


[image: Front cover of Diablo IV: The Lost Horadrim By Matthew J. Kirby]






[image: Half-title Page]

THE LOST
HORADRIM





ALSO AVAILABLE FROM TITAN BOOKS

Diablo Bestiary: The Book of Adria

The Art of Diablo

Diablo: Tales from the Horadric Library

Diablo: The Sanctuary Tarot Deck and Guidebook

Diablo: Book of Lorath

Diablo: The Official Cookbook

Diablo: Horadric Vault – The Complete Collection

The Art of Diablo II

Diablo: Book of Prava

Diablo: The Shadows of Sanctuary (Short Story Collection)





[image: Title Page]





LEAVE US A REVIEW

We hope you enjoy this book – if you did we would really appreciate it if you can write a short review. Your ratings really make a difference for the authors, helping the books you love reach more people.

You can rate this book, or leave a short review here:

Amazon.co.uk,


Goodreads,


Waterstones,

or your preferred retailer.





Diablo IV: The Lost Horadrim

Print edition ISBN: 9781785655098

E-book edition ISBN: 9781785655104

Published by Titan Books

A division of Titan Publishing Group Ltd

144 Southwark Street, London SE1 0UP

www.titanbooks.com

This Titan edition: April 2026

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead (except for satirical purposes), is entirely coincidental.

© 2026 by Blizzard Entertainment, Inc. All rights reserved.

Warcraft, World of Warcraft, and Blizzard Entertainment are trademarks and/or registered trademarks of Blizzard Entertainment, Inc., in the US and/or other countries. All other trademark references herein are the properties of their respective owners.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.

EU RP (for authorities only)
eucomply OÜ, Pärnu mnt. 139b-14, 11317 Tallinn, Estonia
hello@eucompliancepartner.com, +3375690241

Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. Titan Books also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

Designed and typest in Adobe Garamond Pro by Richard Mason.

Title page art: Joseph Lacroix





For Josh and Tyler,
with whom I have spent many hours slaying demons.





[image: Chapter One]

LORATH felt the rage within him stir—a beast awakening in its lair. They had come too late, and the village before them stood empty. No voices answered their calls. No smoke rose from cookfires. The foul air of the surrounding marshland smelled of rot and the tang of rust, and the moss-draped trees trembled with the distant shrieks of vile things. The settlers had built their huts up on a low hump of grassy earth in the midst of ancient stone ruins, perhaps hoping the fallen walls and broken arches of a dead city would offer some meager protection.

“Looks abandoned,” said Donan. The young man smacked a biting fly from his cheek as he peered ahead.

“No,” said Lorath. “Not abandoned. Not by choice, at least. Something happened here.”

“Perhaps,” said Tyrael. The former angel’s armor glinted in the wetland gloom, and a slick of sweat covered his dark brow. “Let us find out.”

The three men pressed forward, familiar with the dangers of the terrain through which they had trekked for the past several days. The Blood Marsh, which lay beyond the forests outside the city of Westmarch, was a treacherous expanse of bog and fen through which too few of the ancient roads remained above water. Monstrous creatures slithered, swam, and prowled through its twisted trees and fetid pools. In elder days, the great city of Corvus had towered there, but the marsh had torn it down with time and patience. It was now an inhospitable place, keeping out all but the most daring, desperate, or foolish. Lorath and his companions had come here following a trail of blood and rumors, hunting evil. According to the terrorized people living at the edge of the wetlands, a vicious new cult had established an enclave somewhere deep in the marshes. Lorath had hoped to learn more from the residents of this now-empty village.

They climbed the grassy rise, then halted as they approached the settlement’s boundary, watching and listening from behind a crumbling wall covered in lichen and threaded with vines. The muggy air moved a little at that height, and somewhere in the village, it set a scrap of dangling metal ringing against a wall. From somewhere else, hollow wooden chimes rattled like bones. Otherwise, Lorath heard nothing. Saw nothing.

“Let us separate and learn what we can,” Tyrael said. “Stay vigilant. Call for aid if you encounter trouble.”

He climbed over the wall and pushed straight ahead, directly into the heart of the village. Donan looked at Lorath and tipped his head to the left, and Lorath nodded. The younger man crept away in that direction, armed with his staff. Lorath proceeded to the right, polearm at the ready, toward a section of the village more heavily encroached upon by bramble and trees.

The settlers had built their humble huts out of rough-hewn wooden beams and marsh reeds daubed with red clay. Lorath poked his head through the open door of the first one he came to and found disorder within. The furniture had all been overturned and broken. Flies buzzed over dried bloodstains on the packed-dirt floor, but he saw no other remains. He found the same in the next hut, and the one after—indications of struggle and violence, but no dead.

Then he heard voices. They spoke no intelligible words but grunted and chattered like animals.

Lorath raised the blade of his polearm, quietly making his way toward the sounds. He soon discovered their source in a muddy paddock near the edge of the village, where a pack of bogans picked over the corpse of a mule. Most of the beasts—half a dozen or more—were smaller, hunched and simian, with knuckles that touched the ground, but there was a brute among them, twice the size and three times as aggressive. Tusks the length of scythes jutted from its slavering maw, and it bristled with crude armor fashioned from antlers, fur, and bone. Bogans were feeble-minded and debased creatures but not necessarily evil by nature. Whatever had happened to the village, they had not caused it, though they were dangerous all the same, and a threat to any that might return there. Lorath adjusted his stance to attack, but then one of the beasts grunted an alarm, snout raised to the wind. They had caught his scent. He had to act quickly.

