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			Restorer

			Chris Wraight

			‘How did you fight like this?’ the tech-priest muttered.

			Shiban ignored her. He was in considerable pain, but that was hardly unusual. It had not been unusual since leaving Prospero. He lay back on the medicae cot, watching his bodily fluids being pumped into cyclers and then back through the hard black nodes of his exposed carapace.

			‘How did you even walk? Blessed Omnissiah, this is… crude.’

			The tech-priest, who had not felt the need to introduce herself by name or rank since starting work on him, had commenced the examination amazed and had now worked herself up into something close to disgust.

			‘We were at war,’ said Shiban eventually, his voice a hoarse whisper. ‘Always moving.’

			The tech-priest looked up at him sharply. Her face, part-hidden under a gold-lined cowl, was lined and greyish. Her organic eyes were gone and iron plugs studded her hollow cheeks. ‘You had Martian adepts with you?’

			‘Of course. They worked with what they had.’

			The tech-priest tutted. ‘They must have been distraught.’

			Then she got to work on the Shackles. More attendants arrived, floating on grav-pads or limping on multi-angled legs. Needles went in, thick ones designed to pierce his tough skin. Saws whined up to speed, aimed by las-line before cutting down at the flesh.

			‘Do you wish for more pain relief?’ the tech-priest asked.

			Shiban shook his head.

			‘I can give you more. Unless you want the pain. Some of them do. The Imperial Fists, I discovered. They want the pain.’

			Shiban could feel a hot wave of agony all over him now, flaring up from the multiple incision sites and spreading throughout his body. The attendants were removing glistening tubes and levers, yanking them bloodily from his innards.

			Perhaps he was like a Fist, now. The pain felt good. He deserved it, after all.

			‘Not too much metal,’ he murmured, jaw clenched. 

			The tech-priest shook her head. ‘Your bones are splintered. You need bionics.’

			‘The minimum possible.’

			She glared at him. ‘You might have gone into a Dreadnought. You know this?’

			‘It is not something we believe in.’

			‘No bionics. No Dreadnoughts. This shoddy work. Stupid.’

			Shiban managed a strained smile. He could feel tugging at his muscles, the unpicking of old steel staples.

			‘No doubt,’ he said, only partly to her. ‘We got back, though.’

			‘A good thing too,’ said the tech-priest, fussily. ‘Another year of this filth in your body and you’d be on the morgue-slab, Legiones Astartes physiology or no.’

			Shiban winced. Another blade went in, deeper now, burrowing after all those splines and slivers that had been lodged there for years. One by one the makeshift augmetics came out, pulled by callipers and dropped tinnily into stainless steel trays.

			‘We did what we could,’ he said.

			The tech-priest paused, her silver hands bloody. ‘Not a time for excuses,’ she chided. ‘It will all be over, with excuses. Even with your Legion back. All must be optimal, now. Every hour, every second. Until he gets here.’

			Until he gets here. That was how time was measured now.

			‘Pain relief?’ she offered again, cranking up a fine-toothed saw that looked like a miniature eviscerator.

			Shiban let his head fall back.

			‘No,’ he said. ‘I need to feel it. Cut away.’

			It took a long time to recover. It took him almost as long as the first time – on the Swordstorm, after the confused battle with his own Legion in orbit over Prospero, during which he had received the wounds that had condemned him to those hated augmetic shackles. A few times, he discovered later, he had almost died in that Terran apothecarion, and Legion medicae staff had rushed in to halt the procedure and stabilise him.

			An ‘upgrade’, the Mechanicum had called it. They said it would increase his killing potential, but there had always been the suspicion they just hated to see substandard augmetic work. Even under pre-siege conditions, with its finite resources consumed voraciously by the demands of the war, Terra still offered immeasurably more than the isolated and battle-ravaged V Legion fleet had, and so the opportunity could not have been passed up.

			In the aftermath of the techno-surgery, Shiban’s mind wandered into strange places. He lay on the slab, his limbs intertwined with clusters of pipes and pulsing nerve-links. Consciousness returned only in blurry snatches – glimpses of the brightly lit apothecarion, with its mix of human and semi-human occupants.

