
	
		[image: The-Talon-of-Horus-cover.jpg]
	
	

	
		[image: The-Talon-of-Horus-3]
	
	

	
		
			

			[image: 40k-eagle-vectored-small.jpg]

			It is the 41st millennium. For more than a hundred centuries the Emperor has sat immobile on the Golden Throne of Earth. He is the master of mankind by the will of the gods, and master of a million worlds by the might of his inexhaustible armies. He is a rotting carcass writhing invisibly with power from the Dark Age of Technology. He is the Carrion Lord of the Imperium for whom a thousand souls are sacrificed every day, so that he may never truly die.

			Yet even in his deathless state, the Emperor continues his eternal vigilance. Mighty battlefleets cross the daemon-infested miasma of the warp, the only route between distant stars, their way lit by the Astronomican, the psychic manifestation of the Emperor’s will. Vast armies give battle in his name on uncounted worlds. Greatest amongst His soldiers are the Adeptus Astartes, the Space Marines, bio-engineered super-warriors. Their comrades in arms are legion: the Astra Militarum and countless planetary defence forces, the ever-vigilant Inquisition and the tech-priests of the Adeptus Mechanicus to name only a few. But for all their multitudes, they are barely enough to hold off the ever-present threat from aliens, heretics, mutants – and worse.

			To be a man in such times is to be one amongst untold billions. It is to live in the cruellest and most bloody regime imaginable. These are the tales of those times. Forget the power of technology and science, for so much has been forgotten, never to be re-learned. Forget the promise of progress and understanding, for in the grim dark future there is only war. There is no peace amongst the stars, only an eternity of carnage and slaughter, and the laughter of thirsting gods.

		

		
		

	


	
		
			

			For my brother Rob, who knows everything worth knowing. With a special thanks for that month we (read: he) spent constructing the most sacred of gaming rooms: The Aaronorium. 

			And as always, for my son Alexander, whose first birthday was a few weeks before I started writing this brain-eating daemon of a novel, and whose second was a few weeks before I finished it. My heart beats for you, Shakes.

			‘//’’#

		

	


	
		
			DRAMATIS PERSONAE

			In alphabetical order

			the anamnesis

			Advanced machine-spirit reigning over the warship Tlaloc, born of Forge Ceres on Sacred Mars.

			ashur-kai qezremah, ‘the white seer’

			XV Legion warrior, born of Terra. Sorcerer of the Kha’Sherhan warband and voidseer of the warship Tlaloc.

			ceraxia

			Mechanicum Adept, born of Sacred Mars. Governess of the foundry world Gallium, and Lady of Niobia Halo.

			djedhor

			XV Legion warrior, born of Terra. Lost to the Rubric of Ahriman.

			ezekyle abaddon 

			XVI Legion warrior, born of Cthonia. Former First Captain of the Sons of Horus, former High Chieftain of the Justaerin. Commander of the warship Vengeful Spirit.

			fabius, ‘the primogenitor’

			III Legion warrior, born of Chemos. Former Chief Apothecary of the Emperor’s Children, and commander of the warship Pulchritudinous.

			falkus kibre, ‘widowmaker’

			XVI Legion warrior, born of Cthonia. Chieftain of the Duraga kal Esmejhak warband, and commander of the warship Baleful Eye. Former commander of the Justaerin.

			gyre

			Daemon, born from the Sea of Souls. Bound to Iskandar Khayon.

			imperious

			The Solar Priest; Avatar of the Astronomican, born of the God-Emperor’s will.

			iskandar khayon

			XV Legion warrior, born of Prospero. Sorcerer of the Kha’Sherhan warband and commander of the warship Tlaloc.

			kadalus orlantir

			III Legion warrior, born of Chemos. Sardar of the Emperor’s Children 16th, 40th and 51st Companies warband, and commander of the warship Perfection’s Lament.

			kureval shairak

			XVI Legion warrior, born of Terra. Warrior of the Duraga kal Esmejhak warband and member of the Justaerin.

			lheorvine ukris, ‘firefist’

			XII Legion warrior, born of Nuvir’s Landing. Leader of the Fifteen Fangs warband, and commander of the warship Jaws of the White Hound.

			mekhari

			XV Legion warrior, born of Prospero. Lost to the Rubric of Ahriman.

			nefertari

			Eldar huntress, Trueborn of Commorragh. Bloodward to Iskandar Khayon.

			the ragged knight

			Daemon, born from the Sea of Souls. Bound to Iskandar Khayon.

			sargon eregesh

			XVII Legion warrior-priest, born of Colchis. Chaplain of the Brazenhead Chapter.

			telemachon lyras

			III Legion warrior, born of Terra. Subcommander of the Emperor’s Children 16th, 40th and 51st Companies warband, and captain of the warship Threat of Rapture.

			tokugra

			Daemon, born from the Sea of Souls. Bound to Ashur-Kai Qezremah.

			tzah’q

			Mutant (Homo sapiens variatus), born of Sortiarius. Strategium overseer aboard the Tlaloc.

			ugrivian calaste

			XII Legion warrior, born of Nuvir’s Landing. Soldier of the Fifteen Fangs warband.

			valicar, ‘the graven’

			IV Legion warrior, born of Terra. Guardian of the foundry world Gallium, and commander of the warship Thane. 

		

	


	
		
			TWO MINUTES TO MIDNIGHT 
999.M41

			Before the beginning, there was an end.

			As I speak these words, a quill scratches quietly on parchment, faithfully recording everything I say. The soft sounds of writing are almost companionable. How quaint, that my scribe uses ink, pen and parchment.

			I do not know his true name, or if he even possesses one any more. I have asked several times but the scratching quill is my only reply. Perhaps he has nothing more than a serial code. That would not be uncommon.

			‘I will call you Thoth,’ I tell him. He offers no response to this courtesy. I inform him it was the name of an ancient and renowned Prosperine scribe. He doesn’t reply. Imagine my disappointment.

			I do not know what he looks like. My hosts, caring and gracious souls that they are, have blinded me, shackled me to a stone wall, and invited me to confess my sins. I am reluctant to call them my ‘captors’, when I walked unarmed into their midst and surrendered without violence. ‘Hosts’ seems a fairer term. 

			On the first night, my hosts took my first and sixth senses, leaving me sightless and powerless in the dark.

			So I do not know what my scribe looks like, but I can guess. He is a servitor, doubtless like millions of others. I hear his heart, as passionless as the stately ticking of a musician’s metrogauge. His cyborged joints whirr and click as he moves, and his breathing is a verse of measured sighs through a slack mouth. I never hear him blink. Most likely his eyes have been replaced by augmetics.

			Commencing a chronicle like this requires honesty, and these are the only words that feel true. Before the beginning, there was an end. This is how the Sons of Horus died. This is how the Black Legion rose.