He leapt out from his hiding place and advanced. The boggit chattering ceased in momentary surprise, then turned to shrill howls as they leapt into a frenzy, thrashing and pounding their fists into the mud. The brute turned its thick shoulders to face Lorath and let out a spittle-flecked roar. Then it charged him with such thunderous speed and ferocity it nearly caught him off guard. He raised his polearm in time to make a thrust, which the bogan easily shoved aside using the bracer and hide of one forearm, even as it swung the other fist. The blow caught Lorath in the chest and sent him flying, gasping for breath.

The bogan roared and charged again. Lorath hadn’t yet gained his footing and could only roll out of the way. Then he sprang to his feet and slashed low—not a killing stroke, but he managed to clip the beast’s thigh.

The boggits had now surrounded him, and he risked being overwhelmed by their number. He swung his polearm around in a wide arc to keep them at bay, and he succeeded for a few moments. But the brute suddenly snatched up a startled boggit and hurled the screaming creature at Lorath like a living missile. The beast ended up impaled and wriggling on Lorath’s polearm before he tossed it aside in disgust.

Seeing this, the other boggits now scrambled away from the brute as desperately as they did from Lorath’s weapon, but they did not yet flee the fight.

The brute pounded its chest and slammed its fists into the ground, preparing to leap at him. Lorath checked his footing and braced his weapon, but before he had cause to use it, a gleaming streak severed the brute’s head from its shoulders, and its body collapsed in a fountain of its own blood. At that, the remaining boggits finally lost all morale and scattered, shrieking through the trees in retreat.

Tyrael stood over the fallen brute holding El’druin and used his cloak to wipe the angelic sword clean. “I told you to call for aid,” he said.

Lorath leaned on his polearm. “I needed no aid—”

“That is not the point!”

For a fleeting moment, Lorath thought he glimpsed a shadow of the frightening power the former angel had given up when he renounced his divine nature; at such times, Lorath found the man’s towering presence unnerving.

Tyrael inhaled, eyes closed, then sighed. “We are Horadrim, Lorath. You are Horadrim. You are sworn to a greater purpose than fighting skirmishes for the sake of your pride. We are still too few in number for you to take such needless risks.” He glanced around the paddock and the village. “We should end this hunt and move on to more important labors.”

“More important?” Lorath said. “Have you not looked inside these dwellings? Some evil has happened here.”

“That may be,” said Tyrael, “and normally, of course I would help anyone who needed it. But we have no reason to believe they need it, and we are on a more important mission.”

“Then you might want to come with me,” Donan said, having arrived from elsewhere in the village. He stood outside the paddock, raised an eyebrow at the corpses of the two bogans, then added, “I found something interesting,” before marching away.

After glancing at each other, Lorath and Tyrael followed. They traversed the village, passing under the ancient ruins and through a silent plaza where spiky grasses grew between the paving stones. They reached the far side of the settlement and came to a circular colonnade, which the settlers had apparently been using as a place of worship. Lorath noticed a large altar flanked by two braziers, each containing the ashen remains of offerings. Sigils and symbols had been chiseled into the columns, recent enough that they had not been weathered by time.

Donan pointed at the markings and said, “Pagan symbols . . . not unlike those seen in old Sharval.”

Tyrael glanced around. “I still see no sign of demonic activity here.”

“Look behind the altar,” Donan said.

Lorath and Tyrael did as he suggested and found a grisly display at odds with all that they had seen thus far. Someone had used blood to draw a ritual circle on the ground, and in its center rested what appeared at first to be a small bowl. Then Lorath realized it was the top of a human skull.

“Blood magic,” he said. “That could be demonic.”

Tyrael frowned but said nothing.

“There’s more.” Donan held up a small leather-bound book. “I also found this journal in one of the hovels nearby. The home of their priest, I think.” He opened the book. “Listen to this: We have found the blood-drinkers. Savian located their encampment on a bog island a dozen leagues to the north and west. He proposes that we attack them now, but their position is well fortified. Lannard and some of the others worry our losses would be too great. They would rather bolster our defenses here and trust in our number as a sufficient deterrent. I fear that hope is misguided. The blood-drinkers have shown no such caution in their attacks elsewhere. Some power emboldens them. I only pray we are strong enough to stand against it.” Donan closed the journal. “That is the final entry.”

“Blood-drinkers?” said Lorath. “Vampires?”

“Unlikely,” said Tyrael. “The priest writes as if the people here did not fully understand their enemy.”

“Where are the people?” asked Donan. “I’ve seen no bodies—”

“They’ve been carried off,” said Lorath, rage stirring again. “While many of them were alive, no doubt. Some may still live, if we move quickly.” He turned to Tyrael. “Or do you still wish to call off this hunt?”

Tyrael bent and picked up the skull cup from the blood circle on the ground. He turned it over, studying it, then set it upon the altar. “We do not know who the attackers are. However, whether they are vampires or demonspawn, I agree that it is our duty as Horadrim to intercede.” He glanced at Lorath.

They departed from the settlement and marched northwest, deeper into the wetlands. With each passing league, they found the terrain more forbidding, a labyrinth of sluggish streams and stagnant pools where paths that appeared firm would give way suddenly to quagmires of sucking mud. The trees and brush around them closed in with fiendish thorns. The air thickened with the noxious fumes of decay, and the biting insects grew more voracious. A chilling fog seeped into their clothing like the grasping fingers of the dead that haunted the scattered ruins.