			He had visitors. Yesugei, the Legion’s Chief Librarian, came to him, looked over the flaps of torn skin and the flayed muscle, then shook his head in sadness. Jochi, his lieutenant from the Brotherhood of the Storm, stayed for longer, sharing jokes about old campaigns, trying to lift his spirits. None of the orderlies noticed them there. At times, they seemed to walk straight through them.

			Only as Shiban’s wits returned, near the end of the worst, did Torghun arrive. The khan’s helm was gone, exposing the flesh that Shiban had always thought pale, even for a Terran. It looked like he’d taken terrible wounds, the kind of wounds a long, curved blade would make, but he was still capable of grinning.

			‘Free of the Shackles, then?’ Torghun asked. ‘Put you in a better mood?’

			Shiban couldn’t reply. His mouth was clogged with respirator tubes, his neck was still locked down by a restraint collar. When he tried to blurt something out, his lips didn’t really work. He couldn’t even move his fingers.

			If he’d been able to speak, he would have told them all the same thing: I know it. I know you’re dead.

			But it was becoming harder to tell. Even before his delirium, the dreams had been more vivid. Terra was a world on the edge – teetering on the precipice over a long drop into dreams.

			Maybe the dead could still linger, here. Maybe, soon, they would be the only ones left at all.

			Once his limbs worked again, once the wounds had closed over, he began to walk. He pushed himself hard, going beyond what the Apothecaries demanded. None tried to stop him.

			In time, he began to appreciate what the tech-priest had said. The residual pain came now from the long series of operations – it no longer came from the implants themselves. The new augmetics were a major improvement, and even through his limps and his stumbles he could sense that the old physical fluency would return in time. He would be as fast and as poised as he had been on Chogoris, perhaps faster.

			But he was not there yet. He hobbled through the corridors of the apothecarion until his feet bled and his muscles ached. He took up ritual exercises again, and gradually felt his tormented flesh form itself around them.

			A Space Marine’s body was not like a base human’s. It responded to privation and grew through conflict, and so however hard he tested it, it always came back stronger. The will was like that, too. It took a lot to break a Space Marine’s will. Hard, but not impossible. The war had shown that well enough.

			After two more weeks, he was able to leave the confines of the apothecarion. He walked up onto the ramparts of the Inner Palace walls, and looked out on Terra.

			The air was thin, and tasted of engine fuel and bitumen. Every dimension was outsized, skirting the borders of sense. Buildings piled up atop one another, bled into one another, jostled and strangled and subsumed one another. There might have been some plan to it all, once, but if so then the impending battle had destroyed it. Even as Shiban watched, a gun emplacement was lifted into position a few hundred metres above him, an octagonal column over fifty metres high suspended on a cradle of chains. It settled on a rockcrete platform jutting from what had once been a high stairway of some kind, now little more than a scree precipice, ready to be remade and reformed into a holdfast amid a fortress, amid a citadel, amid the Palace that guarded a species.

			People were everywhere, wrapped up against the severe cold and hurrying from place to place. Almost all of them were in some uniform or other. The variety was impressive, a chequerboard of a million different regiments and ceremonial orders. They all had somewhere to be, something to do. Above them, orbital landers hung like grey ghosts in the thin atmosphere, waiting for clearance to come down and unload yet more personnel. Ice made the surfaces glassy and dazzling, piling up in the many shadows and crannies, but the millions of tramping feet kicked it into grey slush.

			This whole place had once been a mountain range, he had been told, the mightiest on the planet. You would hardly know it now – towers rose up on all sides, sinking their roots deep into the crust below. Only at the very edge, they said, did the terrain drop dizzyingly again, exposing the true scale of what had been made here. That was where the first battle would come, breaking against those immense walls, before clawing its way up to the high places.

			He walked for a long time, tracing a path out onto the terraces and parapets. When he passed other Space Marines, they saluted him – many Imperial Fists, fewer White Scars, a scattering of taciturn Space Wolves, even smaller numbers of other Legions gleaned from galactic catastrophe. The warriors of the Legiones Astartes towered over the mortal defenders, but that did nothing more than demonstrate how meagre their numbers were. In solely numerical terms, almost all the defenders of the Palace would be drawn from baseline human regiments. Not that numbers would be the decisive factor, of course.