			The Black Legion’s story begins with the assault on Canticle City. That was where everything changed, where the sons of several Legions went to battle together against a blasphemy we could not allow to stand. It was the last time we went to war in the colours of our old Legions. 

			But such a tale requires context.

			There is an era recorded in the annals of Imperial history that has suffered as all recollections must suffer in time, with its details twisted into a mockery of remembrance. This was an age of relative peace and prosperity, when the fires of the Horus Heresy had settled down to ash, and mankind’s empire ruled over the galaxy with an unchallenged grip. 

			What few archives survive to record this ‘golden age’ in any detail now hearken back to it in reverent whispers as the chronometers tick closer to midnight in this last, dark millennium. 

			Picture that domain, if you can. An empire across the stars, united and invincible– its foes destroyed, its traitors scoured. Any soul crying out against the worship of the ‘divine’ Emperor suffers the ultimate punishment, forfeiting life for the sin of speaking blasphemy. Any xenos-breed within Imperial space is hunted down and slaughtered with merciless impunity. Mankind had a strength then that it lacks now. The true decline of the Emperor’s interstellar domain hadn’t yet begun.

			Still, a tumour lingered. The Imperium hadn’t destroyed its foes. Not completely. It had merely forgotten them. Forgotten us.

			Peace, for the first time in humanity’s long history, had been built upon the proud ignorance that follows the bitterest victory. Already, mere generations after the galaxy burned, the Heresy and the Scouring that followed were falling into legend.

			The High Lords of Terra– those worthies who ruled in their ‘ascended’ Emperor’s name– believed us gone. Believed us ruined or slain, in our shameful exile. Amongst themselves, they sowed stories of our banishment to an underworld, dwelling in eternal torment inside the Great Eye. After all, what mortal could survive within the greatest warp storm ever unleashed across reality? A vortex of annihilation in the galaxy’s heart made for a convenient method of execution: a pit into which this new empire could cast its traitors. 

			In those earliest days, the fortress that would become the war-world of Cadia was a neglected outpost of cold rock and complacence. It needed no vast battlefleet to patrol its domain in the void, and its population was spared the fate it suffers now, as its governor-militants feed the population into the flesh-grinders of the Imperial Guard, swallowing children and spitting out soldiers destined to die.

			The Cadia of that lost age needed nothing at all, for it was scarcely threatened. The Imperium was strong because its foes no longer raised blades to bring down its False Emperor. 

			We had other wars to wage. We were fighting each other. These were the Legion Wars. They raged across the Eye with a fury that made a mockery of the Horus Heresy. 

			We were forgetting the Imperium as much as the Imperium was forgetting us, though over time our battles began to spill into real space. Hell itself couldn’t contain the grudges we bore each other.

			I have promised to reveal everything, and I am a man of my word, no matter the sins that my jailors believe stain my soul. In return, they have promised me all the ink and parchment necessary to document my words. They have crucified me, knowing it will not kill me. They have stolen the sorcery from my blood, and they have torn my eyes from their sockets. But I do not need eyes to dictate this chronicle. All I need is patience and a little slack on my chains.

			The Black Legion’s tale is the story of the lost souls who came together in Abaddon’s name, forming new bonds of brotherhood. And the Black Legion’s rise from the ashes is, first of all, the story of the search for the one we would call Warmaster.

			Here I commit to parchment the first chapter of a tale that lasts ten thousand years, with moments of loss, triumph, ruination and vindication. The rolls of the dead list the names of some of my closest brothers and sisters, their lives sacrificed in this sacred war. I dream of them now, when once I dreamed of wolves. 

			It falls to me to tell this tale. So be it.

			I am Iskandar Khayon, born of Prospero. In the Low Gothic of the Terran Urals region, you would speak Iskandar as Sekhandur, and Khayon as Caine. 

			The Thousand Sons know me as Khayon the Black, for my sins against our bloodline. My Warmaster’s forces name me Kingbreaker– the mage who brought Magnus the Red to his knees. 

			I am the Warleader of the Kha’Sherhan, a Lord of the Ezekarion, and a brother to Ezekyle Abaddon. I shed blood with him at the dawn of the Long War, when the first of us stood armoured in black beneath the rising red sun.

			Every word on these pages is true.

		

	


	
		
			

			From shame and shadow recast.
In black and gold reborn.
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THE SORCERER AND THE MACHINE

			In the long years before the Battle of Canticle City, I knew no fear because I had nothing to lose. Everything I’d treasured was dust at the mercy of history’s winds. Every truth I’d fought for was now nothing more than idle philosophy– spoken by exiles, whispered to ghosts.

			None of this angered me, nor was I victim to any special melancholy. I’d learned over the centuries that only a fool tried to fight fate.

			All that remained were the nightmares. My somnolent mind took a dark joy in casting back to Judgement Day, when wolves howled and ran through the burning city streets. I dreamed the same dream each time I allowed myself to sleep. Wolves, always the wolves.

			Adrenaline pulled me from slumber on a lactic leash, leaving my hands trembling and my skin dusted in cold crystals of sweat. Dream-howls followed me back to the waking world, fading into the metal walls of my meditation cell. Some nights, I felt those howls in my blood, riding through my veins, imprinted in my genetic coding. The wolves, even though they were nothing more than memory, hunted with an eagerness fiercer than fury.

			I waited for them to melt away into the thrumming sounds of the ship all around. Only then did I rise. The chronometer cited that I’d slept for almost three hours. After remaining awake for thirteen days, even a clutch of stolen hours’ rest was a welcome respite.

			On the deck floor of my modest bedchamber, a wolf that wasn’t a wolf lay in watchful repose. Her white eyes, as featureless as perfect pearls, tracked me as I stood. When the beast rose a moment later, her movements were unnaturally fluid, not bound to the motions of natural muscle. She didn’t move the way real wolves moved, nor even as the wolves that haunted my dreams. She moved like a ghost wearing a wolf’s skin.

			The nearer one came to the creature, the less she resembled a natural beast at all. Her claws and teeth were glassy and black. Her mouth was dry of any saliva, and she never blinked. She smelt not of flesh and fur but of the smoke that follows fire– the undeniable scent of a murdered home world.

			Master, came the wolf’s thought. It wasn’t really a word; it was a concept, an acknowledgement of submission and affection. However, a human– and post-human– mind instinctively processes such things as language.

			Gyre, I sent back in telepathic greeting.

			You dream too loud, she told me. I fed well that day. The last breaths of the Fenris-born. The crack of white bones for the tangy marrow within. The salty tongue-sting of the proudest blood.

			Her amusement inspired my own. Her confidence was always infectious. 

			‘Khayon,’ came a dull, inhuman voice from all around the chamber. A voice wholly starved of both emotion and gender. ‘We know you are awake.’

