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			There was a grating shriek from the blackening skies and Mordecaul looked up with a start. Above the grotesque carriage wheeled the Swartzhafen devils: a pair of bat-winged vargheists, massive in frame, yet sunken and spry like ogres on the point of starvation. Mordecaul hated them, perhaps more than he hated any other breed of gravebeast, and that was a high claim indeed. Priests of Morr considered resurrection the worst of all sins, for the unliving were direct blasphemies against the death god and the eternal peace he represented. Vampires were the worst of their kind, and vargheists arguably the most hideous of them all.

			Mordecaul’s tutors had taught him that the bloodsucking beasts represented the true form of the vampire, a creature of purest evil with all pretence of civility or humanity stripped away. The two fiends wheeling above them now were von Carstein’s pets, obedient to his every whim. They had opened Mordecaul’s wrist in the dread tower of Castle Sternieste. They had forced their captive’s blood to stream out as part of the apostatic ritual that had robbed the power of faith from Sylvania. 

			The grating, clicking outbursts of the vargheists played on Mordecaul’s nerves; their hisses sounded a little too much like laughter. Yet they were certainly not the worst of the sights he had seen in the weeks since his capture.

			The clouds above the vargheists glowed red with a dull but ever-present threat. Mordecaul knew what lurked up there in the darkness: an ironbone palanquin bearing an unholy relic of immense power. He shuddered at the thought, his back aflame at the involuntary motion. He was glad he could not see it now, even if the memory of its dark grandeur waited behind his eyelids for whenever he tried to sleep. Sometimes a great black claw appeared in his mind’s eye, limned with green fire and beckoning slowly.

			There was a murmur from up ahead and something half-growled by von Carstein. It sounded to Mordecaul like half of a conversation, though not in any tongue he recognised. The priest shot a baleful glare at his captor. Clad in ancient, blade-ridged armour, the vampire’s pallid scalp glowed grey-yellow in the gloom under a large crown that shimmered with ghostlight. 

			Mordecaul looked away, his eyes cast down. He dared not look upon the vampire for long. The last time he had, the fiend had sensed the attention on him and turned to meet his gaze. Mordecaul shuddered at the memory of the evils he had seen in von Carstein’s eyes. 

			‘What’s he saying up there?’ asked Olf Doggert. 

			‘Bad things,’ said Blaze, unhelpfully.

			‘He’s talking to the crown, I think,’ said Mordecaul.

			‘The crown?’ asked Elspeth, doubtfully. 

			‘Yes. No less than the Crown of Sorcery, if my order has it right,’ said the young priest. ‘There are etchings in my temple’s underground vault. It’s an ancient artefact, and it’s supposed to be under magical guard beneath the Temple of Sigmar.’

			‘Supposed to be,’ said Blaze. ‘But the vampire, he stole it. We came from Altdorf with Grand Theogonist Volkmar to get it back.’

			‘The Crown of Sorcery…’ said Olf, his brow furrowed. ‘Like the one worn by that orc, the one they called the Slaughterer?’ 

			‘The same,’ replied Mordecaul. ‘Legends say it has part of the Great Necromancer’s power inside it. That he speaks to those who wear it, guiding them from the spirit realm.’
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