“Why would anyone choose to live out here?” Donan asked, soaked to his waist, his boots caked with muck.

For all that the younger man had been through, he still looked with naivety at the broken world the Horadrim labored to repair. Lorath answered him with some bitterness: “Perhaps they prefer the dangers here to those in the city.”

The younger man lowered his voice. “Is it . . . difficult? For you to return here, I mean?”

Lorath clenched his jaw. “What’s past is past.”

A moment went by. “Is it true you went down below the marsh, into Corvus with Tyrael?”

“I did.” Lorath had no desire to see those sunken halls and roads ever again.

“A city of the Firstborn . . .” Donan shook his head in wonder. “What—what was it like?”

Lorath knew he meant no harm. Donan was eager, and very clever—no doubt a valuable recruit to their order—but his curiosity often led him down paths best left undisturbed. “It was empty,” Lorath answered, in a way that ended the conversation.

Night fell halfway through their journey, and they had no choice but to make camp on the driest patch of earth they could find. They lit no fire, to avoid attracting unwanted attention, and ate from their dried stores. The crescent moon peered down at them through drifts of pallid, sickly clouds, offering little light. In the darkness, the marsh came alive with the drone of insects, the grunts and croaks of amphibians, and the lonely call of a distant owl.

Tyrael took the first watch, and Donan fell asleep quickly. Eventually, Lorath drifted off as well, but familiar nightmares assailed him. He had been free of those dark dreams for some time, but his return to the Blood Marsh had awakened old memories, and he soon found himself in Corvus, within an underground tomb, watching helplessly as Malthael, the Angel of Death, cut down his fellow Horadrim; and then he was in Westmarch, the city of his birth, as Malthael’s army of reapers swept through its streets, slaughtering all in their path. He saw a small child with red hair who stood paralyzed before a ghostly shadow looming over her, and he rushed into battle to defend her. He swung his polearm slowly, as though against a mighty current, but he managed to defeat the wailing reaper. Then he took the child’s hand, and she looked up at him. She was not a child he knew. She was every child in Westmarch, and Lut Gholein, and all the other ravaged cities where the innocent died by the thousands.

“Come with me,” he told her. “I will keep you safe.”

In the next moment, an arrow struck her in the chest, almost passing through her small body. Lorath watched in shock and horror as blood bloomed across her dress. She died in his arms, eyes wide in terror and filled with tears of pain. Lorath howled in powerless rage, then awoke with a start. He came to in his bedroll in the Blood Marsh, worried that he might have cried aloud in his sleep.

Donan snored next to him, undisturbed, but Tyrael was watching him, a shadowy silhouette against the marsh, his eyes two sparks of light like dim stars.

“The deepest wounds take the longest to heal,” he said.

Lorath sat up feeling embarrassed and defensive. “What would you know about injury?”

Tyrael spoke with patience, despite Lorath’s effrontery. “I am now as susceptible to harm as you.”

Lorath shook his head. “I know. Forgive me. It’s just that . . . you don’t need to worry about me. I’d rather we focus on healing Sanctuary.”

“What makes you think the two are different?” Tyrael asked.

Lorath made no answer to that and rose to his feet. “I’m awake now. You might as well get some rest.”

The former angel nodded and moments later had settled himself against a tree, eyes closed, though Lorath wasn’t ever sure how much the man actually slept. Tyrael may have become mortal, but he wasn’t exactly human—or, at least, he wasn’t the same kind of human as Lorath, Donan, or the settlers they hoped to save.

The rest of that night passed without incident, and after spending another day slogging through marshland, they came upon the blood-drinker encampment in the gloom and mist of an evening drizzle. A palisade of tall, sharpened wooden stakes hid the interior from view, but that was not its only defense. The enemy enclosure occupied a small hillock in the middle of a stagnant mere. The water there smelled rank, with a different kind of foulness than was found elsewhere. As Lorath drew closer, he realized the odor emanated from human remains. The blood-drinkers had filled their natural moat with the bones of their victims. Hundreds and hundreds of victims. Lorath glimpsed a rib so slender it could only have come from a child, and deep within himself, a roar shook the lair of his rage.

“Why—why would they do this?” Donan’s hands hung at his sides, his shoulders slumped in horrified disbelief.

“Depravity,” Tyrael answered. “And cruelty, to make the crossing that much harder for those who would come here seeking justice for the slain.”

Lorath picked up a long stick and prodded the water, down to the soft mud and silt of the lake bed. “No one can cross this without a boat. You’d be mired up to your waist.” He left the long stick where he had lodged it and peered at the fort. “There must be a bridge or path somewhere.”

He crept along the shore, keeping to the tree line, and the other two followed behind. Lorath listened for any sounds coming from inside the encampment but heard none. Were it not for the woodsmoke in the air, he might have believed it stood empty.

The rain eased as they made their way around the mere, and the mist thickened to a low-hanging fog over the water. On the far side of the island, they discovered a wooden causeway laid on uneven pilings. It stretched across the moat, some fifty paces from the shoreline to the fort’s main gate, in full view of a squat tower where a single shadowy guard stood watch.

“So it isn’t entirely empty,” Lorath whispered.

“But it’s so quiet.” Donan crouched down next to him. “Their main force must be elsewhere. Perhaps away on a raid?”

“It would appear so,” Tyrael said.