			‘I am,’ I assured the empty air. Gyre’s dark fur was soft beneath my fingertips. It felt almost real. The beast paid no heed as I scratched behind its ears, showing neither pleasure nor irritation.

			‘Come to us, Khayon.’

			I wasn’t sure I could deal with such a meeting, just then.

			‘I cannot. Ashur-Kai needs me.’

			‘We are recording tonal signifiers suggesting deception in your reply, Khayon.’

			‘That is because I am lying to you.’

			No reply. I took that as a good thing. ‘Has there been any word regarding power through the antechambers connected to the spinal thoroughfares?’

			‘No recorded changes,’ the voice assured me.

			A shame, but not a surprise, given the ship’s power conservation. I rose from the slab that served as my pallet, thumbing my sore eyes in the wake of unsatisfying slumber. The chamber’s illumination was dull with the Tlaloc’s depleted power, mirroring the years I’d spent as a Tizcan child reading parchments by hand-held illume-globe.

			Tizca, once called the City of Light. The last time I had seen the city of my birth was when I’d fled from it, watching Prospero burn as the planet receded on the occulus viewscreen. 

			Tizca still lived after a fashion, on the Legion’s new home world of Sortiarius. I had visited it a handful of times, deep in the Eye, yet never felt any compunction to remain there. Many of my brothers felt the same– at least, those few with their minds still intact. In those inglorious days, the Thousand Sons were a divided brotherhood at best. At worst, they’d forgotten what it meant to be brothers at all. 

			As for Magnus, the Crimson King who once held court above his sons? Our father was lost in the ebb and flow of the Great Game, fighting the War of the Four Gods. His concerns were etheric and ethereal, while his sons’ ambitions were still mortal and mundane. All we wanted to do was survive. Many of my brothers sold their lore and war-sorcery to the highest bidders amongst the warring Legions. Our talents were always in demand.

			Sortiarius was a hostile home, even among the myriad worlds bathed in the energies of the Eye. All who dwelled there lived beneath a burning sky that stole all notion of night and day, with the heavens drowned in a swirling, tormented chorus of the restless dead. I had seen Saturn, in the same planetary system as Terra; and the planet Kelmasr, orbiting the white sun Clovo. Both planets are haloed with rings of rock and ice, marking them out from their celestial brethren. Sortiarius had a similar ring, spectrally white against the tumultuous violet of Eyespace. It was formed not from ice or rock, but from shrieking souls. The Thousand Sons’ exile-world was quite literally crowned by the howling spirits of those who had died by deceit. 

			It was beautiful, in its own way.

			‘Come to us,’ said the mechanical voice from the wall-mounted vox-speakers. 

			Was I imagining the faint edge of a plea in the dead tone? It unnerved me, though I couldn’t say why.

			‘I would rather not.’

			I moved to the door, and didn’t need to tell Gyre to follow. The black wolf padded after me, white eyes watching, obsidian claws clicking and scratching along the deck. Sometimes– if you glanced at the right moment– Gyre’s shadow against the wall was something tall and horned and winged. Other times, my she-wolf cast no shadow at all.

			Two guardians stood vigil outside my door. Both were clad in bronze-edged cobalt ceramite, with their helms marked by high Kheltaran head crests, reminiscent of Prosperine history and the ancient Ahztik-Gypton empires of Old Earth. Both of them turned their heads towards me, just as expected. One of them even nodded in slow greeting, solemn as any temple gargoyle. Once, this display of life would have teased me with the threat of false hope, but I was beyond such delusions now. My kindred were long gone, slain by Ahriman’s hubris. These Rubricae, these husks of ashen undeath, stood in their place.

			‘Mekhari. Djedhor.’ I greeted them by name, futile as it was. 

			Khayon, Mekhari managed to project the name, but it was a thing of cold and simple obedience, not true recognition.

			Dust, sent Djedhor. He’d been the one to nod. All is dust.

			My brothers, I sent back to the Rubricae.

			Looking upon them with the penetrative stare of second sight was maddening, for I saw both life and death in the ceramite husks they had become. I reached for them, not physically but with a hesitant pressure of psychic awareness. It was the same subtle straining one might do to listen for a distant voice on a silent night. 

			I felt the nearness of their souls, no different from when they’d walked among the living. But within their armour was nothing but ash. Within their minds was mist instead of memory.

			From Djedhor, I sensed the scarcest ember of recollection: a flash of white flame eclipsing all else, lasting no more than a moment. That was how Djedhor had died. How the whole Legion had died. In rapturous fire.

			Although Mekhari’s mind sometimes offered the same insignificant pulse of remembrance, I sensed nothing from him then. The latter Rubricae regarded me with an emotionless, motionless stare of its helm’s T-visor, clutching its bolter in stately guardianship.

			On more than one occasion, I had tried to explain the living-dead contradiction to Nefertari, but the right words always failed me. The last time we’d spoken of it, it had ended particularly poorly.

			‘They are there and not there,’ I’d said to her. ‘Husks. Shadows. I cannot explain it to someone without the second sight. It is like trying to describe music to someone born deaf.’

			At the time, Nefertari had run her clawed gauntlet down Mekhari’s helm, her crystal nails scraping over one staring red eye lens. Her skin was whiter than milk, paler than marble, translucent enough to show faint cobwebs beneath the skin of her angular cheeks. She looked half-dead herself.

			‘You explain it,’ she had replied with a dry, alien smile, ‘by saying that music is the sound of emotion, expressed through art, from musician to audience.’

			I had nodded at her elegant rebuttal, but said nothing more. The details of my brothers’ curse weren’t something I enjoyed sharing even with her, not least because I shared the blame for their fate. I was the one who had tried to stop Ahriman’s last throw of the dice. I was the one who had failed.

			The familiar throb of guilt-stained irritation pulled me back to the present. Gyre growled by my side.

			Follow, I bade the two Rubricae. The command cracked down the psychic filament linking the three of us, and the bond thrummed with their acknowledgement. Mekhari and Djedhor’s boot-steps thudded on the decking as they trailed behind.

			In the long thoroughfare leading to the bridge, another vox-speaker crackled to life. 

			‘Come to us,’ it said. Another toneless entreaty to venture deeper into the ship’s cold hallways.

			I looked directly at one of the bronze aural receptors dotting the arched walls of the main spinal corridor. This one was forged in the shape of a smiling, androgynous burial mask.

			‘Why?’ I asked it.

			The confession was whispered from speakers all over the ship, just another voice among the songs of ghosts.

			‘Because we are lonely.’ 

			Life aboard the Tlaloc was a thing of contrast and contradiction, as with all Imperial vessels cast onto the shores of Hell. Realms of stability and tormented currents existed throughout the Great Eye, and the ships that sailed inside Eyespace eventually settled into similar states of infrequent flux. 