			He went higher, tracing winding stairs carved about the wide boles of defence towers. The crowds never relented. Courtiers in long robes hurried past him, barely looking up from their clasped-tight piles of parchment. As he headed towards a spur of natural rock thrusting out from the maze of human construction, he found his path suddenly barred by one who didn’t get out of the way.

			She was a woman, youngish, dressed in pale brown robes. A scholar, perhaps, or some low-level administrator. She bowed low, and when her head rose again there was wild desperation in her eyes.

			‘You are White Scar,’ she blurted, falling over her words. ‘Thank you. Thank you. It’s on the vids now. A whole Legion. Thank you. Just… you should know it. Thank you.’

			Shiban didn’t know how to reply. The notion of gratitude felt wildly misplaced. This was not a mercantile arrangement, or issuance of some form of charity.

			Looking closer, he could see the tattered edges of her sanity. She bore the look of someone who had not slept well for a long time. Perhaps they were all like that, under their cowls and helmets. She reached out, as if to touch his armour, and he instinctively pulled away.

			‘Will others come now?’ she asked, snatching her hand back guiltily, then edging closer again. ‘Will the Angel come back? Will the Lion?’

			‘I do not know,’ he told her, and the sound of his own voice was strange after so long in silence.

			‘We need them back,’ she urged, vehemently and seriously. ‘Before he gets here.’

			He managed a curt nod, then pushed past her and kept walking. Others had paused, watching one of their kind dare to converse with an Angel of Death. They were oppressive in their numbers, clogging up every surface, swarming and milling liquidly. He felt their eyes on him like heat.

			They expected so much. But then, they could have no true idea of what they faced. They had not been out into the abyss, had not fought hell-slivers over the turning gyre of the Catullus Rift, had not faced daemon engines rumbling through the lost ramparts of Lorenzia, had not seen the glass pyramids of Prospero laid to ash and danced across by ghosts.

			What could he tell her that would make her sleep again? Where were the words supposed to come from?

			He kept moving. He felt blood pooling in his armour, and ignored it.

			The Legion was billeted in a series of fortresses running along the south edge of the Inner Palace, most repurposed hastily from other functions and occupiers. Malcador’s people had been anxious to afford them every honour, and had somehow found supplies and forges and new armaments for them. There were spies, of course, infiltrated into the thousands of menials allocated to the returned Fifth, but that was only to be expected. This was Terra, and there were spies watching the spies.

			Recruitment had started again. Since the great war had broken out, the gene-labs on Luna had been working furiously to replenish stocks for those Legions still in contact with the Throne. Until very recently, that had meant the Imperial Fists, whose ranks had swelled over the last four years. Now it meant the White Scars too, whose ravaged numbers could at last be increased again, albeit with desperately raw recruits. They came to those fortresses fresh from their apotheosis, pumped full of stimms and adrenaline and speaking no Khorchin. They would have mere months, it was reckoned, before their first action under V Legion colours. Months to learn everything they needed to know.

			Shiban needed to get back to full fitness soon – the Legion’s command levels had been harrowed by the long void war, and all were needed now.

			‘You look better than you did,’ said Ilya, smiling at him.

			Her quarters were a mess. Piles of parchment lay on every surface, all marked with overlapping Adminstratum seals and stamps, their edges greasy from the press of too many thumbs. Some tottering stacks towered over her, looking like they might kill her if they fell. Then again, Ilya was now so fragile-looking that almost anything looked like it might kill her. She was a splinter of glass, thin and brittle, pressed tight by too many years of worry.

			Shiban sat opposite her. The floor shook dully from the massed rattle of turbo-hammers working away at the foundations. From outside, he could hear shouted orders, the rumble of a lifter taking off, the grind of a crane swinging around for the next load.

			‘We are all being reconstructed,’ he said.

			‘I came to visit you,’ she said. ‘I don’t think you saw me.’

			‘You were not the only one,’ he said.

			‘And the Khagan?’

			‘We will speak, I am sure.’

			‘He, the Sigillite, Dorn. Those three have been in closed session for a long time.’

			Shiban looked around him. ‘All of these from the departmento scribes?’

			‘They keep me busy.’

			‘They must have missed you. Are you well enough for it, though, szu?’