“Fortune is with us.” Lorath pointed at the gate. “If we can get inside, we can take the whole encampment. Then we lie in wait for the rest of the blood-drinkers to return.”

“How do we get inside?” asked Donan.

Lorath grinned. “Through the front door.”
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THEY lit a campfire in a clearing in the woods surrounded by cypress and swamp oak, near enough to the shoreline for the guard to see it clearly, even through the fog. Moments later, a cry of alarm went up inside the fort.

“Do you think they’ll take the bait?” Donan asked.

Lorath nodded. “Right now, I’d wager they’re trying to decide which of them will come out here to investigate.”

“How do you know?”

“The priest answered that in the journal you found,” Lorath said. “These blood-drinkers are emboldened. Overly confident. They feel strong behind their wall and their moat. They can’t imagine a foe who would dare oppose them.”

“And we must avoid making the same mistake,” Tyrael said, “until we know what power emboldens them. Now, ready yourselves.” He sat on a log near the fire and pulled his cloak around himself to cover his armor, having insisted on being the one left exposed, while Lorath and Donan hid among the nearby trees.

Before long, the gate opened, and a solitary warrior left the safety of the fort. Lorath readied his polearm as the fiend trotted along the causeway through the fog, heavy boots drumming on the rough planks. The thudding stopped when the enemy reached the shore, and Lorath heard the ring of a drawn blade. The blood-drinker made no effort to approach the campfire quietly, stomping and snapping twigs, and when he stepped into the light, Lorath saw he matched Tyrael in height and the breadth of his shoulders. For armor, he wore the gnarled hides of swamp creatures beneath a dirty cloak. He wielded a broadsword, and he carried a wooden buckler with a battered metal boss. Human skulls with the tops of their craniums removed hung from his belt, and crimson sigils covered his face and his skin, drawn in what Lorath assumed to be blood.

“You chose the wrong place to rest, traveler,” the warrior said as he passed the tree Lorath hid behind.

Tyrael sat like a statue as the blood-drinker approached. “Who do you serve?” he asked.

The warrior halted. “What?”

“Which foul being do you serve?” Tyrael asked. “Name your master.”

The warrior chuckled. “Those are your last words? Odd choice.”

Lorath sensed the man would attack with his next breath, so he leapt from behind the tree and charged. The blood-drinker had only enough time to spin around before Lorath drove the point of his polearm deep into his chest, delivering what should have been a killing blow. But instead of collapsing, the warrior merely grunted, then used his buckler to backhand Lorath with shocking strength, throwing him across the clearing, where he landed hard, stunned, gasping, struggling to remain conscious as he rolled onto all fours.

Tyrael had drawn El’druin, and Donan now stood in the firelight with his staff. Both men looked on in surprise as the blood-drinker dropped his buckler, gripped the haft of the polearm still stuck in his chest, and pulled the blade free. Then the warrior hurled the weapon at Lorath like a spear, which he barely dodged. The polearm struck a tree instead, its point embedded deep in the wood.

Tyrael and Donan attacked as one, their actions coordinated, practiced, fluid. But the blood-drinker moved with incredible speed, and he seemed unaffected by the few blows the two Horadrim managed to land.

Lorath wrenched his polearm from the tree and rushed to join his comrades. He didn’t know what infernal power strengthened their foe, but he assumed the blood-drinker needed his head attached to stay in the fight. He seized an opening in the melee, leapt high, and swung his blade wide, a strike that would leave him vulnerable to counterattack if it failed.

The warrior tried to duck, but Lorath’s polearm found his neck and sliced halfway through the meat of it, a wound that seemed to stagger the blood-drinker at last. The enemy swayed on his feet, spraying blood, and the tip of his sword dropped, though still he refused to fall.

Then Donan rushed in, head down, and drove his shoulder hard into the warrior’s stomach, shoving him backward toward the campfire. The blood-drinker stumbled and toppled into the flames, and in the next moment, his cloak went up in a blaze. That was when he finally showed the first signs of pain, thrashing and howling through his savaged throat.

“Silence him!” Lorath hissed.

Tyrael brought El’druin down and finished the decapitation Lorath had started. The clearing fell silent as oily smoke rose from the burning corpse.

“We needed his cloak,” Tyrael said.

“In the fog, yours will do well enough,” Lorath replied.

“You attacked too soon,” Tyrael said. “We learned nothing.”

“He was about to attack you.” Lorath wiped the blade of his polearm clean on a patch of velvet moss. “And we learned all he would have told us. The real answers are inside that gate.”

“Are either of you injured?” Donan asked.

Lorath had sustained wounds in battle without realizing it before, but this time, he had emerged unscathed. The other two Horadrim had likewise avoided any serious damage.

Donan crouched and leaned closer to the burning body, squinting through the smoke and the flames. “He wasn’t a vampire. But his power seems to have come from blood magic. I wish I could have studied the symbols on his skin before the fire got to them.”

“No time for that, anyway,” Lorath said. “They’ll be expecting him back. Let’s move.”

They arranged themselves as they had previously planned and moved toward the causeway. Donan and Lorath went first, posing as captives driven forward by Tyrael, while he marched behind, cloaked and hooded, impersonating the blood-drinker. The fog did much to obscure them, just as Lorath had hoped it would, and they made it almost to the gate before the guard on the watchtower called out to them.

“What have you brought back, Garack?” he asked.

Tyrael said nothing. The gate remained shut.

“Oy, Garack!” the guard shouted.

