of which path to follow was answered by the morbid shape that had been left there as a guide. One of Duclaine’s skeletal knights stood in the road, decayed armour hanging off its mouldy bones. At Talorcan’s approach, the thing slowly raised its arm and pointed to the left path. 

			‘How courteous of them,’ Esselt said. She leaned in and stared into the empty sockets of the knight’s skull. ‘No use to ask it any questions of its mistress.’

			‘The dead keep their own counsel,’ Talorcan agreed. He stepped away from the skeleton, a wave of instinctive revulsion crawling across his skin. He drew Esselt back from the undead knight. ‘I trust we will find the Countess more talkative.’

			‘I should think it would be impossible for her to be less,’ Esselt said, still looking at the skeleton.

			The witch hunters followed the left-hand path. It wound its way steadily upwards, passing through a mist-shrouded landscape. Talorcan could see the leafless husks of dead trees through the fog and the sad remains of flowerbeds overgrown with ugly black weeds. The grounds that flanked the road might once have been vibrant with life, a splendid garden perhaps, until the same decay that had destroyed the town below sank into its soil.

			‘Here,’ Talorcan said, reaching into the bag which held Leukon’s potion. ‘Take one of the vials before we reach the manor.’ He smiled at Esselt’s shock that he would turn over one of the precious vials without her asking for one. ‘You should be looking your best when the Countess entertains us,’ he suggested. 

			‘Dinner with a vampire is not my idea of entertaining,’ Esselt quipped. ‘Indeed, that might be the one place looking sick would be a good thing.’ She looked at the vial, rolling it between her palms. After a moment, she emptied the bottle and cast it aside. To Talorcan’s eye, it seemed her complexion became ruddier at once.

			The decayed gardens ended at a massive wall built on the same scale as the one that guarded the Marrowfields and constructed from the same materials. Great slabs of fossilised bone piled one atop the other, ancient bones bound together to form a forbidding barrier. Immense skulls loomed above the ramparts, hideous towers with the rotted hulks of old bolt throwers and mangonels filling their fanged maws. All across the battlements fleshless skeletons were draped, looking like so many puppets with their strings cut away. The corroded remains of armour and weapons clung to the old bones, but about the dead warriors there was not even that wispy echo of life that moved Duclaine’s knights.

			The gates yawned wide as the witch hunters approached. No ghoulish contrivance built from a giant reptile’s skull, these were immense blocks of sandstone adorned with intricate carvings in an angular style Talorcan had never seen before. The scenes depicted were those of a tremendous and wonderful city, but closer examination revealed moments of horror hidden amidst the wonder. Wights rising from their unquiet tombs, undead slaves tilling the fields, great bats flying over the streets. And, in the darkest places, vampires feeding upon their somnolent victims.

			The path within the gates was lined with stones of similar cut. The grounds here were more spartan than those that had composed the garden, but Talorcan could spot the jagged edge of the cliff through the fog. How great a distance lay between the clifftop and the Marrow­fields below was more than he could guess.

			Wolfsend reared before them out of the fog. A hulking, shambling manor built from fossils like those in the valley. These had been complemented with shutters and doors, gables and roofs crafted from a dark and lustrous wood. The mortar that had been used to bind the fossils together was likewise dark, possessed of such a deep crimson that from a distance it appeared almost black. Set upon ledges that projected from the fossilised walls was an array of sculptures, each as stylised as the carvings Talorcan had seen upon the gates.

			Light shone from the windows on the manor’s ground floor and as the witch hunters came nearer, a door swung open. Several figures emerged bearing candles. They formed a double line outside the door, the light they carried creating a corridor in the fog’s gloom.

			‘A subtle nudge to quicken our pace?’ Talorcan wondered.

			‘It does smack of eagerness,’ Esselt replied. Her fingers played across the hilt of her sword. ‘I trust they will not become over-eager. At least not until you’ve had a chance to talk to them.’

			Talorcan gave Esselt a reassuring smile. Together they approached the double-file of candle-bearers. Relief flowed through him when Talorcan saw that the figures were not those of ghoul or skeleton, but were human. Then he noticed how wan and pale the servants were, how listless their gaze and vapid the expression on each of their faces. Human they might be, but their vitality had been sucked from them, drained down to the very dregs. Meeting their gaze was like locking eyes with the dull stare of a cow. The experience sent a shiver through him.

			‘Her Ladyship awaits your pleasure in the dining hall,’ a servant close to the door declared. His voice was as hollow as his gaze, devoid of either inflection or passion.

			Talorcan quickened his step, keen to be away from the withered servants. Part of him had sympathy for their plight, for it was now clear what Duclaine had meant about possessing resources to appease the vampires’ bloodlust. At the same time, he knew he dared not act. He could do nothing to offend the Countess – not if he wanted her help. It was a terrible mixture of shame and guilt that made him hurry into the manor and across the wide hallway beyond the threshold. He could endure those wasted slaves no more. What were their lives to him, what was their suffering, when set against the doom that was swiftly claiming Esselt?

			The hallway was aglow with the light of hundreds of candles. They hung from chandeliers overhead or protruded from the walls in the grip of sconces or blazed from waxen nests atop tall candelabras. Talorcan could smell the evil scent rising from the candles and knew them to be rendered from fat. Their settings were also morbid, for whether chandelier or candelabra, they were fashioned from human bones.

			An open doorway at the far end of the lit hall was flanked by beckoning servants in dark livery. These, Talorcan saw, had more colour about their complexion and the dull lassitude was absent from their eyes. Instead they had a sly craftiness about them and a callousness that matched their sneering expressions. The willing helpmates of the vampires, Talorcan decided, men ready to commit any atrocity so long as their own survival was guaranteed. He paused before entering the dining hall to give each of the servants a withering glare. 

			‘Remember,’ Talorcan hissed, ‘one day the jackal may lose its lion.’ He saw some of the arrogance drop away.

			‘That was petty of you,’ Esselt told him when they were out of earshot of the servants.

			Talorcan conceded her point. ‘Petty, but satisfying.’ 

			The dining hall was lit even more brilliantly than the corridor outside. Great bronze braziers rested in each corner while candle-holders shaped from skeletal arms reached out from each of the walls. The long table that stretched down the chamber’s length was festooned with a small army of assorted candelabras and from the ceiling there hung a bewildering menagerie of chandeliers that glittered with the dazzling variety of jewels dangling from them.

			The table was carved from a dark and luxuriant wood and to Talorcan’s eye there was no hint of seam or join throughout its astounding length. Arranged along the flanks of the table were a hundred and more chairs, each fashioned from the same shiny black wood, their backs carved into the winged semblance of great bats. At each setting, crystal goblets and gilded utensils had been placed alongside silken cloths and alabaster bowls. 

			Close to the entrance Talorcan found the great table to be deserted, but at its far end he observed a bustle of activity. Servants scrambled to attend the lone diner seated at the head of the table. He struggled to make out the details of the occupant of that chair, but a strange haziness befuddled his vision. All he could make out for certain was that someone was there and they sat alone.

			‘I will announce you,’ a low voice intoned from just within the doorway. Talorcan spun around, one hand flying to the grip of his sword, the other pressed to his tunic. Sir Duclaine noted his alarm with wry amusement. ‘Even in this backwater, we observe certain proprieties,’ he grinned and displayed his too-white teeth.

			Talorcan stepped back and watched as Duclaine preceded the witch hunters. Since entering the manor, his senses had been alert and his mind sharp for danger. Yet until the vampire spoke, he would have sworn there was no one standing beside him at the door except for Esselt.

			‘Talorcan of Ravendirge,’ Duclaine called out, his voice somehow at once both low and strident. He glanced back at Esselt and the glint in his eye made Talorcan reach for his sword again. ‘His consort, the Lady Esselt,’ he announced with more than a trace of mockery. Though the diner seated at the far end of the table made no sign, Duclaine bowed after he spoke and motioned to the witch hunters. ‘You will follow me,’ he said.

			Whatever had afflicted Talorcan’s vision dissipated as they approached the end of the table. He saw now that the diner was a young woman, little more than a child. Her skin had an astonishing fairness, soft and milky, almost alabaster in its hue. Her hair was a cascade of crimson tresses, remarkable for both its silken sheen and the contrast with her complexion. Her face was at once delicate and forceful, the visage of a youthful despot far removed from those she held dominion over. She wore a voluminous gown, deep purple with fluffy white sleeves and dark blue ribbing. The necklace she wore was graced with a fantastic profusion of rubies and emeralds.

			‘Her Ladyship, the Countess Thana de Barbetier,’ Duclaine said with a bow towards the seated woman.

			The introduction brought the briefest smile to the Countess’ lips. 

			‘Seldom does Wolfsend find itself called upon to entertain visitors,’ the Countess said, her voice at once both commanding and inviting. ‘It is my deepest hope that you will not find your welcome here to be lacking.’ She waved a pale, slender hand across the table. ‘The kitchens are not so lavish as some would remember them to be nor are my servants of the quality I could desire.’ Again that brief smile curled her lips. ‘Still, I think you will find no better reception for many leagues.’

			Talorcan and Esselt took the invitation of a liveried steward to take seats to the right of the Countess. Duclaine circled the table and adopted the chair immediately to her left. A snap of his fingers had servants scrambling around the settings. Bowls filled with a dun-coloured soup were set before the visitors while a big platter of bread took up position within reach of each diner. The crystal goblets were filled with a rich red wine, its bouquet so strong that Talorcan could catch it from where he sat.