			‘What else do you wish me to do? I do not have your varied gifts.’ She pulled a heavy bundle of vellum from the nearest pile. ‘Addendum to the Requisition Order, sub-Order XIV, pursuant to reconfiguration of Fifth Legion defensive assets, clearance note and preliminary guidance. It’s fifty pages long. The real thing is four times that. There is an entire language here, and I’d forgotten just how recondite it was.’ She gave him a brave grin. ‘But then you were a poet, weren’t you? Before all of this.’

			Shiban leaned back a little, feeling his new augmetics flex. ‘A long time ago.’

			‘You should work with words again.’

			‘I wouldn’t know how.’

			‘Take up a quill. It can’t be worse than what I deal with.’

			‘It’ll begin again, szu, very soon. I have much to do.’

			She looked exasperated, like a mother with a wayward child, and put the parchment down. ‘I told you on the Swordstorm that you’d been more than a warrior. You didn’t listen then. Even now, after all that happened, you wish to forget it again.’

			‘I forget nothing.’

			‘Neither do I. That’s our curse.’

			 Shiban rose, making ready to leave.

			‘I found the records,’ Ilya said. 

			He halted. That hadn’t been why he’d come. He’d not asked her for them, nor did he know she’d been looking for them.

			‘You don’t have long, I know,’ she said. ‘But it’s your choice.’

			He felt the old anger coming back, and just then it was impossible not to see her fragility as an insult. Even now she persisted, unable to pull away from interfering, acting as if she were somehow one of them, a counsellor, a zadyin arga, a guardian of the ordu’s soul. But she was a functionary, one at the end of her short life, exhausted and buried in the customs of this strange and hateful world. It was too much, too presumptive.

			She reached for another sheet of parchment, just a single leaf, stamped and scrawled over and headed with the inked symbol of the Departmento Munitorum. He could already see the words, etched longhand by an autoquill.

			He should leave now. He should head for the door.

			‘Your choice,’ said Ilya, holding it out.

			He took a flyer out to the northern expanses of the Palace, weaving between half-constructed defence bastions and Titan walkways. The Eternity Gate space port was jammed with traffic, an endless procession of heavy bulkers guarded by clouds of fighter escorts. He saw one of them opened up inside an exposed cargo cradle, its innards gaping like a flayed animal. Troops were marching out from the interior, regiments of them, all shadowed by grav-suspended commissars.

			Had there even been a Commissariat during the Crusade? There must have been something, but he could never remember seeing so many of them among the Army detachments before. Then again, he had never paid them much attention back then. Back then, it had all been about the hunt.

			The flyer set down on a subsidiary platform, a long way from the main complex. His atmospheric transport was waiting for him – a long, blunt hunk of flaky-looking iron with four turbines and a sloping nose.

			The administrator was apologetic, pathetically so. 

			‘My pardon, lord, my pardon, if we had more to spare, I would have preferred it, but you know how it is, and I tried hard to find better, but with things as they–’

			Shiban let him prattle. He clambered into the cramped cockpit – built for human-normal scale – and looked over the antiquated controls. It would do. 

			Soon he was aloft again, driving clear north, boosting over the Inner Palace walls and out above the endless construction yards and supply sheds. The transport rattled and clattered, but it stayed in the air and didn’t attract attention.

			It took an hour of sustained flight to escape the hyper-conurbations of the Outer Palace. The conglomerate cities spread like mats of lichen over the mountain peaks, filling in the valleys and flattening the summits with a pale grey maze of rockcrete. Huge informal settlements of shacks and tents sprawled out beyond even that, huddling under the unattainable shadows of the high walls. Billions already lived in those places, and billions more were coming to join them. He could see the convoys snaking along the multi-lane transitways – tracked personnel carriers and Auxilia mobile armour, wreathed in smoke from a thousand exhausts. Noxious emissions stained the atmosphere, filtering into a haze that hung immobile over everything. 

			But it ran out, eventually. The transport picked up speed once free of the Palace’s secured airspace, and boosted faster across high plateaux. The land became grittier, blasted by a hard easterly wind and dotted with scattered tufts of foliage swaying wildly. The mark of mankind fell away, leaving an emptiness that almost reminded him of home – a kind of dirtier, grimier Chogoris.