“Now,” Lorath whispered. Then he and Donan spun around and charged toward Tyrael, shouting and feigning an attack. Tyrael allowed them to bring him down so they scuffled in the fog, trusting that it would get the guards’ attention.

The tower guard bellowed a cry of alarm and an order to those below. Then the gate opened, and three warriors barreled out onto the causeway, two men and a woman. None of them looked as imposing as their emissary to the campfire had been, but their size would matter less than their power if they were all practiced in blood magic.

“Remember,” Tyrael whispered, “take off their heads as quickly as you can.”

The three blood-drinkers had little time to react as the Horadrim suddenly turned and launched their assault. Lorath’s polearm cleaved the head from the first to come within reach, one of the men. The other two skidded to a halt, and then El’druin flashed. Another head wheeled through the air and splashed into the mere, and the third blood-drinker turned to run. Donan pounced on him, caving in his skull with repeated blows of his staff while Lorath raced toward the open gate.

He found one more warrior inside the fort, and he dispatched him quickly with an upward thrust of his polearm through the man’s throat and into his head. That left only the guard on the watchtower, who by then had taken aim at him with a bow. Lorath threw himself against the base of the tower as an arrow whistled past him. Then he heard a gasp from above, and the guard slammed into the muddy earth at Lorath’s feet with Donan’s dagger in his back. Some of the blood-drinker’s bones had snapped when he hit the ground, and yet he still tried to rise, gurgling on his own blood. Lorath put an end to him just as the other Horadrim raced through the gate.

“Is that all of them?” Donan asked.

“For now, I think,” Lorath said, turning to survey the encampment.

It was a squalid place, littered with bones and refuse. At its center lay an enormous communal hearth and a ritual altar caked with so many layers of dried blood, it almost resembled wax. Wretched hovels surrounded the fire, constructed more poorly than even bogan dwellings. Lorath had no idea how many slept in each, but he assumed some several dozen occupied the fort.

Behind him, Tyrael shut and barred the gate. “We have no idea when the rest of these blood-drinkers will return. Donan, you will stand the first watch on the tower. Lorath and I will investigate the encampment.”

“Yes, Tyrael,” Donan said with a slight bow of his head. As he climbed the rickety ladder up the tower to take his post, Lorath shook his head, somewhat bemused by the younger man’s continued deference.

“I will begin with that altar,” Tyrael said. “See what you can discover in their huts.”

“Will do,” Lorath said.

In the hovels, he found soiled and flea-ridden bedding, rudimentary furniture, skull cups like the one left behind in the village, and human bones that showed signs of gnawing. In one, he located the fort’s cache of plundered goods, including barrels of ale and bottled spirits, jewelry, spices, honey, and oil. In another, he found a stash of weapons, mostly crude blades and a few crossbows. A smell of decay pervaded the encampment, and flies filled the heavy air with incessant buzzing. Lorath had seen all he needed to pass a sentence of death on the blood-drinking cultists, but he continued his search with diligence, following Tyrael’s command, until he came upon something unusual.

In a corner of the enclosure, a low wooden platform covered an area ten paces across, and when Lorath stepped up onto it, his footsteps sounded hollow, as if there were a deep opening in the ground beneath the wooden beams. He soon found a trapdoor secured with a padlock that broke under a few blows from the metal foot of his weapon. He kicked the shattered lock away, then bent to lift the door.

The smell that erupted from the opening drove him back. He buried his nose and mouth in his sleeve at the elbow and realized the odor was different from the stink of death that surrounded him: it was the smell of living human waste. He approached the opening again, and peering down into the hold, he discovered the blood-drinkers’ food stores.

It was difficult to see in the darkness, but in the column of pale moonlight that fell through the opening, human prisoners lay in a stupor of despair, weltered in their own piss and shit. Lorath dropped to his knees and called down to them, “Hello! Can you hear me?”

One of them looked up, raising her head slowly, as if she were too weakened even for that movement. Through the filth that covered her face, she appeared to be Lorath’s age, with dark hair, or hair made dark by mud and blood.

“Hello?” Lorath called to her.

“Wh—what?” she replied with a weak, hoarse voice.

“Don’t be afraid,” Lorath said. “We’re here to free you. Rouse the others, if you can. I will return.”

He then raced back toward the central campfire and altar, where he enlisted Tyrael’s help, and together they worked to lift all the survivors out of their subterranean prison. Tyrael even volunteered to go down into the pit when necessary to aid those too weakened by their ordeal to climb out on their own. The Horadrim shared what food they had, and Tyrael led them to a miserable little spring he had located that fed the fort’s supply of potable water. As the survivors revived, they recounted how they had come to be in that place, and all told a similar tale of attack and capture by warriors who could not be slain.

“They can be slain,” Lorath said, sitting next to the woman he had seen down in the pit.

“You may have killed six of them,” she said, “but can you kill fifty? Because they number at least that many.”

“We will find a way,” Lorath said. “This horror will soon be ended. For now, rest.”

He left her and went to relieve Donan on the watchtower. The younger scholar then went down to consult with Tyrael, and Lorath turned to face the causeway and the marshland beyond. The fog had begun to break apart into wisps, while off in the trees, the flames of the burning corpse had diminished to a smoldering flicker. He saw no signs of the returning blood-drinkers, and some time later, as the first ruddy flush of dawn appeared on the horizon, Tyrael climbed the tower and stood next to him.