			It’s a realm where thought becomes reality, if one has the willpower necessary to bring forth something from the warp’s nothingness. If a mortal yearns for something, the warp will often provide it, though rarely without unexpected cost.

			Once the weakest souls killed themselves with an inability to control their wayward imaginations, structure among the crew began to rise from the disordered rubble. Within the Tlaloc’s arched halls, society soon reformed around an oppressive meritocracy. Those who were most useful to me rose above those who were not. It was that simple. 

			Many of our crew were human, taken as slaves in raids during the Legion Wars. Beneath them were the servitors, and above them were the bestial mutants harvested from the genetic stock of Sortiarius. The braying of their ritual battles echoed down the halls night after night, as they did battle on lower decks that stank of beasts’ fur and animal sweat.

			It took almost two hours to reach the Anamnesis. Two hours of bulkheads slowly grinding open on low power; two hours of juddering ascent/descent platforms; two hours of dark corridors and the sound of warp song torturing the ship’s metal bones. Through the unmelody of straining creaks, infrequent shivers coursed through Tlaloc’s predatory form as the ship split the Eye’s densest tides. 

			Outside, a storm raged. Rare were the times we needed to reactivate the Geller field within the Eye, but this region was more warp than reality, and an ocean of daemons burned in our wake.

			I paid no heed to the warp’s tune. Others among our warband claimed to hear voices in the harshest storms– the voices of allies and enemies, of betrayers and the betrayed. I heard no such thing. No voices, at least.

			Gyre trailed us, occasionally vanishing into the shadows on the whim of whatever hunts tempted her. My wolf would enter a spread of darkness, and emerge elsewhere from another shadow. Each time she melted into nothingness, I’d feel a resonant shiver through the unseen bond that bound us together. 

			In contrast, Mekhari and Djedhor stalked behind in mute compliance. I took a solemn solace in their company. They were a stalwart presence, if not gifted conversationalists. 

			Sometimes I found myself speaking to them as though they were still alive, discussing my plans with them and replying to their stoic silence as if they’d actually answered. I wondered what my still-breathing kindred would make of my behaviour back on Sortiarius, and whether any of the other Thousand Sons survivors were guilty of the same indulgence.

			The deeper we walked through the ship, the less it resembled a melancholy fortress, and the closer it came to a slum. Machinery became more ramshackle, and attending humans ever more wretched. They bowed as I passed. Some wept. Some scattered like vermin before the light. They all knew better than to speak to me. I bore them no special hatred, but the hive-swarm of their thoughts made them unpleasant to be near. They lived meaningless lives in the dark, born and living and dying as slaves to masters they could not comprehend, in a war they didn’t understand. 

			Disease ravaged the lower decks in cycles of plague. Most of our slave raids were for simple mass-replenishment of unskilled labour, but once every few decades we would need to strike against another Legion to restock the crew decks in the wake of another Eyeborn contagion. The Eye of Terror was unkind to the powerless and the weak of will.

			When I reached the great linked chambers of the Outer Core, the Anamnesis’s eroding sense of order began to take over. The vast halls were populated by servitors and robed cultists of the Machine-God, all dealing with the clanking machinery that lined the walls and ceilings, and nestled in pits cut into the floors. Here was the Tlaloc’s brain laid bare: its veins formed of composite cables and twined wires, its meat made of decaying black steel engines and rusting iron generators. 

			The mono-tasked work crews largely ignored their master’s passage, though their cultist overseers bowed and scraped much as the human herd did on the decks above. I sensed their reluctance to bow before any authority that didn’t share their worship of the Omnissiah, but I was not unkind to them. By remaining here, they were allowed to serve the needs of the Anamnesis itself, and that was an honour coveted by many in the Machine Cult.

			A few managed to offer genuinely respectful gestures of submission in acknowledgement when they registered me as the ship’s commander. Their respect was meaningless, nor was I concerned with those who lacked it. Unlike the unskilled human menials who also lived their sunless lives in the ship’s bowels, these priests had more pressing duties than prostrating themselves before a lord who paid them little heed in kind. I let them work in peace, and they accorded me the same polite ignorance.

			Rising above the hunched priests and shambling servitors were several robotic sentinels: humanoid Thallaxi- and Baharat-class cybernetic warriors in each chamber. All of them stood motionless, with their heads lowered and weapons slung. As with the servitors, the inactive robots made no note of our passing from the Outer Core to the Inner.

			The Inner Core was a lone vault shielded behind a series of sealed bulkheads, accessible only by the highest-ranking souls on the ship. Automated laser turrets cycled into reluctant life, sliding from wall housings on crunching mechanisms and tracking our approach across the gantry deck. I doubted more than half of them still had the power to fire, but it was reassuring to see the machine-spirit controlling the Tlaloc still upheld certain standards. 

			The doorway to the Inner Core was almost palatial in ostentation. The doors themselves were great slabs of dark metal engraved with the sinuous, coiling forms of Prosperine serpents, their crested heads held high, their jaws wide to devour twin suns. 

			The only guardian here was another Baharat automaton: four metres of mechanical muscle and metallic might, armed with rotor cannons on its shoulders. Unlike those of the Outer Core, this one remained active. Its joints still exhaled piston breath; its weapon mounts hummed with live charge. 

			The cyborg’s featureless faceplate regarded me in emotionless judgement, before stalking aside on heavy iron foot-claws. It didn’t speak. Almost nothing spoke down here. Everything communicated in blurts of scrambled machine code when vocalisation was required at all. 

			I pressed a hand to one of the immense sculptures– my palm covered only a single scale on the left serpent’s hide– and projected a momentary pulse of thought beyond the sealed gateway. 

			I am here.

			With a discordant orchestra of slamming lock-bars and rattling machinery, the first of the seven bulkheads began the arduous process of opening.

			A machine-spirit is the incarnation of that most precious of unions: the literal bond between mankind and the Machine-God. To the tech-priests of the Martian Mechanicum– that purer, worthier institute predating the hidebound Adeptus Mechanicus– there is no more sacred state of being than this divine merging.

			Most machine-spirits are nevertheless crude, limited things, formed of chosen biological components kept alive in a synthetic chemical stew, then slave-linked to the systems they will spend eternity operating at the behest of inloaded programming. In an empire where artificial intelligence is unrivalled heresy, the creation of machine-spirits keeps the vital human spirit at the core of any automated process. 

			At the commonly held peak of this technology are the war machines of the Space Marine Legions and the Martian cults, allowing warriors to fight on past mutilation and death within the armoured shell of a cybernetic warlord. At the more mundane end of the spectrum are the targeting assistance arrays of battle tanks and gunships, right through to the secondary cognition engines of city-sized warships sailing the void.

			But other templates exist. Other variations on the theme. Not every invention is created equal. 

			I am here, I sent beyond the door. 