			Hours passed. More cities emerged, rising up from the open landscapes and extending polluted tendrils. Highways criss-crossed the plains, all jammed with military traffic, all in motion, trekking in unbroken lines between the burgeoning metropolises. It was possible to imagine those linked cities growing and growing forever, until the entire world was gripped tightly by them like a closed fist. Perhaps they still would, or perhaps they would never get the chance – the spires would burn quickly, all of them, given enough fuel and someone to light the taper.

			After many more hours, the cities were left behind. He entered more sparsely inhabited regions clad in dark pine forests, then others scoured bare by the residue of ancient rad-weapons. He saw enormous machines, half-buried in drifting grey dunes, slowly rusting under the weak light of a dying sun. He saw ruins on the eastern horizon, walls that had once been raised against unnamed warlords, now crumbling into cairns. More human history was buried on Terra than on all other human worlds combined – whatever happened in the war, it would always be, in one way or another, the species’ graveyard.

			Soon the sun was setting in the west, spreading a long line of crimson against the curve of the world as the ocean finally came into view. From the cockpit he saw fens march out against the grey tide-surge, their tips reddening down to black. Further north, high crags rose steeply, glinting in the dusk.

			He set the transport down on an open moor, the engines making the gorse flail. From there he walked, carrying his burden with him, his boots sinking into spongy ground and releasing every step with a soft, moist suck.

			He walked for a long time, occasionally checking the geo-stat reading on his gorget. By the time he reached his destination it was night, and the stars glowed vividly in a sky almost unmarked by lumens.

			The settlement he had reached was tiny, populated, he assessed, by less than five thousand, clinging to the edge of the world and looking west over the seas into oblivion. They told him that Terra had only had true seas for a few centuries, having lost them entirely during the holocausts of the past. The Emperor had brought them back, aiming to rebalance the planet’s ecosystem as part of a gigantic programme of terraforming, though that project, like so many others, risked being left incomplete as all eyes turned to the heavens again.

			Several generator towers loomed to the north, their shoulders marked with blinking red dots. Rows of prefabricated habs ran along a sheltered ridge set back from the coast, all in poor repair and showing signs of weather damage. To the east rose mountains, black and bleak.

			He felt cold, salty wind on his unhelmed face. The bite of it was bitter, the kind of temperature that might trouble an un-augmented human, and it raced unbroken across the ocean. Sedge blew in that breeze, hissing atop dark dunes. Jetties ran out into the murk, with boats rocking against them – big trawl-craft, wallowing in the oily swell, bigger than the habs that housed their crew. A hunchbacked processor station sat at the end of the jetty, gouting from several vents. If those who operated that place could somehow bleed the toxins out of the fish they caught in those seas, Shiban thought, they deserved to scratch a living here.

			He entered the settlement, walking up a bare central avenue and leaving heavy imprints on the damp sand. Eventually he reached his destination – a low, storm-beaten hab-unit – and depressed an entry chime beside a heavily corroded slide-door.

			It took a while for someone to answer. He heard thumps from within, then shouts, then a nervous patter of approaching footfalls.

			The door slid jerkily open, and pale yellow light spilled across the sand. A woman peered around the frame, and started, nearly freezing with fright.

			Shiban tried to make himself as unintimidating as possible.

			‘Svensellen,’ he said.

			For a moment, she didn’t seem to understand. A man’s voice called out querulously from further back, bleary from sleep.

			‘I seek Svensellen,’ Shiban said again. ‘Kin of Haren, who was taken for the Legions.’

			That seemed to register. She stared at him, eyes wide, still terrified, but didn’t retreat.

			‘No,’ she said eventually. ‘Not any more, not here.’

			He allowed himself that curious mix of disappointment and relief. It had been a wasted journey.

			‘But… no, there is one left,’ she went on. ‘I can show you.’

			It had always been possible that none remained. A Space Marine lived for a long time. Taking account of the chronological vagaries of warp travel, it was possible to live for very many mortal generations, at least by the reckoning of a fixed point on an origin world. Few successful aspirants ever went home again. For one thing, they had no desire to, their genetic ties having been superseded by a stronger loyalty to their Legion. For another, in most cases it would have been pointless, as their parents and siblings would most likely have died by the time they returned. Families understood this – when they gave up male children for the Legiones Astartes, they knew that they would never see them again. The pain of separation was assuaged with pride – on all worlds of the Imperium, to say that one’s son had been inducted into the Angels of Death was an honour worth the sacrifice.