“We have searched the encampment,” he said. “This place contains only the evil that humanity is capable of inflicting on itself.”

Lorath nodded, unsurprised, already feeling defensive and wary of what he knew would come next.

“It is as I tried to tell you,” Tyrael went on. “This was not our hunt.”

“Then whose hunt is it? What good are the Horadrim if not to stop this kind of evil?”

“Do you suppose it is easy for me to witness the suffering of others?” Tyrael gripped the wooden railing of the watchtower and stared down into the moat. “As much as I might loathe these blood-drinkers, I founded the Horadrim to fight a far greater threat than they could ever pose. What you have seen here is nothing compared to the suffering this world would endure if the Burning Hells should ever succeed in conquering Sanctuary. That is the kind of evil we Horadrim must seek out and destroy, wherever we find it. Enmity may rule this day, but humanity must learn for itself how to stop the suffering of its own making.”

Lorath’s neck and shoulders tightened, and he gestured over the Blood Marsh. “Do you remember the last time you and I were here?”

Tyrael sighed. “You know I do.”

“It wasn’t a demon who almost destroyed Sanctuary.” A part of Lorath wanted to stop himself from going further, but his frustration proved stronger, and he turned to face Tyrael. “It wasn’t a demon who created all this chaos. It was one of your kind. It was an angel. The suffering we’ve seen here is happening everywhere. Do you feel no responsibility for that?”

“I have labored long to defend humanity from demons and angels alike, and I will continue to defend you.” Tyrael’s eyes flashed with a force that would have made Lorath quail, were he less stirred by anger. “But do you not see? I am now mortal. This body will perish one day, and when it does, I will not leave Sanctuary defenseless. The Horadrim must be strong enough to endure.”

The thought of losing Tyrael cooled Lorath’s temper, though not yet to the point of surrender. “What about justice?” he asked.

“What of it?”

“You were once the archangel of that virtue, yet the Horadrim you founded are still denied it.” Lorath nodded down at the people huddled together below them, wounded, frightened, grieving for the loved ones butchered before their eyes. “Where is their justice?”

Tyrael cast his gaze upon the settlers, and he watched them for some time. “You are right,” he said at last. “These people do deserve justice. But are you certain it is truly justice that you seek?”

Before Lorath could ask what he meant by that, Tyrael turned away and faced the marsh.

“I will take the watch,” he said. “Go see if you can be of use to Donan.”

Lorath could only shake his head. “Yes, Tyrael.”

He climbed down from the tower, and after checking on the freed prisoners, he found Donan near the blood-coated altar, studying an evil-looking tome.

“What is that?” he asked.

“Their scripture,” Donan said. “The writings of some corrupt necromancer, though not a true Priest of Rathma. Most of it is meaningless ravings, but there are a few interesting spells. I assume you noted the symbols on the big one’s skin?”

Lorath folded his arms. “Briefly.”

“That was blood magic.” Donan jabbed the open book with his finger. “According to this, those symbols were the source of his power. I suspect that’s why he didn’t show any sign of pain until I pushed him into the fire. The flames destroyed the symbols, you see, and that broke the spell.”

“So, mar the symbols, break their strength?”

“I believe so.” Donan closed the book. “It’s one hypothesis, at any rate.”

“I like your hypothesis.” Lorath had gone to see if he could be of help to Donan, but Donan had proven to be of greater help to him. “You’ve given me an idea.”

“An idea for what?”

Lorath clapped his comrade on the back. “How to kill the lot of them.”
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TOGETHER, Lorath and Donan formulated a plan, then went to the enclave’s storehouse to obtain the ingredients for a flammable concoction of spirits, oil, and other compounds. They used the blood-drinker cultists’ own ritual hearth to brew their downfall.

When the enemy returned two days later, the Horadrim were ready for them. Some of the freed settlers inside the walls had even asked to join the fight and were given weapons from the enclave’s armory. The cultists approached the causeway at dusk, driving a train of bound captives before them using cruel whips. Donan stood upon the watchtower, in shadow. Lorath opened the gate, to give the illusion that all was well within the fort and to get the prisoners off the causeway. The few cultists who preceded their prey through the entrance were quietly slain before they realized their encampment had been taken. The bound prisoners who followed them marveled at their unexpected saviors, who motioned for their silence as they ushered them inside. When a young boy passed Lorath, stumbling with delirium from a head wound, he felt his rage stirring again, only this time, it would not be restrained.

The cultists at the rear of the column had already stepped onto the causeway when the last captive reached safe ground. That was when Donan summoned a ball of violet flame into his hand and hurled it down onto the bridge from above, while Tyrael lit the wood afire from the far shore, having hidden himself in the trees. The causeway, soaked with the incendiary brew, went up in a rushing blaze.

The enemy screamed as one in shock, terror, and pain as their melting flesh broke their blood magic. Then the Horadrim attacked. Donan fired a crossbow from the tower while Lorath charged through the gate, swinging his polearm in a deadly arc at all who tried to flee the fire.

Some of the desperate cultists leapt from the causeway into the water, where they landed hard in the deep muck and became mired. Many of them sank and drowned. Donan’s crossbow found the others.

Then, as the initial conflagration died down, Lorath attacked, hacking and stabbing any foe within reach of his blade. Behind him came the armed settlers dealing out their own justice, using spears, swords, and arrows to finish off the cultists struggling in the bone-filled moat, but Lorath paid them little mind. The beast of his rage had been released from its lair, and he relished the righteous destruction he unleashed on those who would harm and defile the innocent. He lost himself to the violence, bellowing like the animal he had let himself become, and did not stop his butchery until he met Tyrael near the middle of the causeway. The man had fought his own way there from the shore, cutting off the cultists who had tried to escape that way, and now he held up his hand.