			The servants laid similar dishes before Duclaine and the Countess, but it was not lost on the witch hunters that their goblets were filled with a much darker vintage, one that did not carry the bouquet of that in their own glasses. The Countess took a sip from her cup and delicately dabbed her napkin at the crimson residue that caught at the corner of her mouth. Duclaine was less circumspect, almost draining his in a single gulp and impatiently motioning for a listless servant to refill the glass.

			‘You will forgive me if I speak while you dine,’ the Countess said. ‘It is so seldom that I have the privilege of guests.’ She inclined her head towards Talorcan and dropped her tone, but not so slightly that Duclaine could fail to hear her. ‘I am starved for engaging conversation, so you must forgive my forwardness. There is only so much talk of horses and battles one can hear before it grows tedious.’ Duclaine scowled at the remark, emptied his glass again and snapped his fingers for it to be recharged.

			When he had first sat at the table, Talorcan had wanted to discuss Esselt’s affliction immediately, but now he wondered if discretion might be the better course to take. As he looked into the dark gaze of the Countess, he wondered what horror she would feel if he were to instantly confess the repulsive disease that ravaged Esselt’s flesh. No, if he were to broach the subject at all, he would have to ease into it – hint around the matter, tease out details of the Countess’ history and how she could help him seek out the power of Nagash.

			‘Those curious talismans you wear,’ the Countess gestured at the silver Hammers the witch hunters wore. ‘Those are the symbols of Sigmar, are they not?’ She looked aside at Duclaine. ‘It is seldom that someone is so bold as to wear the God-King’s emblem in such a ­brazen fashion in these lands.’

			‘We are not from these lands,’ Talorcan supplied. ‘We have come from far away.’

			‘But you are Sigmarites, are you not?’ the Countess persisted.

			Esselt nodded. ‘Our faith is in the God-King’s might and in his mercy.’

			The Countess favoured Esselt with a patronising smile. ‘And is your god both mighty and merciful? In this domain it is Lord Nagash who rules. Few are those who dare to put another god before him.’

			‘Our homeland is far from here,’ Talorcan explained. ‘We are from the realm of Chamon and are strangers to Shyish and its customs.’

			‘You have passed through the Realmgates?’ There was a note of wonder in the Countess’ voice. She leaned forwards in her chair, the air of ancient tyrannies dropping away from her as a juvenile curiosity gripped her. ‘You must tell me more about the lands you hail from. Tell me, are there great cities or fabulous palaces? What do the noble ladies wear? Do they host extravagant parties?’

			‘We know little of such things,’ Talorcan apologised. ‘We did not have occasion to visit the courts of Arlk’s nobility.’

			Duclaine sneered from behind his goblet. ‘Peasants,’ he stated, his mouth curling back to expose one of his sharp fangs.

			Esselt stiffened in her chair. ‘Servants of Sigmar,’ she corrected Duclaine, irritated by the vampire’s condescension. ‘Witch hunters,’ she added in a defiant tone. 

			‘We help the temple authorities uncover and destroy those who serve Chaos,’ Talorcan hurriedly elaborated. He leaned towards Esselt and added in a whisper, ‘Be mindful what you say.’

			Far from being shocked, the Countess appeared intrigued by Esselt’s revelation. ‘Witch hunters,’ she said. ‘Yes, I could see where such a vocation would prove most useful. Even here the deluded minions of the Dark Gods can be troublesome.’ Pointedly, she ignored Esselt and turned towards Talorcan. ‘You must tell me more. I am certain there are many brave stories that emerge from such a calling.’

			The discussion strayed into details about the Khanate and the desert of Droost. Talorcan tried to be sensitive when detailing his activities within the brotherhood, concerned that they might disturb the delicate Countess. He felt great relief when she expressed sharp interest in the career of a witch hunter rather than the repugnance he had expected. He explained more and more of the intricacies of their methods, the strategies the Order of Azyr employed against their unnatural foes. Daemons and witches, disfigured mutants and the pestiferous ratkin, he detailed the ways by which such foes could be overcome.

			‘There are times when we are even called upon to confront the undead,’ Talorcan stated. ‘Ghouls, not unlike those in the village below, will steal into the crypts and catacombs under Oghim Kor…’

			‘Are you certain such discussion is suitable over dinner?’ Esselt interrupted.

			‘The Countess is interested in my stories,’ Talorcan said, annoyed.

			The Countess smiled at him. ‘Yes… your accounts are most illuminating.’ She snapped her fingers and waved at the servants to bring on the main course. Plates of what looked to be venison garnished with carrots and celery were set before the diners. Once again, the Countess and Duclaine did not touch their meals, only the goblets.

			‘I am certain there is little enough to tell,’ Esselt said. She gestured at Duclaine. ‘I am certain that your seneschal has far more experience fighting ghouls.’ She turned to the Countess. ‘How exactly does one commune with Nagash? If he is your only god of note, then there must be rituals…’

			‘Do not annoy our hostess with trivialities,’ Talorcan snapped. His irritation continued to grow each time Esselt interrupted him. If she thought he did not know what she was doing, she was badly mistaken. It was a blatant effort to steer the conversation to her own predicament. He felt contempt for her selfishness. The Countess would help her. All Esselt had to do was keep quiet and be patient.

			‘If talk of ghouls is too unappealing,’ Talorcan said, turning back towards the Countess, ‘perhaps you would prefer to hear how I unmasked a coven of necromancers two winters past…’

			Esselt knocked over her wine, spilling it across Talorcan’s plate. ‘How clumsy,’ she apologised, waving away the servants as she tried to clear the mess on her own. She leaned close to him and in a low whisper threw his earlier words back at him. ‘Be careful what you say. Remember who and what she is.’

			Talorcan’s eyes were cold and he made no effort to hide the contempt on his face. ‘Now who is being petty?’ he said. Looking away from Esselt, he returned to the story he had been telling the Countess. He was anxious to tell her everything, to impress her with his valour and courage. When she heard how he had discovered and destroyed the necromancers…

			A discordant note pounded against Talorcan’s senses. At first he tried to ignore it, but the steady drumming against his brain made that impossible. Worse, he could see that he was not alone in being disturbed by the sound. He could see an annoyed frown turning the face of the Countess.

			‘Is that the bell from the town?’ Esselt asked. ‘Could someone else be at the mercy of those ghouls?’

			The Countess shifted her gaze away from Talorcan and looked at Esselt. ‘The flesh-eaters may have found some intruder,’ she conceded with a tone of ill grace, her face like that of a pouting child. ‘Not something that need concern us here.’ She looked towards Talorcan again. The frown deepened as the ringing persisted. ‘Still, it is an annoyance. Duclaine, rally your knights and see to it.’

			Duclaine gave the Countess an anxious look and then glanced across at her guests. ‘Perhaps it would be best if I remained,’ he suggested.

			‘If you hurry, you might be able to save whoever is down there,’ Esselt protested.

			Duclaine turned a glowering look on Esselt. ‘The flesh-eaters have missed one meal today. Another intervention would antagonise them needlessly.’

			‘See to it,’ the Countess repeated. ‘If the ghouls show impertinence then I will trust you have not forgotten how to cow peasant rabble.’ She made a dismissive wave of her hand.

			Duclaine rose from his chair and prowled around the table, his eyes shifting from Talorcan to Esselt. ‘I obey,’ he snapped. ‘But do not presume too greatly on my loyalty.’ He bared his teeth in a feral grin as he stalked from the dining hall.

			‘Duclaine has been with me a very long time,’ the Countess apologised. ‘There are times when he forgets his rank.’ She smiled at Talorcan. ‘Perhaps you know a way to make him remember his place?’

			Talorcan could not explain it, but the smile he had found so captivating only a moment before was now repulsive to him. He leaned back in his chair. ‘There are… methods,’ he said with ambiguity. ‘But there are some matters I would discuss with you first.’ He looked over at Esselt and took her hand. ‘What has brought us so far…’

			The Countess took a not-so-delicate drink from her glass. Her eyes blazed for an instant with aggravation. ‘Your lover is ill,’ she stated in a voice as cold as the grave. ‘The blight of Nurgle is in her veins. A strange companion for a man of your vocation, Talorcan.’ The Countess gave Talorcan one of her toothy smiles. ‘It is surprising you have not already thrown her on the pyre and sought to better your status.’

			Talorcan urged Esselt to ignore the haughty scorn of the Countess. He fixed the vampiress with a beseeching gaze. ‘If you know what is wrong then perhaps you also know why we have come here.’

			‘Oh, I know quite well what is wrong,’ the Countess stated. ‘I lost many of my peasants to the plagues of Nurgle. The rot made their blood sour and their flesh rank.’ A brief, cruel laugh passed over her lips. ‘The taint did not quite ruin the bones, however. Those at least could still be called upon.’

			‘Your Ladyship,’ Esselt said, forcing the courtesy from her tongue with effort. ‘We have come here to appeal to Lord Nagash, to seek his power.’

			Talorcan nodded. ‘Nagash is the God of Death. If there is any power that could kill the plague and leave Esselt unharmed…’

			The laugh that rose from the Countess cut at Talorcan like a whip. ‘You seek mercy from Nagash? Is that the madness that has spurred you to such idiocy? Nagash bestows nothing without cause! Tell me, Talorcan of Ravendirge, what do you and this sickly woman have to offer Lord Nagash? What is it that makes you presume you are worthy of his attention?’

			‘In Sigmar’s name, I have fought against the horrors of Chaos,’ Talorcan said. ‘If Nagash will help us, then I will take up the fight for him.’