			I sensed the machine-spirit’s biological components twisting in their tank of cold aqua vitriolo, as it sent its reply through a series of enslaved system functions. A moment later, the doorways of the Inner Core started the Rituals of Unlocking.

			The entity at the ship’s heart, known as the Anamnesis, was waiting. She was very good at that.

			Cease, I sent to my brothers, in wordless command. Mekhari and Djedhor stopped moving at once, bolters cradled low. 

			Kill anyone that seeks entry. An unnecessary order– no one would make it into the Inner Core without the Anamnesis allowing it– but I was gratified by the hesitant psychic acknowledgement that echoed from whatever spectral remnant animated Djedhor’s armour. Mekhari was still silent. I wasn’t concerned by his silence– these things came and went, like irregular tides.

			With the order given, both of the Rubricae warriors turned back to face the last doorway, raising their bolters and taking aim. There they stood, silent and unmoving, loyal beyond the grave.

			‘Khayon,’ the Anamnesis greeted me. 

			She was more than many machine-spirits– more, at least, than a platter of organs in an amniotic tank. The Anamnesis hadn’t endured vivisection before being consigned to her fate. She was almost whole, floating nude in her wide, tall tank of aqua vitriolo. Her shaven head was connected to the chamber’s hundreds of machines by a gorgon’s crown of thick cables implanted into her skull. Her skin, in sunlight, had been the colour of caramel. In this chamber, and inside her liquid tomb, time had paled her flesh considerably. 

			Secondary brains– some synthetically engineered, others taken by force from the still-living bodies of their unwilling donors– were cradled in seed-like generator housings, attached like leeches to the sides of her containment tank.

			Purifiers hummed beneath her cradle of reinforced glass, cleansing and replenishing her cold fluid. She was, for all intents and purposes, a young adult female locked in an artificial womb, trading true life for immortality in icy fluid.

			She saw with the Tlaloc’s auspex scanners. She fought by firing its cannons. She thought with the hundreds of secondary brains enslaved to her own, turning her into a gestalt entity, far beyond her former humanity.

			‘Are you well?’ I asked her.

			The Anamnesis floated to the front of her tank, looking out at me with dead eyes. Her hand pressed to the glass, palm out, as though she could touch my armour, but the absence of all life in her stare robbed the moment of any affection.

			‘We function,’ she replied. The machine-spirit’s voice inside the Inner Core was a soft, androgynous tone no longer shrouded in crackles of vox corruption. It manifested from the mouths of fourteen ivory gargoyles, seven leering from the north wall, seven leering from the south. They were sculpted to be clawing their way from the walls, emerging through the labyrinth of cables and generators that turned the Inner Core into an industrial cityscape. ‘We see two of your dead men.’

			‘It is Mekhari and Djedhor.’

			That made her lips twitch. ‘We knew them Before.’ Then she looked down at the wolf, who had emerged from the shadows cast by one of the whining generators. ‘We see Gyre.’

			The beast sat on its haunches, watching her in its unwolfish way. Its eyes were the same pearlescent hue as the amniotic fluid that supported the machine-spirit’s body.

			I dragged my gaze from the unhealthy pallor of the girl’s face, pressing my hand to the glass in reflection of her greeting. As always, I reached for her on instinct and sensed nothing beyond the insectile buzz of the million cogitations taking place in her gestalt mind. 

			But she’d smiled at the mention of Mekhari and Djedhor, and that made me cautious. She shouldn’t have smiled. The Anamnesis never smiled.

			Caution gave way to that most treacherous of temptations: hope. Could the smile have meant more than a flicker of muscle memory?

			‘Tell me something,’ I began. The Anamnesis remained focused on Gyre, as the maiden drifted through the milky murk.

			‘We know what you will ask,’ she said. 

			‘I should have asked before now, but with the dream of wolves fresh in my thoughts, I am less inclined towards my usual patience and self-delusion.’

			She allowed herself a nod, another unnecessarily human gesture.

			‘We wait for the question.’

			‘I want the truth.’

			‘We do not lie,’ she answered at once. 

			‘Because you choose not to lie, or because you can’t lie?’

			‘Irrelevant. The result is the same. We do not lie.’ 

			‘You smiled just now, when I told you I was with Mekhari and Djedhor.’

			Dead-eyed, she still stared. ‘An unrelated motor response from our biological components. A twist of muscle and sinew. Nothing more.’ 

			My hand against the glass formed a slow fist. ‘Just tell me. Tell me if there’s anything left of her inside you. Anything at all.’

			She turned in the fluid, a ghost in the fog whispering from the chamber’s speakers. Her eyes were a shark’s eyes, with the same blunt and selfish soullessness. 

			‘We are the Anamnesis,’ she said at last. ‘We are One, from Many. The She you seek is merely the dominant percentage of our biological component cluster. The She you remember holds no stronger role in our cognitive matrix than any other mind.’

			I said nothing. Just met her eyes. 

			‘We register the emotive responses of sorrow on your features, Khayon.’

			‘All is well. Thank you for the answer.’

			‘She chose this, Khayon. She volunteered to become the Anamnesis.’

			‘I know.’

			The Anamnesis pressed her hand to the glass again, her palm against my fist, separated by the dense glass. 

			‘We have caused you emotional harm.’ 

			I have never been a good liar. The talent evaded me since birth. Even so, I hoped the false smile would deceive her.

			‘You exaggerate my attachment to mortal concerns,’ I replied. ‘I was merely curious.’

			‘We register your voice pattern indicating a significant emotional investment in this matter.’

			That turned my smile more sincere. I couldn’t help but wonder why her Mechanicum creators gave her the capacity to analyse such things.

			‘Do not exceed your mandate, Anamnesis. Fly the ship and leave my concerns to me.’

			‘We will obey.’ She turned in the fluid again. Cables and wires connected to her shaven head streamed out in mechanical mimicry of hair. Somehow, she looked almost hesitant. ‘We repeat our request for conversational exchange,’ she stated with bizarrely feminine politeness. 

			I paced the chamber, my footfalls silent in the muted growls of the machine-spirit’s life-support engines.

			‘What would you like to speak of?’ I asked, circling her glass prison. She drifted with me, following my movements. 

			‘We wish only to communicate. The subject is irrelevant. Speak and we shall listen. Tell a tale. An anecdote. A report. A story.’

			‘You have heard all my stories.’

			‘We have not. Not all. Tell us of Prospero. Tell us when darkness came to the City of Light.’

			‘You were there.’

			‘We bore witness to the aftermath. We felt none of the moment’s immediacy. We were not running through the streets with a bolter in our hands.’

			I closed my eyes as the howls broke free of my dreams and chased me even here, to this chamber. Across the deck, Gyre made a throaty sound that seemed an alloy of a snarl and a chuckle. No matter how much I had lost with the fall of my birth world, the wolf remembered it differently. As she was so fond of reminding me, Gyre had fed very well that day.