“Lorath! The battle is won!”

Lorath, chest heaving, covered in blood, let out a final roar before collapsing to one knee, clinging to his polearm. Tyrael laid a calming hand on his shoulder.

“Peace, my friend. Your plan worked. The evil here has been defeated.”

Lorath closed his eyes and slowed his breathing, easing the rage back into the deep cavern near his heart where it dwelt, ever within him, threatening to rampage if he turned it loose or lost control of it.

When he opened his eyes, he found the settlers staring at him warily, whispering and keeping their distance. Many of them continued to avoid him that evening, when they all stayed together one last night in that place. Lorath could not blame them, though they had no reason to fear him. After he had washed the blood from his hair and his armor with water from the spring, he felt more like himself.

As the Horadrim parted ways with the settlers the next morning, the woman Lorath had seen down in the pit approached him, took his hand, and pressed something into his palm. He looked down at a small wooden talisman the size and shape of a large, thick coin. It bore symbols he had seen back in her village, set beside an image of a woman’s face carved in relief with some skill. Vines and leaves surrounded her as if part of her being.

“What is this?” he asked.

“A sign of gratitude,” the woman said. “The spirits of this land thank you. I hope that one day you can find peace within yourself, wherever your journey takes you.”

The gift caught him somewhat off guard, but he managed to thank her for it.

Soon the Horadrim were trudging back out of the Blood Marsh, retracing their path through the twisting waterways. Lorath clutched the wooden talisman in his hand as they walked, glancing down at it now and then, turning it over in his fingers. For a short while, the sight of the token provided him with a measure of satisfaction and even a sense of calm, the rage within him appeased. But that feeling did not last long. It never did, no matter how great their victories, for Lorath knew that elsewhere across Sanctuary, evil went unchecked, and the innocent suffered. Their imagined cries rang through him, echoes of the suffering he had already witnessed, steadily turning him restless. Within a few leagues, he had shoved the wooden talisman into a pocket, forgotten, his mind fixed on the battles before them. He wanted to ask Tyrael where they now traveled, and for what purpose, but still felt a gulf between them after their disagreement.

He waited until Donan had gone ahead a few paces and cleared his throat. “Tyrael, I . . . What I said to you on the watchtower—”

“You spoke only what you believed to be true,” Tyrael said. “I am grateful that you speak your mind. This hunt has opened my eyes.”

“To what?”

“I know you, Lorath. This will not be the last time you refuse to look away from the suffering of others. It would be unwise for me to expect different from you. And yet, it is also true that Sanctuary needs the Horadrim to defend it against threats, and we must be intentional in the battles we choose to fight. I have therefore come to a decision. To meet the many needs before us, we must increase our number and strengthen our order.”

“How?”

“We will travel to Skovos.”

“Skovos?” Lorath had never been to those southern islands, and no one he knew had sailed there recently. But he knew that Tyrael had visited Skovos long ago, and he had also sent a group of Horadrim there some years earlier. They had heard nothing from them since. “You mean to search for the expedition?”

“Their mission was to establish diplomatic relations with the Askari and to reopen the Horadric vault hidden there. We must learn what became of them.”

Lorath inhaled as he straightened his shoulders. “I hear the people of Skovos are not . . . welcoming to strangers.”

“It is true they are insular and protective of their lands,” Tyrael said. “But they are also strong, and their seers are gifted with foresight. I sense we have an important purpose there. It is time we discover what happened to our fellow Horadrim and recover the relics and knowledge from our vault.”

Lorath felt some reluctance to leave Westmarch behind, where there remained so much work to be done. Yet he knew the people of other cities suffered just as greatly, and the Horadrim could not be everywhere at once. He decided to trust in Tyrael’s wisdom.

*   *   *

AFTER they had left the swamp behind, they made their way to the Fish Road, a winding path that followed the rugged western coastline of the kingdom, connecting the city of Westmarch to Kingsport in the south.

It was not an easy route. The Fish Road skirted the edges of towering cliffs and traversed tide-racked strands of rocky beaches infested with lampreys and other coastal terrors, but Tyrael believed it would be safer than the inland trackways beset by gangs of thieves. Difficult or not, Lorath welcomed the briny breezes off the sea after their confinement in the oppressive, fetid air of the marsh. He preferred the cries of gulls and the chatter of cliff-dwelling gannets to the ceaseless hum of biting insects.

They stopped at the first fishing village they came to, hoping to resupply, but found it deserted. The gray clapboard cottages stood with their doors and windows open to windblown sand. Beach grasses had taken root in some of the corners, and the roof of the former inn appeared to have buckled under the force of some recent gale. A pale crust of salt grew on the buildings closest to the waterline where they faced the spray from crashing waves. The stalwart dock had somehow withstood the battering, but the broken remains of several fishing boats littered the shoreline around it. Unlike at the settlement in the Blood Marsh, they found no signs of violence other than the damage caused by the passage of time, which somehow made the coastal village feel more eerie and haunted.

“It’s been abandoned for years,” Donan said.