			The Countess rose from her chair. As she did the servants backed away, retreating towards the door behind them. ‘You come here and think to beg a boon from Lord Nagash? Perhaps the God-King is so free with his blessings, but with the Lord of Undeath there is a price. Always a price.’ Her eyes bore down into Talorcan’s, compelling him to look at her. ‘Are you so certain you are willing to pay that price? Would you like to see the kind of life Nagash bestows on his servants?’

			The servants at the back of the hall hurried through the door to the kitchens. In only a heartbeat, the witch hunters were left alone with the Countess. She grinned at them, exposing teeth as long and white as those of Duclaine. Her eyes roved from Talorcan to Esselt. ‘A sick woman and a love-struck fool. Even so, I regret that we had so little time.’

			Talorcan’s hand reached to his tunic. He tried to grab for the stake he had prepared, but he found it impossible to close his fingers around the wooden shaft. 

			Cruel laughter rose from the vampiress. ‘Such a strange gift to bring to your hostess,’ she sneered. ‘I think it had best stay where it is, do you not?’ Her smile widened, displaying the sharp canines. She darted a quick look at Esselt and her face contorted with mockery. 

			‘Would you help him?’ the Countess scoffed. ‘Look at you! I doubt you could even lift that giant sword you carried in here, much less raise it against me.’ The vampiress turned back towards Talorcan. ‘Watch and wait, little one. Your blood may be sour with Nurgle’s filth but Duclaine wishes to sample it.’

			Talorcan was unable to move as the Countess came towards him. He knew now the awful paralysis that grips the dove while the snake slithers towards it. He was like a spectator in his own body, desperate to act but incapable of action. The vampiress reached for him, her pale cold fingers brushing across his neck.

			Talorcan felt a savage tug against his side. He was drawn away from the vampiress, his frozen body crashing to the floor as he slipped from his chair. He could see Esselt standing over him, the great sword clenched in her hands.

			‘Keep your filthy claws off him!’ Esselt snarled. She lunged for the vampiress, bringing her giant sword slashing down in a cleaving stroke.

			The Countess caught the descending blade in her outstretched hand, holding it in an iron grip that bespoke the awful strength within her undead being. Steam billowed from where the silver edge cut into her palm, but the vampiress kept the blow from visiting further harm upon her. The child-like face descended into a mask of animalistic fury. With the back of her other hand, the Countess swatted Esselt away and sent her crashing onto the table.

			‘Esselt!’ Talorcan shouted. He leapt off the floor and charged at the vampiress, trying to put himself between the Countess and the sprawled Esselt. His silver sword darted for the monster’s body, but in a display of inhuman speed, she danced behind the blade and came at him from behind. Before he could react, the Countess locked her arm around his neck. Her incredible strength forced him to lean back, dragging him down towards her fanged mouth.

			‘I have to save that sickly peasant for Duclaine,’ the vampiress hissed. ‘But you… you belong to me.’ Her head tilted back, the fangs elongating into viper-like teeth as she made ready to feed.

			‘He belongs to me,’ Esselt shouted at the vampiress. The Countess swung her head around, and as she did, Esselt kicked her from atop the table, her boot smashing full into the fiend’s face. The vampiress staggered back, losing her grip upon Talorcan as she clutched at her nose.

			Talorcan whipped his sword at the reeling vampiress. ‘The only thing injured right now is your vanity. This will be more permanent.’ He thrust at the Countess, stabbing the silvered weapon into her arm. Steam rose from the wound as the undead ripped the sword free and sent it clattering across the floor.

			‘You will both die slowly for this insult,’ the Countess growled, one hand still pawing at her face to assure herself that Esselt’s kick had not disfigured her. ‘You will learn just how long it can take a mortal to die.’

			‘Only… only if… you win,’ Esselt stammered. She dropped down from the table, but almost lost her footing. The great sword dragged heavily against the floor.

			Talorcan drew back from the vampiress and moved towards Esselt, trying to put himself between her and the Countess. He could see the feverish sweat that glistened about her face. It was more than the ordeal of combat. It was the plague asserting itself, rising to devour her.

			The doors at the end of the hall opened and a body of armed men burst into the room. The Countess turned towards her liveried servants, then looked at Talorcan and the fading Esselt. Utter contempt shone in her eyes. ‘Leave us,’ she snapped at her slaves. She stared at Talorcan, compelling him to meet her gaze. The moment their eyes met, a wither­ing laugh rose from the vampiress. ‘There is no threat to me here. My dinner simply decided to be disagreeable for a moment.’

			The servants withdrew, closing the doors behind them. The Countess fastened her hungry gaze upon Talorcan. ‘That sword is too heavy for you,’ she told him. ‘You should let it fall to the floor. The pendant you wear is vexing. You should get rid of that too.’

			In horror, Talorcan found himself doing as the vampiress commanded. His sword dropped onto the floor, a moment later the Hammer of Sigmar was likewise cast off. Against his will, he stumbled towards the beckoning Countess.

			‘I told you to leave him… alone!’ Esselt’s cry echoed through the hall. Talorcan managed to turn his head just enough to see her stagger towards the vampiress. Her step was unsteady, but there was determination on her face. He noticed with some confusion that her hands were wrapped about the bag that held Leukon’s potion. 

			Esselt opened the bag and flung its contents full into the face of the vampiress. A dozen vials of Leukon’s potion were sent crashing towards the Countess. Several shattered against the floor. Others struck their intended target.

			The Countess shrieked. Smoke steamed from her burning skin as the vials hit her and their contents splashed across her undead flesh. The holy water from the River Chael scorched her with the violence of acid, bubbling and searing as it ravaged her profane body.

			The mixture that Leukon had prepared was too diluted to take full effect; combatting the undead was merely a residual property of the wizard’s potion and it brought more pain than harm to the Countess. In a moment she would have rallied and hurled herself upon Esselt to avenge the insult that had been visited upon her.

			It was a moment that was never to come for the Countess. In her agony she lost focus upon the domination that captivated Talorcan’s mind. His fingers tightened around the stake. He ripped it free from beneath his tunic and leapt at the snarling vampiress. His weight bore her down, smashing her to the floor. All the pretence of culture and nobility was absent now. The Countess snapped at him with her fangs and clawed at him with her cold fingers.

			If the vampiress had retained some measure of control, if the pain of her burns had not thrown her into a paroxysm of animalistic savagery, she might have thrown off Talorcan. She might have called for help and brought her slaves – living and undead – to her aid. Instead, like a trapped wolf, she lashed out at her enemy.

			‘For Sigmar! For Esselt!’ Talorcan cried out as he brought the stake stabbing down into the Countess’ chest. The vampiress struggled to throw him off, panic showing through the fury in her eyes. He pushed down on the stake and felt it crunching through ribs to skewer the heart within.

			Talorcan felt a dreadful weariness as he stepped away from the vanquished vampiress. Smoke wafted upwards from the wound in her chest. Already her pale skin was darkening and taking on a necrotic texture. Her silky hair became coarse and grey, falling away from the scalp in wispy tangles that skittered across the floor like loose cobwebs. For an instant, hateful malice shone in her eyes, but even that faded away as the long-defied dominion of Death settled across them.

			Talorcan turned from the destroyed vampiress. His eyes turned to another body lying upon the floor. ‘Esselt!’ he cried. Fatigue was forgotten as he threw himself towards her. He could see the open bag lying beside her, and the magnitude of what she had sacrificed to free him from the Countess’ domination made him sick with agony. He could see the last of Leukon’s potion trickling down into the cracks in the floor.

			‘It is all right now,’ Esselt told him. She reached up and tried to touch his cheek, but jerked her hand away before she could feel his skin under her fingers. ‘This is how it had to be. You did your best, Tal, more than any man could, but there simply was not anything…’ She slipped back, her head drooping to the floor. Talorcan caught her hand before it could also drop away, uncaring that he might become infected.

			‘By all the gods!’ Talorcan cursed. ‘We have come so far! There has to be a way! There has to be something!’

			Esselt smiled at him and tried to shake her head. ‘I have nothing left,’ she said. ‘You have to let go.’ She tried to pull her hand free, guilt and shame edging into her voice. ‘You have to let me go.’

			Talorcan let her hand fall and looked away, turning his face towards the chandeliers overhead and the wealth of jewels that adorned them. A king’s ransom within his reach, but it could not buy him the only thing he wanted. He glared at the swiftly crumbling husk of the Countess. His last chance to save Esselt had been stolen from him. What could the purpose be, what could Sigmar’s reason be to send them so far only to crush their last hope before their very eyes?

			Talorcan scowled at the morbid adornments of the room. He saw the drawn faces of the servants peeking into the room from the doorway. Even the death of their monstrous mistress had failed to put any vitality back into them or lessen the dullness of their gaze. 

			‘Can you walk, or must I carry you?’ Talorcan asked Esselt.

			‘No more,’ Esselt told him. ‘There is nothing else we can do.’

			Talorcan shook his head, emotion blurring his vision. ‘I will not let you die here. I will not know you drew your last breath in such a place!’ He took Esselt’s arm and drew her up from the floor. ‘Please, at least let me do that much. We will go back to the Realmgate and return to Ghyran. Let me do that much for you. Let that much peace ease my heart.’

			Esselt dipped her head in a slight nod. ‘I will try, Tal,’ she said. ‘I will try to make it that far.’ She gestured at the great sword leaning against the side of the table. ‘It is a good sword and we will need it,’ she told him.

			‘You are in no condition to fight,’ he admonished her.

			There was a grim look in Esselt’s eyes. ‘We will have to fight,’ she said. She pointed at the Countess. ‘Her seneschal has gone where we must go. Duclaine will not let us escape.’ 