			‘Another time, perhaps.’

			‘We recognise that your voice pattern–’

			‘Enough please, Itzara. I don’t care about my voice pattern.’

			She stared as she always stared: a paradox of dead eyes and disconcerting focus. As I met her gaze, I caught sight of my own wraithlike reflection in the glass wall of her tank. An image of white robes and dusky skin; a boy born of a hot world and swollen with archeo-genetic ingenuity to become a weapon of war.

			The Anamnesis floated closer, both hands against the glass now, her mouth slack in the murk. Nothing about her looked alive.

			‘Do not address us by that name,’ she said. ‘The She of that name is now One of the Many. We are not Itzara. We are the Anamnesis.’

			‘I know.’

			‘We no longer desire your presence, Khayon.’

			‘You have no authority over me, machine.’

			She didn’t reply. As she floated in her tideless fluid, her face cocked as if heeding a distant voice. Her fingertips lifted from the glass, stroking several of the cables socketed into her bare head.

			‘What is it?’ I asked.

			‘You are needed.’

			She looked into my eyes, and for a moment it seemed she would smile again. No such expression manifested. Her fey stare continued unabated. 

			‘We hear the alien’s cries,’ she said. ‘She screams for your presence across the vox. But you are here, bare of armour, and do not answer.’

			‘What does she require of me?’ I asked, though I could guess the answer. The alien had shown incredible strength resisting it for this long.

			‘She thirsts,’ the Anamnesis replied. Again, the flicker in her eyes of something that never quite became emotion. The edge of discomfort, perhaps. Or the shadow of disgust. Or, as she claimed, mere muscle memory. ‘Do you wish to communicate with her?’

			And say what?

			‘No. Seal the Aerie. Lock her inside.’

			There was no pause, no hesitation. The Anamnesis didn’t even blink. ‘It is done.’

			In the stillness that followed, I looked into the Anamnesis’s passive eyes. ‘Activate my arming servitors, please. I need my armour.’

			‘It is done,’ she replied. ‘We are cognisant of Nefertari’s usefulness. Thus, we ask if you plan to kill her.’

			‘What? No, of course not. What kind of man do you think I am?’ 

			‘We do not think you are a man at all, Khayon. We think you are a weapon with lingering traces of humanity. Now go to your alien, Iskandar Khayon. She needs you.’

			I turned to leave, but not to go to my bloodward. To arm myself and prepare for the fleet muster. To let Nefertari lie in the dark a while longer.
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HEART OF THE STORM

			You will hear Imperial preachers cry of warp ‘corruption’; of ‘Chaos’ and its random nature. These are falsehoods. There is a malevolence in the Pantheon, a true and sentient malevolence. The existence of such vast and dark emotion defies the notion of any truly random influence. Both cannot be true. 

			The empyrean’s alterations and flesh-changes are not accidental, indiscriminate mutations. The warp, for all its seething madness, hones its chosen. It reshapes them, siphoning the secrets of their souls and writing those truths upon their mortal flesh. When a pilot melts into the console of his fighter or gunship, it is not on the random curse of bodily horror or some unknowable divine whim. For all the pain he endures, he finds his reflexes and reactions far more attuned, as well as taking enhanced chemical and sensory pleasure in the kills he makes in the void. A warrior’s weapons become extensions of his body, reflecting the importance he places upon them in his heart. 

			This is the simplest truth of life in the Great Eye. Everyone sees your sins, your secrets and lusts, written plain across your flesh.

			And the warp always has a plan. An infinity of plans. A plan for every soul.

			The Tlaloc had spent centuries sailing in seas where reality and the underworld met in seething waves. Its bridge housed seven hundred souls, most permanently bound to their stations by some degree of cybernetic enhancement, or a more ‘natural’ fusion of flesh and machine as a result of the warship’s long years in Eyespace.

			A colossal occulus-screen dominated the forward wall, showing a world gently turning at the heart of a violet storm. Reaching the neutral ground chosen for the fleet muster had taken a supreme effort of focus, yet here they were. It had to be difficult to reach, for the most obvious of reasons: one did not plan treachery in full view of one’s enemies.

			After sailing through the furious tempest, the heart of the storm was a welcome respite for all of us, but those of us who were psychically aware felt an especial relief. On our journey to the muster, the storm had housed countless lost souls and the formless entities that fed upon them. Both breeds of aetheric spirit had clawed at the shield of reality projected around the Tlaloc: the souls of the dead, shrieking as they burned in the warp’s waves, and the Neverborn as they raged and feasted. 

			Here, at the heart of the storm at last, it was calm. Much of the Great Eye was calmer than this tormented region. Most of it, even. But it suited our purposes for now.

			‘Your alien is still screaming,’ said my brother Ashur-Kai. ‘I sent several slaves for her to devour. They seem not to have helped.’ 

			Ashur-Kai had red eyes and forever wore an expression of cautious disgust. There was nothing supernatural in his scarlet gaze, merely a physical defect he’d endured since birth. His overblooded irises reacted poorly to bright light, much as his chalk-white skin burned easily under the unwelcome kiss of any world’s sun. The addition of Space Marine Legion gene-seed had diminished his difficulties– before becoming a warrior of the Legiones Astartes, he’d struggled to even open his sore eyes in direct sunlight– but there was no cure or reversal for achromia. 

			To his face, the crew addressed him as Lord Qezramah– never quite pronouncing his bloodline name correctly– or more simply ‘the lord-navigator’. Among the Legion warbands that knew of him, he was more commonly called the White Seer. 

			We were all aware that behind his back, he was more often known among the mortal crew by less flattering titles. These were of no interest to him. As long as his slaves respected him and obeyed him, he cared nothing for their thoughts.

			When he spoke aloud rather than falling into the familiar ease of silent speech, everything he said came in a low drawl that held an uncomfortably wet edge. It was a voice that made it very easy to speak convincing threats, though Ashur-Kai was not a man who needed to speak in order to be threatening. Nor was he, by any stretch of the imagination, a gentle soul. He strove for efficiency and he appreciated subtlety. These things mattered to him. They mattered a great deal.

			He had a throne on the bridge’s central dais that he rarely occupied, preferring to stand alone on the high gantry balcony above the crew stations, tuning out the living sounds and smells of all those below. He didn’t care for the view offered by the occulus, either. His twin duties were to reach and to see, and seeing required no small degree of effort. So there he would stand, raised above his brethren and our shared slaves, staring through the unshielded window portals and out into the naked void of Eyespace. 

			His throne– positioned before my command station and only slightly lower– bristled with innumerable connection feeds and psychically sensitive systems that allowed him to remotely bond his mind to the ship’s machine-spirit. Such an interface was easier to use than the alternative, but he found it unresponsive and sluggish. It simply didn’t approach the purity of truly unified thought. Easier by far to simply reach and touch minds with the Anamnesis; sharing thoughts with her physical components through a telepathic bond and letting her see though his sixth sense. Such a bond allowed a harmony of action and reaction with the Tlaloc that no Imperial-born Navigators hardwired into their own thrones could match.