“Most likely since Malthael’s culling,” said Lorath. They would likely never know the exact number of casualties across Sanctuary, and many of those who survived the Reaping died in the chaos that followed. There were times when it seemed to Lorath that only one in ten had survived. “A small place like this relies on its fishermen for survival. If too many of them were slain . . .” He shook his head. “I only hope the survivors found safe harbor elsewhere.”

“A storm approaches.” Tyrael pointed at a bulwark of dark clouds moving in from the sea. “We should stay here for the night.”

They chose the soundest of the cottages for their shelter and used scraps of wood to try to block up the windows and other openings, but soon a sharp wind began to blow, and some rain still managed to push in through the gaps. Lorath could only imagine how unpleasant the evening would have been had the storm caught them on the open road. Lightning occasionally flashed outside, visible through cracks in the wood, accompanied by thunder that shook the floorboards against his back. Somehow, Donan slept through it all, but Lorath lay awake, staring up into the swaying, creaking rafters.

He wondered who had lived in this shack before it became a derelict hull. Was it a solitary fisherman? A family? Had children run in and out through that front door? Had they watched their mother, their father, their grandparents die at the hands of a reaper?

“Is it the storm that keeps you up?” Tyrael asked from nearby in the darkness. “Or something else?”

“I don’t know,” Lorath answered.

“What is on your mind?”

“Back on the watchtower, you asked me if I truly seek justice. What else would I be seeking?”

A moment went by, and then Tyrael asked, “Who do you think justice is for?”

Lorath frowned. “For the victims, of course.”

“To what end?”

The question provoked Lorath into a sitting position. “What do you mean?”

“When you slew the cultists, did your justice undo the suffering their captives had endured? Did your justice heal the injured? Bring back their dead?”

“No.”

“Then how was your justice for them?” Tyrael sat up to face Lorath. “Some might even say that justice was unattainable because each cultist had only one life to pay in recompense for the many lives they took. But justice is not an equation to balance. Justice is a virtue to serve and fulfill, and that is what makes it so hard to obtain.”

“I don’t understand,” said Lorath.

Lightning flashed outside and glinted off Tyrael’s armor, followed a few moments later by a receding clap of thunder. The worst of the storm had passed over them.

“There are many who claim to serve justice,” Tyrael said, “when all the while their true master is their anger, their hatred, their fear, their pain, or their powerlessness. Such people seek vengeance, Lorath, not justice.”

Lorath lay back down. “In a world this broken, I’m not sure there is a difference.”

*   *   *

THE next morning, they left the abandoned village under a sullen sky that seemed to threaten them with another storm if they lingered. The coastal road carried them southward, jogging inland now and then through dense conifer forests that offered sporadic views of the ocean below. They had to contend with the occasional pack of spiders or wolves but otherwise managed to avoid any serious confrontations.

Eventually, they came upon an occupied village where the residents had somehow clung to their way of life, though many of the houses sat shuttered and dark as silent monuments to death’s toll. The people there appeared fearful and forlorn, with scarcely enough to live on themselves, but they were willing to sell some meager provisions. Lorath intentionally overpaid for a supply of hard bread and oily dried fish, which fed the Horadrim for the remainder of their journey to Kingsport.

Lorath had visited a few times before, many years ago. He knew well its reputation for lawlessness even before the destruction caused by Malthael. The capital port of Westmarch may have boasted a greater volume of legitimate import and trade, but Kingsport made up the difference with illicit smuggling and trafficking of stolen goods. It lay tucked away in a river inlet at the southernmost point of the kingdom’s coast. Before the foundation of a royal city there, the sheltered bay had offered a haven to pirates and raiders, who had adapted to the encroachment of the crown on their territory by assuming a thin mercantile guise.

The Fish Road crested a ridge overlooking the city from the west, where the Horadrim paused, unsure of what to expect below. Lorath saw ships secured at the wharf and deeper-keeled vessels anchored out in the harbor. Even from their vantage, he could hear the commotion of the port, the clang of machinery, the shouts and curses of sailors. He could smell the rank odors of rotten fish, mildew, smoke, and oil. The road before them plunged into a labyrinth of streets and alleyways said to hide a murderous thief in every shadow.

“Is this wise?” Donan asked. “I thought we wanted to avoid unnecessary conflict.”

“We do,” Tyrael said.

Donan shrugged. “It’s just that . . . unnecessary conflict seems inevitable in a city like this.”

“A fishing dinghy can’t make the crossing to Skovos,” Tyrael said. “We need a ship. And that city is where we will hire one. Some conflict may be unavoidable.”

“At least the port is active,” Lorath said. “I suggest we head straight for the wharf.”

Their descent followed a winding track of switchbacks down the tiers and levels of the city. The streets were narrow and hemmed in by the leaning upper stories of the half-timber buildings. As with all the settlements they had visited in their travels, they passed many empty houses left to rot, though in Kingsport it seemed that vagrants and squatters occupied several of the forsaken structures. Lorath could feel the gaze of hostile eyes upon them as they made their way downward. He walked with his polearm at the ready, while Donan walked with his staff, and none could miss the great sword at Tyrael’s side. They must have appeared formidable enough to dissuade any would-be thieves from assailing them.

As they neared the market quarter, the streets widened to allow for the passage of wagons, but fewer carts traveled those lanes than the city had once boasted, which left the passages feeling haunted by the loss. Alehouses, brothels, and petty shops began to appear, and the streets grew more crowded with poor mariners wearing clothes fashioned from old sailcloth, but now and then they glimpsed someone wearing finer attire, always in the company of menacing thick-necked guards.
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