			Talorcan knew Esselt was right. They would have to fight their way through Duclaine and his knights if not the flesh-eaters as well. There was no other course open to them. Not if he would take her to the Realmgate in such time as she still had.

			‘Sigmar,’ Talorcan prayed. ‘Lend us your strength!’

			There was no answer to Talorcan’s prayer. Only the continued tolling of the distant bell. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			The bell below was still ringing when Talorcan helped Esselt through the sinister fossil gate and down the inclined road. The fog still clung to the Marrowfields and the decrepit town was only a collection of shadows beyond the veil.

			The weight of both Esselt and her great sword taxed Talorcan’s strength. He would have set the weapon down, but any time he tried she would protest. Despite every argument he could muster, she was determined to help him when they encountered Duclaine’s skeletal knights. Privately he doubted she would have the strength to stand on her own, much less swing a sword, but such a frank admission of her state was more than he was willing to put into words. He knew the valour in Esselt, the warrior spirit that had seen her through so many battles. He would not tell her she had no place in the fight ahead of them.

			A fit of coughing wracked Esselt’s body. A greasy spume fell from her mouth. She was dying, withering away in his arms and he was helpless to stop it. Bitterly he recalled the mocking words Morteval had thrown at him. The lies and madness of Chaos to believe such an affliction could bring any kind of strength. There was no salvation to be had in Nurgle’s pestiferous grip, only a prolonged suffering.

			Seeing Esselt’s agonies, Talorcan questioned his folly in not simply letting it all end at Oghim Kor. There at least they would have died somewhere clean, away from the horrors of the undead and the haunted gloom of Shyish. Now the only echo of hope he had left was to bring Esselt away from this place, to let her die in a place of light and warmth, a place where perhaps she would know some moment of peace before the end.

			The coughing grew worse and Talorcan could feel her body shuddering against his own. If only Esselt had kept even one of the vials! Just one and he was certain she would have the strength to go on. It was almost as though the plague was aware that the curative was all gone, that it was free to ravage and raven. Without the potion, the infernal disease was making up for lost time, flooding through her like waters held behind a burst dam. 

			Talorcan’s hand slipped to the pistol on his belt. He gazed down at Esselt’s anguished features. Was it helping her, he wondered, to force her to go on? What was this selfish pride that made him persist? ‘Sigmar, take her into Your keeping,’ he prayed. If only he could be sure, if only he could know her spirit would not wander the Marrowfields…

			‘Tal… the bell,’ Esselt muttered between her coughing.

			Talorcan did not understand her words for a moment, then he became aware that the omnipresent ringing that had been sounding since Wolfsend was gone. The bell had fallen silent. He could see the temple and the little tower now, but there was no trace of the ghoulish attendant.

			Other sounds reached Talorcan now. Previously subdued by the clatter of the bell, they now rang out clearly. The crash of steel against steel, the clamour of armour slamming into the ground – the din of battle was echoing from behind the foggy veil. Despite the burden of Esselt and her great sword, Talorcan managed to quicken his pace, drawn towards the unseen fray like a bit of iron to a lodestone.

			‘The trespassers the Countess sent Duclaine to find,’ Talorcan told Esselt. ‘It has to be them! They have survived the flesh-eaters. Now they fight the vampire’s knights.’

			Esselt weakly nodded her head. Talorcan wondered if she even heard his words or was merely acknowledging his voice.

			‘They can help us,’ Talorcan persisted. ‘They can help you reach the Realmgate.’

			‘No,’ Esselt muttered. ‘Leave it, my little dove. There is nothing else…’

			Talorcan shook his head. ‘We will reach the Realmgate,’ he insisted. ‘You will feel a clean sun shining on you, not the grisly light of Shyish.’

			The clamour of battle grew louder as the witch hunters advanced. Talorcan saw a few ghouls slink past, darting back into the shadows of their hovels. Then the smashed frame of a fleshless horse, its caparison strangely scorched. From the fog ahead a brilliant light shone, blazing like a beacon.

			Talorcan had seen that light before. He had seen it in Briarblight, defying the sorcery of Morteval. Now it was here, rising against the undead hordes of Duclaine. 

			Esselt twisted around in his grip, staring towards the light. ‘Lord-Veritant Velthur,’ she said, resignation in her voice.

			‘Velthur has followed us even here,’ Talorcan groaned. ‘Even into the ghostly wastes of Shyish.’ He paused for a moment, listening to the crash of battle. ‘Maybe we can slip past. Cross the bridge while Velthur is busy with the undead.’ Part of him felt the same sense of guilt as before, the idea of leaving a Stormcast alone against such vile foes. A stronger part of him didn’t care. Velthur was simply another obstacle to be overcome.

			Out from the fog a shape came charging towards the witch hunters. It took Talorcan only a moment to recognise the glowing eyes of Duclaine’s nightmare. The undead steed came galloping past, but when its rider spotted them he jerked its reins and brought it straight for them.

			‘You!’ Duclaine spat. ‘You brought the Bone-cracker here!’ 

			Talorcan whipped the pistol from its holster. Duclaine leaned down behind the neck of his steed – his inhuman speed spared him the shot, but the vampire could do nothing to prevent Talorcan from sending the blessed bullet smashing through the skull of his steed. The nightmare’s head exploded in a spray of necromantic energy and splintered bone. It slammed into the ground and kept on sliding.

			Talorcan let Esselt slip to the earth and rushed towards the fallen steed. He could see Duclaine pinned beneath its weight. He thought to reach the vampire before he could free himself. What he had failed to reckon upon was the infernal strength of the undead. Duclaine did not crawl free, but instead kicked the body of his fallen charger. The skeletal carcass and its armoured barding went hurtling towards Talorcan. He jumped aside as the grisly wreckage came to rest. 

			Then the vampire was upon him, catching him in his steely grip. ‘I told Thana not to play with you!’ Duclaine hissed. ‘But I did not imagine you were scouting the way for one of Sigmar’s brood!’ He threw Talorcan across the ground, wrenching at his arm. The witch hunter could feel his bones crack in the vampire’s brutal grip. Waves of agony pulsed through him as he landed in the dirt, cradling his broken arm against his chest. Before Talorcan could rise Duclaine was upon him again, driving his armoured boot into the man’s chest and sending him rolling across the ground.

			‘You will answer for what you have done!’ Duclaine snarled at Talorcan. His foot came crunching down on Talorcan’s hand as he tried to draw his sword. ‘You will die at my feet, and may Black Nagash curse your bones!’

			Before Duclaine could make good on his threat, the vampire was engulfed in a brilliant light. The glow made him shield his eyes, sent him cowering back in agony. Talorcan could see the gold-armoured bulk of Velthur striding out from the fog. The Lord-Veritant raised his shining sword and in a single stroke sent Duclaine’s snarling head leaping from the vampire’s shoulders. The decapitated body crashed to the ground, steam rising from where the sigmarite blade had struck the unclean flesh.

			Velthur turned from the vanquished undead to glower down at the fugitive witch hunter. ‘It is a long chase you have led me on, heretic.’ Velthur’s voice was as cold as iron and as redoubtable as steel. ‘Where is the corrupted woman who moved you to such folly?’ The eyes that stared from behind the Stormcast’s mask blazed with anger when Talorcan refused to speak.

			‘Do your vows mean nothing?’ Velthur demanded. ‘Does your faith mean so little?’

			‘My faith,’ Talorcan cried out, tears streaming from his eyes. ‘My faith in the God-King has sustained me across the realms! I have been tried and tested, my soul tortured by the agonies of damnation! I have seen everything taken from me, the last of my family murdered defending his name, my love afflicted while fighting his enemies! I have been hunted and hounded by Sigmar’s devoted servants, aye, even his holy Stormcast, yet my faith has not faltered! When all hope was stripped away, it was faith that sustained me. Belief that, in the end, the God-King would set everything right. That there was some greater good which would arise from this suffering.’

			Velthur shook his head. ‘Deeds, not words, prove the sincerity of faith. You have cast aside every stricture that bound you, turned against everything you honoured. What kind of faith is that? Fleeing from what you know to be true and what you know must be done.’ A cold laugh echoed from within the Stormcast’s helm. ‘You would presume to lecture me on what it means to have faith? You who have thrown it away, who have cast it away for the sake of your own selfishness.’ Velthur took a step towards Talorcan. 

			‘Look at yourself, witch hunter, and see where your faithlessness has brought you,’ Velthur said. ‘Would it not have been kinder for the woman if you had let me end her suffering beside the sacred spring? Was it necessary to drag out her pain? Or could your pride not abide the thought of failure? Were you too selfish to let her go when even you knew she was beyond saving?’

			‘Bastard!’ Talorcan snarled, his face twisted with rage. He lunged at Velthur, slashing at him with his silvered sword. The Stormcast parried the blow with his own sigmarite blade and then brought the heft of his lantern cracking against Talorcan’s broken arm. The explosion of pain sent him crashing back to the ground, his sword rolling away in the mist.

			‘I will ask once more,’ Velthur said as he loomed over Talorcan. ‘Where is the woman?’

			Talorcan looked up at the Stormcast. ‘Where is the mercy of Sigmar?’ he spat.

			Contempt shone in Velthur’s gaze. ‘There is no mercy here, traitor.’ He raised his glowing sword. ‘Only judgement for your crimes.’

			A sharp cry rang out through the mist. Talorcan was stunned to see Esselt rushing out from the fog, the great sword clenched in her fists. Velthur turned. 

			‘Esselt! Get away!’ Talorcan screamed.