			That did not mean it was easy. He once told me that he doubted any human would be capable of mustering the necessary depth of focus, and I believed him without question. If his psychic duties left him weary after several days, an unmodified human would have no hope at all. Power emanated from him in a white aura that never offered any warmth. It was like bathing in the memory of sunlight.

			He didn’t look at me as he spoke. I felt a momentary brush as his senses caressed mine in passing: the psychic equivalent of making eye contact. In the moment of connection, I felt my own aura reflected back at me. Whereas his was sunless light, my essence carried the unmistakable feeling of knives stroking across silk.

			‘You could at least thank me for feeding her,’ he said, still without turning around.

			I came to stand next to him, leaning on the upper deck’s guardrail. Active armour hummed with every movement we made. 

			‘Thank you,’ I said, rather agreeably. 

			‘I was saving those slaves for myself. To watch for patterns in how their blood fell. To capture their last breaths, and hear their souls’ desires in those final gasps. To take the vitreous humours of their eyes so I might see the secrets in their uncried tears.’

			‘You are being unbearably dramatic,’ I told him.

			‘And you are a singularly miserable seer, Sekhandur.’

			‘So you keep saying.’

			‘I mean it. You are blinded by sentiment, and have no mind for details. However, anything to silence her cries is a worthwhile sacrifice. That creature gives me a headache.’

			I was watching the dead ship drift before us on the occulus, and noting the spread of several other warships, all holding back from one another. Prosperine runes streamed down the viewscreen next to each vessel, noting the results of initial auspex sweeps.

			Too few ships. Far too few. 

			‘Something is wrong,’ Ashur-Kai ventured. 

			‘The number of vessels is disheartening. Perhaps others are still on their way.’

			‘No, not with the fleet. Something is wrong with the skeins of fate. How many times have I dreamed of this storm in the last few months? We sail into danger, mark my words.’

			Few things make my teeth itch in irritation the way prophecy does. What other science or sorcery is so useless and imprecise? What other art relies so heavily on hindsight? 

			Ashur-Kai’s red eyes finally descended to gaze upon me. ‘Are you ready for this?’

			I nodded and said nothing. He followed my stare, regarding the occulus. The names of anchored ships, each keeping a cautious distance from its fellows, skittered across the visual display: Baleful Eye; Jaws of the White Hound; Royal Spear.

			This small fleet circled the grand wreckage of a powerless battle cruiser. The ship was long dead, slain a century ago by the guns of men and the blades of daemons. Once, it had sailed the stars in the wake of a demigod’s ambition, bearing the name His Chosen Son with the fiercest pride. Now, it rolled as it drifted in the heart of the storm, a thing of open wounds and storm-twisted metal. It would serve as our neutral ground, as it had done a handful of times before.

			The still-living ships drifted closer, each one shielded against the threat of lance-fire from its approaching kindred. Every one of them was a fortress in its own right, marked by spinal battlements and jutting prows, and housing a city’s worth of slave crews within vast hulls of battered armour plating.

			The grandest of them was a fine monument to mankind’s ability to craft weapons of war: the Baleful Eye. A battleship among cruisers, she bore the scars of her countless wars along a sea-green hull. Royal Spear and Rise of the Three Suns drifted alongside their flagship, seeming almost hesitant to approach the dead hulk. His Chosen Son, at least what was left of it, bore the remnants of their Legion’s colours.

			Every ship present had seen better days, and that is a generous appraisal. Falkus’s small fleet was close to devastated.

			Jaws of the White Hound, twinned with the Tlaloc as the smallest cruiser, had come in slower, but anchored closest of all. We kept our distance.

			‘Falkus and the Duraga kal Esmejhak are already here,’ I gestured to the streaming runes. ‘As is Lheor of the Fifteen Fangs.’

			Ashur-Kai’s thin lips curled at the last name. ‘How delightful.’

			I turned to another spill of smooth Prosperine runes. ‘I don’t recognise that vessel. The other ship in the colours of the Sixteenth... Who commands the Rise of the Three Suns?’

			The albino sorcerer looked at me for a long, unblinking, unimpressed moment. ‘I am not a Legion archivist,’ he said. ‘And given the damage it has sustained, I suspect that whomever commanded the Three Suns during the Siege is unlikely to still stand at the helm.’

			I waved aside the cantankerous reply and called down to the operations deck.

			‘Hail the Baleful Eye.’

			Humans, and things that had once been human, moved to obey. As we waited for the communication channel to open, Ashur-Kai busied himself by drawing his sword and examining the swirling runes engraved down its sides.

			‘I suggest you take the Ragged Knight along for this... negotiation.’

			Something dark must have flashed across my face. Even at his most expressive, Ashur-Kai scarcely had any emotions worth concealing, but in that moment faint surprise registered across his white features in the rise of his thin eyebrows. 

			‘What?’ the albino asked. ‘What is it?’

			‘He is resisting me lately,’ I admitted.

			‘I will bear that in mind. But take the Ragged Knight, Khayon. We are relying on the honour of honourless men. Let us take no chances.’

			The lords of the three armies met on neutral ground. There was no gravity. We moved in the halting tread of magnetic boot-locks, which made for a singularly graceless gait. Each of us led a handful of bodyguards and bloodwards onto the wreckage of His Chosen Son, where we came together in the powerless, airless dark of the dead ship’s command deck. Dozens of empty control thrones faced a shattered occulus viewscreen. Frozen, mutated bodies of servitors were rotted away by warp erosion, many floating free, while others were still bound to their restraint cradles. They watched our negotiations, those desiccated idols of frosted bones, staring with inactive vision lenses, hollow sockets, and ice-rimed eyes. 

			Dead warriors were scattered across the deck– warriors clad in time-ruined suits of ceramite armour, bearing the eroded markings of the Sons of Horus. The ship had been dead a long, long time. Her crew remained unburied and unburned.

			Falkus had arrived first. His warriors, all clad in armour of oceanic green or Justaerin black, had secured the area and taken up defensive positions across the strategium. One fire team crouched in place on the raised dais towards the rear of the bridge, armed with heavy sniper rifles held at rest. Several other squads occupied junction points and raised platforms, warriors crouching or covering kneeling brothers; others had their guns lifted to aim towards the several open bulkheads leading to the rest of the ship. 

			I recognised several Sons of Horus officers despite the changes wrought to their battleplate. There is no hiding an identity from those who can read minds. Every essence has its own flavour, every personality projects its own aura.

			Our group entered beneath the tracking sway of a dozen bolter barrels.