			Haren Svensellen’s parents, as was expected, had died a long time ago, leaving two surviving children. One of those had died childless, the other had gone on to have a family of his own. Even during the blessed epoch of Unity, life was hard on the exposed north-west coast of Skandmark, and the gene-line had struggled thereafter as the old industrial settlements had dwindled. The last Legion recruiters had scoured the region fifty years ago – for those who remained, the harvests were something of a distant memory. Now only one living soul bore the name Svensellen, a crone of sixty-seven, her back curved from labour and her skin blistered from the driving salt-wind.

			All of this he was told within the first hour, much of it reconstructed painfully by the settlement’s elders, who fussed over him and kept presenting dried fish for him to eat. After he had learned all he could from them, he sent them away, sealing himself in the little hab at the end of the long lane, alone with the old woman and a sputtering generator kicking out more smoke than heat.

			For a while after that they didn’t say anything to one another. It was an incongruous match – a giant warrior clad in newly reconstituted power armour, as lethal a servant of the Emperor as had ever been made, bent double under a low ceiling, facing an age-hunched mortal female at the end of her life.

			‘Your name,’ said Shiban eventually.

			‘Yuna,’ the woman replied, daunted but still able to keep her eyes looking up at his. There was something of him in those eyes, Shiban thought. Or perhaps he wanted there to be.

			‘Last of the line,’ he said.

			‘They tell me that.’

			‘So one remains,’ he said. ‘Yesugei said there were no chances in the universe, only symmetries.’

			She pulled her shawl tight around her. She had been sleeping not long ago, and it was nearly dawn. She could not endure this forever, and matters would pull him back, too. Time was slipping away, but it was hard to know where to start.

			You should work with words again.

			‘On my world,’ he said, slowly, ‘we have a custom.’

			The woman listened, her eyes shining intently amid a cold-pinched face.

			‘Debts are sacred. A warrior may travel for a lifetime to make recompense. He may travel to the clan of the one he wronged, and if the one he wronged no longer lives, he will seek to discharge his debt to those kin who yet live.’

			She said nothing. Her hands, clasped tight in her lap, were white.

			‘You should know this, here, in this place. He was a hero of my Legion. Tell this to those who remember that a Svensellen was taken from here.’

			She understood. Even though generations had passed, the old knowledge had not quite died out.

			 ‘I met him on the White World. We fought together. For a time, we conquered together. Then the war came, the one you know will come here too. That has poisoned many things. It poisoned him. It poisoned me. I should have accepted judgement when it came, but the poison ran too deep. Our last words together were bitter. If I could take them back now, I would.’

			So quick, to rattle through those years. Torghun and he had fought as brothers many times, but also against one another twice – once aboard the flagship when Torghun had sided with the pro-Warmaster faction within the Legion, and again, fatefully, in a squalid encounter after Torghun’s exile as a member of the sagyar mazan had come to an end. That had been during the anguished time, when annihilation had come to look almost inescapable and all souls, but Shiban’s especially, were tormented.

			The woman listened in silence. Outside, the wind howled, making the hab-unit shiver. The generator coughed, and more smoke kicked from its outlet.

			Shiban reached down and took out the thing he had carried from the transport. He drew a blade from synthleather wrappings, a tulwar of the Legion, something that he could heft one-handed, but that she would barely be able to lift.

			‘This was his weapon,’ he said. ‘It was taken from him, and he met his death with another blade, one he preferred. Straight, like the blades of this world.’

			He gave it to her, and she laid it heavily in her lap, gazing down at it. For the first time, something like recognition sparked in her eyes.

			‘But this was the one he was given,’ Shiban said. ‘It has the mark of the ordu on it. That is the sign of his honour, and should remain here.’

			She looked up at him. ‘Can it be kept safe?’ she asked.

			‘Nowhere is safe now. It belongs in this place.’

			She nodded, then traced a finger along the sweep of the metal. ‘I do remember,’ she said, never taking her eyes off the weapon. ‘My mother told me the story, told to her by her mother.’ She looked up at him. ‘We were proud. We never stopped being proud.’