			Esselt’s face was pale, her body heaving with the impossible strain of forcing it to such strenuous activity. She cast aside her great sword when she saw Velthur coming towards her. A few steps more and she stumbled, falling to the ground. She did not try to rise, managing only to roll onto her side.

			‘Noble Lord-Veritant, I am here,’ she called out to the Stormcast. ‘It is my fault. All of this is my fault. I am ready to answer for my failings and submit myself to your judgement.’ Esselt looked to Talorcan. ‘I beg only that you spare this man.’

			Talorcan’s blood turned cold. The image of Leukon cut down by the Lord-Veritant filled his mind. ‘No!’ he howled. He looked about for his sword. A dark object lying nearby drew him towards it. Only for an instant did he recoil when he saw it was Duclaine’s sinister blade. Then his fingers tightened about the ghastly weapon’s grip.

			Velthur stalked over towards Esselt, the light of Azyr from his lantern shining across her. The divine glow illuminated the horrible plague that infested her. Ugly blotches and sickly patina stood livid and stark beneath the Stormcast’s light. Esselt writhed in pain as the foulness of Chaos reacted to the holy essence.

			Agony flared throughout Talorcan’s body as he forced his battered body up from the ground. Duclaine’s sword, far heavier than the slender blade he was accustomed to, dragged at him. He gnashed his teeth together as he struggled to lift it with his one good arm. He tried to move the limb the vampire had broken, but succeeded only in sending a fresh surge of pain through his body.

			Even as he wrestled with his injuries, Talorcan could not look away from the awful drama unfolding before him. The golden figure of Velthur was standing over Esselt’s helpless form. The merciless Stormcast glowered down at her and started to lift his sword.

			‘It ends now,’ Velthur declared.

			Esselt forced her blemished eyes to gaze at Velthur through the burning light. ‘Let Sigmar’s will be done.’

			‘Sigmar! Nagash! Any god with ears to hear me!’ Talorcan wailed. ‘Stop this! Do not let this happen!’

			Time seemed to slow for Talorcan. Velthur’s sword remained poised to strike Esselt down while she looked up at him with tears in her eyes. Then, Talorcan felt something crawl onto his broken arm. He glanced aside to see a bloated, hairy insect creeping across his hand. It was an enormous fly, the grotesque Flyspot of Nurgle leering from the creature’s back. He cringed at the ghastly intelligence that shone in its multi-faceted eyes. 

			He had called upon any god who would hear him. Was this the only one who would answer? 

			With a shriek of anguish, Talorcan turned away. His gaze locked upon Esselt. He could see the ghastly diseases that ravaged her body, but now there seemed to him a different quality about them. A vibrancy and strength. He could sense it. There was life, not death in Nurgle’s gifts, if only they were accepted. 

			He turned back to the fly. It was staring at him, rubbing its forelegs together in an almost human expression of anticipation. The Flyspot rune that marred its back oozed a luminous pus, the filth dripping down onto his hand.

			Sickened, Talorcan glanced back to the tragedy unfolding before him. This time he saw Velthur, his sword starting its downward sweep. The awesome glory of the Lord-Veritant was gone now. To Talorcan’s eyes the Stormcast was a ruthless butcher, his blade and armour coated in the blood of the multitudes he had slaughtered in Sigmar’s name. The light of Azyr that shone from his lantern was naught but the firebrand of the fanatic, the merciless flame of a murderous zealot.

			Talorcan could not bear the image. His mind rejected it. The Stormcasts were the holy warriors of Sigmar! They were just and sacred, beyond the sins of men!

			The fly leered up at him from his hand. He noted now that instead of a proboscis, it had a human mouth. Tiny teeth gleamed at him as it smiled.

			Talorcan wanted to crush the filthy insect. It was such a being that had brought doom upon Esselt with its bite! But again, he found himself looking back, compelled by a force greater than his own will to look once more upon Esselt. You can still save her.

			Whatever Velthur’s accusations, Talorcan did not think of himself as a heretic. Heresy was a conscious decision, something beyond the mere infection of mutation. Until now, he had continued to reject the screed of Chaos. He had struggled to find some other way.

			Now there was no time and there was no other way.

			Talorcan lifted his hand to his mouth. It was no accident of circumstance now. He understood the compact he was making… and with whom. ‘Sigmar, forgive me!’ he cried. And swallowed the hideous fly. 

			A ghastly new strength flowed through Talorcan, a might he had never felt before. The pain in his broken arm was still there, but the arm itself felt powerful. His other limbs were no different. It was no effort at all to lift Duclaine’s heavy sword. When he dashed towards Velthur and Esselt, there was a quickness in his step that had never been there before.

			Even as this power flowed through him, Talorcan felt his gorge rise and fever beading on his brow. The stink of the sickhouse was in his nose and his flesh crawled with loathsome buboes. It was more than simply the toll demanded of him for his new strength, it was the very cause of it. The blessing of Nurgle.

			Time sped up as Talorcan lunged at Velthur, catching hold of the Stormcast’s arm as he prepared to strike down Esselt. The Lord-Veritant swung around and tried to shake him free. Velthur’s eyes narrowed with surprise when the witch hunter proved strong enough to resist him.

			‘You are damned!’ Velthur accused, shock in his tone. The Stormcast wrenched himself free from Talorcan’s grasp, throwing him off with a vicious kick. Talorcan staggered back, stunned more by the now hurtful glow of the Lord-Veritant’s light than the blow itself. The light of Azyr, once so pure and sacred to him, now brought only pain.

			‘You will not touch me again – traitor,’ Velthur snarled. Hefting his sword, he moved towards Talorcan. As he did, Esselt flung herself at his legs, wrapping her arms around them in a feeble effort to hold him back.

			‘Run! Save yourself!’ Esselt cried as she looked towards Talorcan. He could see the plea in her eyes, and the horror – horror at what he had done. But it was not enough to overcome her love for him. ‘May Sigmar cherish you, my little dove.’ 

			Before Talorcan could move or say anything, Velthur brought his sword stabbing down. The glowing blade transfixed Esselt, crunching through flesh and bone. 

			A glottal scream of torment rang from Talorcan’s throat as he threw himself once more at Velthur. The vampire’s sword cracked against the sigmarite staff that supported the Azyrian lantern. The implement was knocked from Velthur’s grip, spinning away into the mist. Velthur ripped his sword free from Esselt’s body, but before he could strike at Talorcan, his foe brought Duclaine’s sword crashing against his gauntlet.

			The blow was not enough to penetrate the thick sigmarite armour, but it was enough to thwart Velthur’s attack. Before the Stormcast could recover, Talorcan caught hold of his swordarm and twisted it across his knee. The savage strength that filled Talorcan would have snapped the arm of a mortal man like a twig, but Velthur’s reforged bones refused to break. 

			‘There is nothing in her that Sigmar will cherish,’ Velthur snarled at Talorcan.

			Hearing those words through Velthur’s lips brought renewed fury coursing through Talorcan’s body. He wrenched at the hulking Stormcast and managed to send him stumbling. 

			‘It is enough you killed her!’ Talorcan roared. ‘You will not insult her!’

			Talorcan flung himself at Velthur, the impact sending both of them sprawling. They rolled down the slope, crashing through the wreckage of the ghouls and skeletal knights the Stormcast had destroyed. Talorcan was the first to regain his feet. He saw the golden figure of Velthur as the Lord-Veritant rose from where he had fallen. 

			The urge to hurl himself on the Stormcast roared through Talorcan’s mind. Velthur had taken everything from him. Whatever respect, whatever adoration he had once held for the Stormcast Eternals, it was tainted now, blotted out by the hate which stirred him. He would destroy this holy warrior! Even if it meant his own life, he would avenge Esselt’s callous murder.

			Out from the fog, Talorcan saw the frames of the derricks. He did not know where the bridge might be, but he did know where the lake and its deadly sludge was. Horror swelled within him at what he thought to do. Thinking of Esselt decided him. Shouting her name, he charged into the Stormcast once more, striking at him as he regained his feet.

			Wrenching at Velthur’s arm with all his newfound strength, Talorcan managed to send the Stormcast stumbling towards the derricks. Velthur’s armoured bulk crashed against the rotten wood. His weight upended the structure and sent it crashing down into the lake. The Lord-Veritant was caught in the collapse and likewise sent slipping down into the bone-coloured ooze.

			Talorcan stared at the lake in mute horror, struck by the sacrilege he had just committed. He had actually done it. He had destroyed one of Sigmar’s chosen warriors. Thunder rumbled in the sky above, as though Sigmar himself had witnessed the profane act and was voicing his divine anger.

			A different kind of horror seized him when the surface of the lake bubbled and churned. Up from the depths, Velthur appeared. The Stormcast’s golden armour was coated in the bony sludge and wisps of freezing vapour drifted from every joint and seam. With stubborn determination, Velthur slogged his way to the shore. His armoured boot rose from the mire and stepped onto the hard earth.

			The instant Velthur’s boot touched the ground, a ghastly fracturing began. The armour and the foot within shattered, crumbling like broken glass. Without the support of his foot, the rest of the Stormcast pitched forwards and slammed into the ground, exploding in a shower of frozen fragments. 

			For only a moment the scattered residue of Velthur lingered on the ground. Then there was a blinding flare of blue light, a blaze that was akin to that of the Lord-Veritant’s lantern magnified a thousandfold. It was the light of Azyr and in that blinding flash, the vanquished Velthur was drawn back to the realm of Sigmar.

