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			The Tainted Axe

			Josh Reynolds

			‘The grove is singing tonight, Sir Roggen. Be wary.’

			Roggen stopped. The voice seemed to come from nowhere, echoing through the tumbledown ruins that lay at the top of the slope. 

			‘Who speaks?’ Roggen said softly. He was a big man, built for war rather than peace. Even out of his armour, he looked like a warrior. His mane of unkempt hair merged with a thicket-like beard, the better to hide his scarred features, and his rangy limbs were thick with hard-earned muscle. His hand – his good hand – itched for the hilt of his blade. But his sword, along with his war-plate, had been left in his cell, back in the chapterhouse. At the moment, he wore only a simple habit of woven fibres, belted at the waist with a strip of leather. The traditional garb of the knights of the Order of the Furrow. 

			‘Only me, brother. It is my night to sit watch.’

			Roggen looked down. A crooked shape sat in the moonlight, sitting cross-legged beneath the broken remains of what had once been an archway. Roggen had taken the sentry for a stone, at first, due to his stillness. ‘Hygal, is that you?’

			‘In the flesh, brother. What remains of it.’ Hygal bent, coughing wetly. The moss-leper’s form was hidden beneath thick burlap robes and a concealing sack-hood, but these did little to conceal the musky stink of his affliction. Beneath the robes, Roggen knew that the other knight’s body would be covered in ever-growing patches of cancerous moss. It ate away at flesh and muscle, leaving only dense, green clumps clinging to the bone. It was a common ailment in these precarious times. When the winds blew hot and damp, carrying spores north from the Verdant Bay, no one was safe. Not even knights. 

			Mercifully, the afflicted felt little in the way of pain. And despite his illness, Hygal could still wield a blade. A sheathed sword lay across his chest, its hilt rising above his shoulder. Bandaged fingers tapped tunelessly against its length. ‘I heard that you’d returned to us at last, brother. I’m glad to see you’ve come back safe from the wilds of Ghur.’

			Roggen lifted his other hand – or what was left of it. A mangled stump, bound in dressings. It hurt, but then, it always hurt these days. Sometimes it was only a little ache. Other times – now, for instance – it was a searing knot of agony that threatened to drag the burly knight to his knees. It was strange to him how something that was no longer there could hurt so badly. That he had lost it in service to a god was some comfort. 

			He had returned to Ghyran after its loss, seeking a familiar place to heal. The god, Grungni, in whose service he had been hurt, had offered to craft him a fine replacement of silver and steel, but Roggen had turned down the offer. He had half-hoped the arts of his Order might restore his missing limb, or at least alleviate the pain. So far, that had not been the case. ‘Safe, yes. But it shall always hold a piece of me, I fear.’ 

			Hygal laughed until he wheezed. ‘Better a hand than a head, eh?’

			‘It was a very good hand, brother.’

			Hygal extended his own. Moss was growing between and over the bandages in places. ‘I’d give you one of mine, but… well.’

			‘I thank you for the offer, brother, even so.’ Roggen looked past the archway, into the grove. Once, this place had been a chapel of stone, dedicated to some forgotten god or other. Now, its walls were gone, its roof long since fallen in, leaving only a few scattered archways and flat stones underfoot to mark its passing. A cathedral of ironwood trees rose tall, as if reaching towards the stars of Azyr, far above. As Hygal had said, the rustle of the boughs in the wind sounded like singing. 

			‘Something is abroad in the grove this night. I hear it wandering among the graves of our order. Like loose leaves scraping on stone. I think it is waiting on someone.’ Hygal looked up at him. ‘You should go back to your cell, brother. Let the night keep its secrets.’ He gestured back towards the low wedge of the chapterhouse, where its outer ramparts emerged from the hill. The fortress had been built into the slope centuries earlier – or perhaps the hill had grown up around the fortress. It was hard to say, in Ghyran. 

			Roggen had followed a winding set of crudely carved stone steps up from those angular walls of stone and wood, to reach the top of the slope, drawn by something he could not give name to. A dream? A compulsion? He could not say. He knew only that something – someone – was waiting for him. ‘I think I am expected, brother,’ he said. ‘But I thank you for the warning.’ 
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