			Shiban nodded. ‘Good.’

			‘Forgive me, though. I do not know much of the war. I had always been told… Well, it was said…’ She struggled. ‘They told us he had gone to the Luna Wolves.’

			That name no longer meant anything. It had ceased even to be a source of hatred, just an old term that belonged in another age. It had been a long time since Shiban had even heard it mentioned, and soon it would disappear entirely, buried under an avalanche of stale treachery.

			‘No,’ he said. ‘No, tell it differently now. He was, and will always be, a White Scar.’

			What did such things matter now? What could it matter that a sword forged on Chogoris would now spend the rest of its life lost in the far north of an alien world? The war would find its way there soon enough – none of them was foolish enough to think that the Palace was the only target.

			He left the settlement just as the eastern horizon was lightening. He walked out from the barren streets, ignoring attempts to call him back. He headed straight out west, along the coast for a little while, feeling the sympathy between his body and his armour grow all the time.

			The waves rolled in, breaking against rocks made glossy by thrown spray. In the darkness the sea looked like lead, though locked into a kind of perpetual torment. Waves had surged here under both storm and sun, gnawing at the rock as empires rose and fell, as knowledge waxed and waned, as armies marched and were destroyed.

			Torghun had come from this place. It had made him, just as the Altak had made Shiban. He looked around him, drawing the cold air in deep. It was an iron country here, deep-boned.

			A warrior from this place would not know how to withdraw. There was nowhere to run to, only a narrow strip of a world between mountain and sea, something to defend, something to cling on to.

			Shiban walked out further, feeling the saltwater sweep up across his boots. The sun was rising, though the day would be bleak. The tips of the waves were lines of moon-grey steel.

			He looked out into the emptiness. He would have to return to the transport. He would have to complete his reconditioning now, take up the guan dao, turn his thoughts to those new Terrans who had taken the mark of the ordu and would need guiding. The need was urgent, the time short. Every living moment had become precious, and he could not linger.

			But he did, just a little longer.

			‘No more withdrawal, then,’ he murmured. ‘Just as you had it from the beginning.’

			The skies were black, scored by a fire of a thousand hues that screamed and raced and danced. The warriors crouched low, their white armour blackened and befouled, kneeling amid ruins. Overhead came the big lander, its bloated hull spiked and flaming, nearly the size of a line cruiser, casting a familiar shadow over the Lion’s Gate and carrying ten thousand more torturers to goad a bleeding world.

			Shiban gripped the stave of his guan dao. Beside him his troops made ready, both the old and the new. He could almost feel their hearts thumping in concert, driven by the raw desire to get out there again, to do what they had been made and trained to do.

			He held them for just a moment longer. A dozen forces were converging, tearing across the burning cityscape, fighting from spire to spire, block-unit to block-unit, and it all had to be perfect.

			The lander swelled across the sky, blotting out the flames and tumbling orbital debris. Its belly was black and ribbed, a casket of hate vomited from the depths of the Warmaster’s soul. Too many had come down already – this one would not add to the tally.

			He gave the order.

			As one, the White Scars burst from cover, leaping from the ruins and out into the open. Las-fire latticed the heat-shaken atmosphere, punctured by the heavier rhythm of bolt shells. The first tanks broke through on the far side of the compound, smashing through weakened retaining walls and swivelling their turrets for an aim. All converged, all contracted.

			He ran as fast as he ever had done. The rest came with him, bringing the storm, whooping and crying out with war-curses in both Gothic and Khorchin. They were astonishing, fighting just as hard, just as strongly, despite all that had been hurled at them. The hammer-blows kept coming, beating this world into bloody pulp, and yet they still fought, they still got up, they still threw that hate back into twisted faces.

			They were laughing as they ran into contact now. That made his soul glad – that was as it should be, the way he had been schooled – but he did not join them. He only ever uttered one battle-chant now, spoken solidly, taken from the iron country where his final lesson had come.

			The enemy became visible through the flames, closing fast.

			Ilya might have approved, if she could have heard him then.

			‘No backward step,’ he breathed, and drove his glaive into the first of them.
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			As the Horus Heresy rages, the White Scars are finally drawn into the war and must choose a side – which way will the Khan fall?
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