			Talorcan turned his gaze to the sky. Slowly, he shook his head, understanding the full enormity of what had happened. He picked his way back through the fog to where Esselt’s body lay sprawled on the ground. He crouched down beside her and took her in his arms. His lips pressed against her forehead and he spoke to her.

			‘Esselt. I have broken faith with Sigmar and vanquished one of his holiest warriors,’ he wailed. ‘I have avenged you. I have avenged the mocking hope that made us persist, the empty faith that drove us on when all was lost.’ Talorcan closed his hand around Esselt’s. ‘I have lost you,’ he said, pulling her close to him in a desperate embrace. ‘I have lost you. If I thought it would end my pain, I would cast myself into the lake.

			‘But I cannot. I have found a new god,’ Talorcan apologised to Esselt’s lifeless form. Bitterness shone as he turned his eyes skyward, peering into the clouds. ‘A better god than Sigmar,’ he declared. ‘A god who answers prayer not with promises, but with deeds.’ He gazed down at Esselt, and despair closed its icy fingers around his heart. He kissed her lips and ran his fingers through her hair. ‘Sigmar. Alarielle. Nagash. None of them would save you. Only Nurgle cared enough to save you. Only he cared enough to intervene. Only he would turn affliction into strength and misery into triumph.’ 

			A sob of anguish rose from deep within him. ‘If only we had listened. If only we had understood. The way to save you was with us all along.’

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			The cairn rested in the ruined gardens of Wolfsend, overlooking the Marrowfields and the place where Esselt had fought her final battle. It was only a pinch of ash he laid into the ground. Leukon’s fiery mixture had seen that there was nothing for the ghouls to desecrate or the necromancers to reanimate. 

			Many nights passed before Talorcan turned away from Esselt’s grave. With her silver great sword resting across his shoulder, the former witch hunter marched off down the desolate path. He did not know where he would go, nor did he particularly care. Wherever it was, it would be a painful place without her.

			There was no escaping that pain, for he carried it within him. Beside the agony in his heart, the illnesses that wracked Talorcan’s flesh were nothing. True torment was borne not by the body, but by the soul.

			As he marched off into the fog, Talorcan heard one final crash of thunder overhead. A grim smile crept onto his tortured face. He served the Grandfather now, but he would not forget the God-King. He would remind Sigmar of what it meant to abandon those who put their faith in him. He would teach others the terrible truth he had learned at such cost.

			The road to damnation is paved with the indifference of the gods.
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			At the heart of the Realm of Death, the Undying King waited on his basalt throne. 

			He sat in silence, counting the moments with a patience that had worn down mountains and dried out seas. Spiders wove their webs across his eyes, and worms burrowed in his bones, but he paid them no mind. Such little lives were beneath the notice of Nagash. His awareness was elsewhere, bent towards the Great Work.

			Then, Nagash stiffened, alert. Purple light flared deep in the black sockets of his eyes. The scattered facets of his perceptions contracted. The disparate realms slid away, as all his attentions focused on Shyish and the lands he claimed for his own. 

			Something was wrong. A flaw in the formulas. Something unforeseen. The air pulsed with raw, primal life. It beat upon the edges of his perceptions like a hot wind. He shrank down further still, peering through the eyes of his servants – the skeletal guardians that patrolled the streets endlessly. He saw… green. Not the green of vegetation, but dark green, the solid green musculature of things that should not be in Nagashizzar. He heard the thunder of rawhide drums and tasted a hot, animal stink on the air. 

			Something was amiss. Inconceivable. And yet it was happening. 

			Nagash shook off the dust of centuries and forced himself to his feet. The creaking of his bones was like the toppling of trees. Bats and spirits spun in a shrieking typhoon about him as he strode from his silent throne room, shaking the chamber with every step. He was trailed, as ever, by nine heavy tomes, chained to his form. The flabby, fleshy covers of the grimoires writhed and snapped like wild beasts at nearby spirits. 

			He cast open the great black iron doors, startling those of his servants in the pillared forecourt beyond. That the fleshless lords of his deathrattle legions were gathered here before the doors of his throne room, rather than seeing to their duties, only stoked the fires of his growing anger. ‘Arkhan,’ he rasped, in a voice like a tomb-wind. ‘Attend me.’

			‘I am here, my king.’

			Arkhan the Black, Mortarch of Sacrament and vizier to the Undying­ King, stepped forwards, surrounded by a gaggle of lesser liches. The wizened, long-dead sorcerers huddled in Arkhan’s shadow, as if seeking protection from the god they had served briefly in life and now forever in death. Unlike his subordinates, Arkhan was no withered husk, for all that he lacked any flesh on his dark bones. Clad in robes of rich purple and gold, and wearing war-plate of the same hue, he radiated a power second only to that of his master. 

			Nagash knew this to be so, for he had made a gift of that power, in days long gone by. Arkhan was the Hand of Death and the castellan of Nagashizzar. He was the vessel through which the will of Nagash was enacted. He had no purpose, save that which Nagash gifted him. ‘Speak, my servant. What transpires at the edges of my awareness?’

			‘Best you see for yourself, my lord. Words cannot do it justice.’

			Though Arkhan lacked any expression except a black-toothed rictus, Nagash thought his servant was amused. Arkhan turned and swept out his staff of office, scattering liches and spirits from their path as he led his master to one of the massive balconies that clustered along the tower’s length. At his gesture, deathrattle guards, clad in the panoply of long-extinct kingdoms, fell into a protective formation around Nagash. While the Undying King had no particular fear of assassins, he was content to indulge Arkhan’s paranoia. 

			‘We appear to have an infestation of vermin, my lord,’ Arkhan said, as they stepped onto the balcony. ‘Quite persistent vermin, in fact.’ Razarak, Arkhan’s dread abyssal mount, lay sprawled upon the stones, feasting on a keening spirit. The beast, made from bone and black iron, its body a cage for the skulls of traitors and cowards, gave an interrogative grunt as its master strode past. It fell silent as it caught sight of Nagash, and returned to its repast.

			Many-pillared Nagashizzar, the Silent City, spread out before him. It was a thing of cold, beautiful calculus, laid out according to the ancient formulas of the Corpse Geometries. A machine of stone and shadow, intricate in its solidity, comfortable in its predictability. 

			It was a place of lightless avenues of black stone veined with purple, and empty squares, where dark structures rose in grim reverence to his will. These cyclopean monuments were made from bricks of shadeglass, the vitrified form of the collected grave-sands. Harder than steel and polished smooth, the towering edifices resonated with the winds of death. 

			Nagashizzar had been made from the first mountain to rise from the eternal seas. There had been another city like it, once, in another time, in another world, and Nagash had ruled it as well. Now all that was left of that grand kingdom were threadbare memories, which fluttered like moths at the edges of his consciousness. 

			Those memories had taken root here and grown into a silent memorial. Or perhaps a mockery. Even Nagash did not know which it was. Regardless, Nagashizzar was his, as it had always been and always would be. Such was the constancy of his vision.

			But now, that vision was being tested.

			Nagash detected a familiar scent. The air throbbed with the beat of savage drums and bellowing cries. Muscular, simian shapes, clad in ill-fitting and crudely wrought armour, loped through the dusty streets of Nagashizzar. Orruks. The bestial, primitive children of Gorkamorka. 

			Below, phalanxes of skeletal warriors assembled in the plazas and wide avenues, seeking to stem the green tide, but to no avail. The orruks shook the ground with the joyful fury of their charge. A roaring Maw-krusha slammed through a pillar, sending chunks of stone hurtling across the plaza. It trampled the dead as it loped through their ranks, and the orruk crouched on its back whooped in satisfaction. 

			The orruks were the antithesis of the disciplined armies facing them. For them, warfare and play were one and the same, and they approached both with brutal gusto. They brawled with the dead, bellowing nonsensical challenges to the unheeding tomb-legions. There was no objective here, save destruction. Unless… 

			Nagash turned towards the centre of the city, where the flat expanse of the Black Pyramid towered over the skyline. It was the greatest and grandest of the monuments he’d ordered constructed. Unlike its smaller kin, hundreds of which dotted Shyish, the Black Pyramid was the fulcrum of his efforts. Its apex stretched down into Nekroheim, the underworld below Nagashizzar, while its base sprawled across the city – a colossal structure built upside down at Shyish’s heart. 

			A flicker of unease passed through him as he considered the implications of the sudden assault. It was not a coincidence. It could not be. He looked at Arkhan. ‘Where did they come from?’

			The Mortarch motioned southwards with his staff. ‘Through the Jackal’s Eye,’ he said. Nagash’s gaze sharpened as he followed Arkhan’s gesture. The Jackal’s Eye was a realmgate, leading to the Ghurish Hinterlands. There were many such dimensional apertures scattered across this region – pathways between Shyish and the other Mortal Realms. They were guarded at all times by his most trusted warriors. Or so he had commanded, a century or more ago. As if privy to his master’s thoughts, Arkhan said, ‘Whoever let them pass through will be punished, my lord. I will see to it personally.’

			‘If the orruks are here, then whoever was guarding the gate is no more. The reasons for their failure are of no interest to me.’ Nagash considered the problem before him. Then, as was his right as god and king, he passed it to another, one whose entire purpose was to deal with such trivialities. 

			‘Arkhan, see to the disposal of these creatures.’ Nagash looked down at his Mortarch. Arkhan met his gaze without flinching. Fear, along with almost everything else, had been burned out of the liche in his millennia of servitude. ‘I go to bring the Great Work to its conclusion, before it is undone by this interruption.’

			‘As you command, my lord.’ Arkhan struck the black stones of the balcony with the ferrule of his staff. Razarak heaved itself to its feet with a rustling hiss. The dread abyssal stalked forwards, and Arkhan hauled himself smoothly into the saddle. He caught up the reins and glanced at Nagash. ‘I am your servant. As ever.’ 

			Nagash detected something that might have been disdain in Arkhan’s flat tones. Of course, such was impossible. The Mortarch was no more capable of defying Nagash than the skeletons trudging through the wastes. And yet, he seemed to, in innumerable small ways. As if there were a flaw in him – or in Nagash himself. 

			For a moment, the facets of Nagash’s being hesitated. Then, as ever, the black machinery that passed for his soul righted itself and continued on. He had been mistaken. There was no defiance. Only loyalty. All were one, in Nagash, and Nagash was all. ‘Go,’ he said, the stentorian echo of his command causing the air itself to shudder and crack. 

			With a sharp cry, the Mortarch urged his steed into a loping run. The skeletal monstrosity galloped across the balcony and flung itself into the air. The winds of death wrapped protectively about both rider and steed, carrying them towards the battle. 

			A moment later, a cyclone of howling, tortured spirits streamed past Nagash and spiralled into the air in pursuit of the Mortarch. He watched as they hurtled upwards and away, a cacophonous fog of murderous spectres, twisted and broken by his will into a shape suited to their task. They had been criminals, murderers and traitors in life, and now, in death, they were bound in stocks and chains, afflicted with terrible hungers that could never be sated. Nagash knew himself to be a just god, whatever else. 

			He turned away, satisfied. Arkhan would see it done, or be destroyed in the attempt. The Mortarch had been destroyed before and would be again. Always, Nagash resurrected him. His term of service had no end, for so long as the Undying King required his services. 

			He cast his gaze back towards the Black Pyramid and let his body crumble to dust and bone. Even as it came apart, his mind was ­racing through the confines of the pyramid like an ill wind. Its interior was a labyrinth of impeccably placed tunnels and passageways, all polished to a mirror-sheen. These pathways resonated with the energies of the aetheric void that encompassed and permeated the Mortal Realms, invisible and inescapable.

			Construction had begun in the depths below Nagashizzar, in the underworld of Nekroheim, the wells from which all other underworlds had sprung. The dead of entire civilisations had surrendered their bones to form the walls and ceiling of the cavernous reaches of the underworld. The vast expanse was lit by a dead sun, the flickering wraith of an ancient orb long since snuffed, stretched upwards from the deepest pit in the underworld. Its sickly radiance cast shrouds of frost and fog wherever it stretched, and an eternal corona of wailing souls orbited it. 

			Now, that sun churned malignantly, its incandescent heart pierced by a capstone crafted from purest grave-sand. He had placed that capstone himself, with his own hands. Only through his magics, and the fluid nature of Nekroheim, had such a feat of engineering been possible. The Black Pyramid had blossomed from that point, spreading outwards and upwards with glacial certainty. 

			Once, the black pyramids had been the wellsprings of his power, designed to draw in the souls of the dead, like fish in a net. Most were gone now, reduced to rubble by the rampaging armies of the Ruinous Powers. 

			But this one eclipsed them all, in both size and purpose. Every element of its construction was bent towards drawing the raw stuff of magic itself, from the edges of Shyish, to its heart. The greatest concentration of those magics which sustained the Realm of Death would be refracted and reflected through the pyramid. Thus would the raw magics be refined into a more useful form. It had been constructed over the course of aeons, assembled by generations of artisans, both alive and dead. And now, it was complete, awaiting only his presence to fulfil its function. 

			His spirit raced through the passageways, and where he passed, the skeletal servitors scattered throughout them twitched into motion, following their master into the hollow heart of the pyramid. This central chamber spread outwards from the structure’s core, from capstone to base, banded by pillared tiers, one for each level of the pyramid. 

			As Nagash’s spirit billowed into the immense chamber like a black cloud, silent overseers, stationed among the pillars, stirred for the first time in centuries. They directed the new arrivals onto the assemblage of walkways and ledges that extended from the tiers towards the hundreds of platforms that clung to the central core of the pyramid. 

			The core stood in stark contrast to the orderly nature of the rest of the structure. It was a contorted spine of jagged shadeglass, reaching from the interior of the capstone up to a glittering field of amethyst stalactites that spread across the pyramid’s base. A web of shimmering strands stretched out from the core in quaquaversal spillage. The core and its calcified web were covered in innumerable facets of varying sizes and shapes, all of which shone with a malevolent energy.

			To Nagash, that light was almost blinding. It throbbed with morbid potential, and he felt the Black Pyramid’s monstrous hunger almost as keenly as his own. It clawed greedily at his essence, but he resisted its pull with an ease born of long exposure. It feasted on the strength of the realm, battening on the winds of death, as he would feast on it, in his turn. 

			His deathrattle slaves entered the chamber, and many of the skeletal labourers were ripped from their feet and drawn into a sudden crackling storm of amethyst energies, as Nagash drew their essences into his own. With brisk efficiency, he disassembled the unliving slaves and reassembled them into a new body for himself.

			The God of Death flexed a newly fashioned hand, feeling the weight of new bones. Satisfied, he stepped onto the largest of the walkways. Ancient warriors, clad in rusty, age-blackened armour, knelt as he passed through their ranks. Deathrattle champions and lords, the kings and queens of a hundred fleshless fiefdoms, ­humbled themselves before the one they acknowledged as their god and emperor both. The diminished husks of slaves and artisans abased themselves, grovelling before the master of their destinies. Nagash surveyed the silent ranks and was pleased. 

			At the urging of the overseers, skeletons trooped across the walkways to the great platforms clinging to the core. Occupying each platform was a millstone-like ring of shadeglass, dotted with turning spokes of bone. These lined the core’s length, from top to bottom, one atop the next, rising upwards along the spine. Strange sigils marked the crudely carved circumference of each ring, and these glowed with a pallid radiance. 

			‘The time has come,’ Nagash said, as the last of the skeletons assumed its position. The walls of the shaft hummed in time to his words. As one, his servants stiffened, their witch-light gazes fixed upon him. ‘Go to your prepared places, and bend yourself against the wheel of progress. Let it turn and time itself be ground between the stones of my will.’

			The fleshless shoulders of princes and slaves alike bent to the spokes of each wheel. As the skeletons pushed against the spokes, the stone rings began to move. A thunderous, grinding growl filled the air. Violet lightning flashed across the facets of the web and sprang outwards, striking the polished walls of the shaft. 

			A rumble began, far below. It shuddered upwards through the pyra­mid, shaking it to its upside-down foundations. Loose grave-sand sifted down like dry rain. Nagash, still standing atop the largest walkway, stretched out a talon, gathering together the strands of crackling energy that seared the air. With precise, calculated movements, he looped the shimmering skeins of magic about his forearms, as if they were chains. The skeins flared, burning as he pulled them taut, but he ignored the pain. After all, what was pain to a god? 

			Facing the core, Nagash gathered more and more of the skeins, and his titanic form became a conductor. Amethyst lightning crawled across him, winnowing into the hollow places and filling him with strength enough to crack the vaults of the heavens. This was not the raw magic that soured the edges of his realm, but a purified form. 

			He hauled back on the strands of magic he held, lending his strength to that of his servants. As they pushed, he pulled, forcing the great machinery into motion. Around him, the faceted walls began to shift and scrape as slowly, surely, the Black Pyramid began to revolve on its capstone, as he had designed it to do.

			The structure rotated faster and faster. The dead sun beneath it flared brightly, as if in panic, and then burst with a cataclysmic scream that shook Nekroheim to its intangible roots. Rivers of cold fire streaked up the sides of the pyramid, flowing towards the base, or else washed across the cavern walls. Nekroheim itself shuddered, as if wounded. 

			The cavern floor began to churn and shift. Millions of bones clattered as the rotation of the pyramid drew them in its wake. Like some vast, calcified whirlpool, the entirety of the underworld was soon in motion. A storm of bones and tattered spirits, spinning about the ever-turning pyramid. 

			Within the pyramid’s heart, Nagash felt and saw all of this in the polished walls of shadeglass. He saw the streaks of purple light stretching out, flowering into storms of raging elemental fire as they broke through the borders that separated Nekroheim from the other underworlds. The purple light dug into the metaphysical substance of these other realms, hooking them the way a meat-hook might sink into a side of beef. Steadily, they were drawn towards Nekroheim, becoming part of the growing maelstrom. 

			Nagash threw back his head and bellowed. He felt as if he was on the cusp of dissolution, as if the monstrous energies he sought to manipulate now threatened to rip him asunder. Only his will prevented him from succumbing to the forces he’d unleashed. A lesser god would have dissolved into howling oblivion. He clawed at the storm of magic, drawing more of it into himself, pulling the world-spanning chains tight. 

			Outside the pyramid, Nekroheim was crumbling. Changing shape. The underworld bent beneath the oscillating structure, bowing up around it. Becoming something new. 

			The reverberations rippled outwards across Shyish. Through the eyes of his servants, Nagash saw the skies above Nagashizzar turn purple-black. Orruks wailed as their green flesh sloughed from their bones, and they collapsed in on themselves. Billions of skull-faced beetles poured down from the swirling clouds, devouring those greenskins that were still in one piece. Nagash laughed, low, loud and long as the ground beneath Nagashizzar began to buckle and sink. Soon, every realm would feel the echoes of what he did here. Reality would shape itself to accommodate his will.

			His laughter ceased as shadeglass cracked and splintered all around him. Something moved within the polished depths. They came slowly, drifting through the dark: vast impressions with no definable shape or form. The air of the chamber stank of hot iron and spoiled blood, of sour meat and strange incenses. He heard the rasp of sharp-edged feathers and the clank of great chains. He felt the flutter of unseen flies, clustering about his skull, and their hum filled the hollows of his form. 

			Something that might have been a face slipped across the cracked facets. It gibbered soundlessly, but Nagash heard its words nonetheless. It spoke in a voice that only gods could discern, spewing curses. He turned as something that might have been a blade, wreathed in fire, struck another facet. More cracks shivered outwards from the point of impact. Nagash did not flinch. To his left, enormous talons, as of some great bird, scratched at the shadeglass, while opposite them, a flabby paw-shape, filthy and sore-ridden, left streaks of ­bubbling excrescence along the facets. 

			Eyes like dying stars fixed him with a glare, and a howl shook Nekroheim to its roots. Great fangs, made from thousands of splintered swords and molten rock, gnashed in elemental fury. Nagash lifted a hand in mocking greeting. ‘Hail, old horrors – I see that I have your attention.’

			The Ruinous Powers had come like sharks, stirred from the deep places by a storm, as he’d known they would. They came roaring, thrusting the barest edges of their inhuman perceptions into his realm. Was it curiosity that had drawn them so – or fear?

			He felt their awareness as a sudden pressure upon him, as if a great weight had fallen on him from all angles. The immensities ­circled him through the facets of the walls, prowling like beasts held at bay by firelight. ‘But you are too late. It is begun.’

			Something bellowed, and great claws of brass and fire pressed against the reverse of the shadeglass, cracking it. An avian shadow peered down through the facets of the ceiling, whispering in many voices. The stink of rot and putrification choked the air. Had any of his servants been alive, they might have suffocated from the stench. Voices like the groaning of the earth or the death-screams of stars cursed him and demanded he cease. 

			He cast his defiance into their teeth. ‘Who are you to demand anything of me? I am Nagash. I am eternal. I have walked in the deep places for long enough and have gathered my strength. I will shatter mountains and dry the seas.’ 

			He turned as they circled him, keeping them in sight. ‘I shall pull down the sun and cast the earth into the sky. All of time will be set aflame and all impurities in the blood of existence burnt away, by my will and mine alone. There shall be no gods before me, and none after.’ He gestured sharply. ‘All will be Nagash. Nagash will be all.’

			As the echo of his words faded, something laughed. A ghost of a sound, no more substantial than the wind. Nagash paused. Something was wrong. Belatedly, he realised that the Ruinous Powers would not have come, unless there was some amusement to be had. Not the orruks, but something else. Some other flaw in his design. 

			‘What mischief have you wrought?’ he intoned. He found it a moment later. Familiar soul-scents, bitter and tarry, wafted on the currents of power flowing through the edifice. Tiny souls, these. Like bits of broken glass. The skaven spoke in hissing, squealing tones as they scuttled through the pyramid, wrapped in cloaks of purest shadow. He did not know by what magics the ratkin had avoided the guardians of this place. Nor did he care. That they were here, now, was the only important thing. 

			It seemed the orruks were not the only ones who had come seeking the treasures of Nagashizzar. He looked up, into the insubstantial faces of his foes. ‘Is this, then, the best you can do? You send vermin to stop me?’ The laughter of the Dark Gods continued, growing in volume. Incensed, a part of his consciousness sheared off and slipped into the depths of the pyramid, seeking the origin of the disturbance while the rest of him concentrated on completing the ritual he’d begun.

			His penumbral facet swept through the passages and pathways like a cold wind, but moving far more swiftly than any natural gust. He found them in the labyrinthine depths, chipping away at the very foundation stones of the pyramid. Their desire for the vitrified magics was palpable. The skaven had ever been a greedy race. 

			How long had they been here, pilfering the fruits of his labours? How had they gone unnoticed, until now? As their tools scraped at the bricks of shadeglass, crackles of purple lightning flowed through the walls. The more they collected, the greater the destabilisation became. Nagash watched the arcs of lightning, tracing their routes and calculating the destruction they would wreak. 

			Somewhere, at the bottom of the deep well of his memories, something stirred, and he had the vaguest impression that all of this had happened before. The pyramid, his triumph, the skaven, it all felt suddenly – awfully – familiar. God though he was, he could not well recall his existence before Sigmar had freed him, though he knew that he had existed. He had always existed. But he could recall only a few scattered moments, frozen in his recollections like insects in amber – instances of pain and frustration, of triumph and treachery. Was that what this was? Had he lived through this moment – or something like it – before? Was that why the dark gods laughed so? He paused, considering. The black clockwork of his mind calculating. 

			The Mortal Realms were something new, built on the bones of the old. They were merely the latest iteration of the universal cycle and would one day shatter and reform, as had countless realities before them. As sure as the scythe reaped the grain, all things ended. Nagash knew this and understood, for he was death, and death was the only constant. But what if there had been a time that he had not been as he was? 

			And what if that time might come again?

			What if this was the first step towards that unthinkable moment? And what if he had walked this path before, always with the same beginning and same ending?

			Driven by this thought, Nagash let his essence fill the corridor like a graveyard mist, though his body remained in the core, wracked by amethyst lightning. He felt a bite of pain as the rite continued, and he rose up over the ratkin, crackling with wrath. He crushed the closest, snaring it in a foggy talon. 

			At its demise, he pushed all doubt aside. If this moment had happened before, so be it. The outcome would change. Must change. He would hold fast to his course, whatever the consequences. He would not – could not – be denied. Time itself would buckle before him. 

			Skaven squealed and scuttled away, fleeing the damp coils of fog. The slowest perished first, bits of shadeglass clattering to the floor as they convulsed and died. The mist filled their contorted forms, dragging them upright and sending them in pursuit of their fellows. The dead ratkin clawed at those they caught, ripping gobbets of fur and meat from their cringing forms. The skaven descended into an orgy of violence, hacking and stabbing at one another in their panic, unable to tell friend from foe. 

			If this was the first step, he had taken it, and there was nothing to be done. If not, then he still had a chance to see his design through. As the last of the intruders perished, in fear and madness, Nagash dismissed them from his thoughts. Their remains would join the rest of his chattel. There were more important matters to attend to now. 

			The presence of the intruders had thrown off the delicate balance of the pyramid’s function. He could feel it, in the curdled marrow of his bones. They had polluted it somehow, tainted his Great Work. That had been their purpose all along. He could see it now – an antithetical formula, let loose among the Corpse Geometries, to gnaw at the roots of his perfect order. An artificial miscalculation, meant to break him. 

			Always, they sought to despoil the order he brought. Always, they made sport of his determination. They sent their servants to cast down his temples, and inflicted a hundred indignities upon his person. Again and again, they drove him to the earth, chaining him in one grave after another. They set stones upon him and sought to bury him where he might be forgotten forevermore. The laughter of the Ruinous Powers shook the pyramid, and shadeglass fissured all about him. 

			They thought him beaten. They thought that once more he would be cast down into a cairn of their making, to be safely ignored until the next turn of the wheel. Anger pulsed through him, and amethyst light flared from the cracks in his bones. 

			He was not beaten. And he would never be buried again. 

			‘Stand not between the Undying King and his chosen course, little gods,’ Nagash said. ‘Nagash is death, and death cannot be defeated.’ As he spoke, his thoughts raced through the structure, seeking a way to compensate for the damage. He was too close to fail now. There must be a way. There was a way. He merely had to divine it. 

			Skeletons were caught up in a grave-wind, disassembled and reconstructed as Nagash took shape at the points of greatest stress – many Undying Kings rose up, a hundred eyes and a hundred hands, driven by one will. These aspects of him set their shoulders against collapsing archways, or braced sagging walls. ‘I will not be undone. Not again.’ The words echoed from the mouths of each of his selves, as they fought against the pyramid’s dissolution. A chorus of denials. 

			Shadeglass cracked and splintered as the oscillation sped up. Blocks of vitrified sand shifted and split, sliding from position to crash down around him. But still, the Black Pyramid revolved. Nagash reached out with mind and form, seeking to hold the edifice together through sheer determination. Despite his efforts, sections peeled away and crumbled to dust. Passages collapsed, pulverising thousands of servitors.

			The core twisted as if in pain. Cracks raced along its length, leaking tarry magic. The mechanisms of rotation ruptured and burst, hurled aside by the core’s convulsions. Skeletons were dashed against the walls, or sent tumbling into the depths of the pyramid. Nagash ignored all of this, focused on containing the magics that now surged all but unchecked and unfiltered through the structure. The power burned through him, threatening to consume him. But he held tight to it. His Great Work would not be undone. Not like this. 

			‘I will not be defeated by vermin. I will not be humbled by lesser gods. I am Nagash. I am supreme.’ His denial boomed out, echoing through the pyramid. Through the eyes of innumerable servants, he saw Shyish fold and bend like a burial shroud caught in a cold wind. Wild magic raced outwards, across the amethyst sands. 

			Across the realms, a rain of black light wept down from the convulsing sky. A million forgotten graves burst open. In vaulted tombs, the honoured dead awoke. Spirits stirred in shadowed bowers and hidden places. Nagash roared wordlessly and drew the power to him, refusing to let it escape. It was his. And he would not let it go. Let the realms crack asunder, let the stars burn out, let silence reign. Nagash would endure. 

			He could feel the realm buckling around him, changing shape, even as the dark gods laughed mockingly. Reality itself shook, like a tree caught in a hurricane wind. 

			Until, all at once, their laughter ceased. 

			And in the long silence that followed… Death smiled.
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