			‘How reassuring to see Falkus is still such a careful creature,’ Ashur-Kai said over the vox. He was back aboard the Tlaloc yet mind-joined to me, looking through my eyes and no doubt seeing the feed from my helmet’s recording sensors, as well. The crackle of electrocommunication hadn’t dried out the wetness of his voice.

			Guns down, Falkus. I pulsed the words alone, careful not to allow any emotion into the telepathy that would turn a request into a psychic compulsion.

			Falkus stood alone, not far from where an armoured corpse was belted into the central command throne. His Terminator helm was no longer crested purely by an officer’s plume but by two curling ram-like horns, which formed a monstrous ivory crown. He lifted a hand at my silent words, the order for his men to aim their weapons elsewhere. 

			A series of crackles preceded his voice, as our armour’s vox systems attuned to one another.

			‘Khayon,’ he said, and I heard unhidden relief in his tone.

			‘My apologies for the delay. The storm made for unkind sailing.’

			He beckoned me up to the raised dais with a voice of gravel and grit. ‘I heard you fell at Drol Kheir.’

			‘I was on the right side at Drol Kheir,’ I replied. ‘For once.’

			In better times, Falkus had been one of the highest ranking officers of the XVI Legion. His armour still bore the treasured gold breastplate awarded to him by his gene-father, with its lidless eye open wide in burnished judgement. The twisting touch of Eyespace had changed him since we last met, with ivory spines jutting from his knuckles and elbows, and his horned helm-crown showing as feral claim of authority over his brethren. The warp was slowly reshaping his physical form to reflect his cold-blooded lethality.

			Most telling of all, his faceplate sported brutal tusks in personification of his defiance and viciousness. A trait seen often among the Nine Legions’ Terminator elite.

			As with most of us in that indecorous age, his first allegiance was to his warband and those warriors he could trust above all others. His clan was formed from the companies he’d once commanded in the war, and the converts he’d gained in the centuries that stretched out after the Siege of Terra. They called themselves the Duraga kal Esmejhak– ‘the grey that follows fire’– an old Cthonian term of mourning, referencing the ashes that remain after a body’s cremation.

			It was a maudlin name, for the shame of defeat burned deep within him. Yet I admired him for facing it with a dark sense of humour rather than denying it outright. Or worse, worshipping the failures of the past. 

			Falkus’s hand turned as we advanced, becoming a sign of warding. ‘Just you, brother.’

			My companions halted. Gyre needed no boots to bind herself to the deck, the wolf stalked around the chamber sniffing at corpses despite the breathless air, prowling as a true wolf would prowl. I could feel her awareness, her senses attuning to our surroundings. She needed no warning to remain cautious.

			Mekhari and Djedhor were Mekhari and Djedhor. If we are attacked, I sent to them both, destroy every warrior who acts against us.

			Khayon, Mekhari replied in bland acknowledgement. Djedhor nodded without a word. Both Rubricae’s gauntleted fingers tightened in the same second as they clutched their bolters to their chests. 

			I made my way up to the raised dais alone. ‘Your summons was vague,’ I said to Falkus. 

			‘It had to be vague. Where is the White Seer?’

			‘Commanding the Tlaloc in my absence.’

			‘And where is your alien?’ A sudden distaste ripened his voice. ‘Is your pain-leech not at your side?’

			‘Much to her displeasure, she is also still aboard the Tlaloc.’ 

			She had to remain there. Even if I could have trusted her among these warriors with her hunger so sharp, she was unable to operate in a place with no atmosphere. Her wings made any void-suit into something worthlessly cumbersome.

			Falkus gestured to my right hand, which rested on the leatherbound case of the ragged and mismatched parchment cards chained to my belt. His horned helm so perfectly mirrored the rockslide growl of his voice across the vox. 

			‘I see more cards in your deck than when we last crossed paths.’

			He couldn’t see the smile behind my faceplate, though he surely heard the amusement in my reply.

			‘A few more,’ I admitted. ‘I have not been idle.’

			‘You expect trouble?’

			‘I expect nothing, I am merely prepared. Where are the others?’

			He exhaled softly. ‘You and Ashur-Kai are the last likely to arrive, Khayon. We’ve been here weeks without any word. Lheor was insisting you were dead, as well.’

			‘I almost was.’

			We had history, Falkus and I. We trusted one another to the degree it was possible to trust any other soul of the Nine Legions. He was a patient man when not filled with a battlefield’s icy rage. We had served together more than once– first in the Great Crusade, then during the Siege of Terra itself, and afterwards once we reached our new lives in the Great Eye. 

			‘So why have I sailed all the way here?’ I asked him.

			‘Wait for Lheor. Then I will explain everything.’

			When Lheor’s boarding party arrived, they entered without ceremony or order. A pack of warriors among soldiers, walking without formation. Helms crested with stylised crowns wrought into the War God’s symbol regarded the chamber. Their brass-edged battleplate was the colour of blood on iron, showing the resealed cracks of endless repair and mismatched scavenging.

			None of them made the pretence of sweeping the area with their bolters. Most didn’t even carry standard bolters; they held chainaxes in their hands, chained to their wrists, or carried massive rotor cannons slung over their shoulders. None of them took up defensive positions against the spread of gun barrels tracking their movements. That degree of caution seemed beyond them. Either that, or they simply trusted Falkus and his men to the point such care was unnecessary. 

			Their leader carried a heavy bolter with the practised grace of one born to the burden. This, he tossed in the gravity-less air to one of his underlings, and gestured for his men to remain by the southward entrance.

			Before the war, he had been Centurion Lheorvine Ukris of the XII Legion’s 50th Heavy Support Company. I hadn’t known him then. Our association came in the years of dwelling within the Empire of the Eye.

			Lheor made his way directly to the dais, standing before Falkus, who in turn stood before the dead ship’s control throne. The body of the vessel’s former captain was a figure of pale, ice-dusted armour. 

			The World Eater glanced at it, sparing the corpse no more than half a second of attention. Then he turned to me, with blue eye lenses and a mouth grille that had been forged into an image of clenched teeth in a death’s-head grin. He didn’t greet me. He didn’t even greet Falkus, whom he regarded next. He stood there, watching us both as we watched him.

			‘Your tarot deck of dubious heresies looks thicker, sorcerer,’ he said to me.

			‘It is, Lheor.’

			‘Fascinating,’ Lheor’s tone indicated it was anything but. ‘I heard you died at Drol Kheir.’

			‘I came close.’

			‘So, do either of you plan to tell me why I’m here?’

			‘You are here because I need you,’ said Falkus. ‘I need both of you.’

			‘Where are the others?’ Lheor asked. ‘Palavius? Estakhar?’

			Falkus shook his head. ‘Lupercalios has fallen.’

			Neither of us replied. Not immediately, at least. Words do not come easily when you are told that a Legion is dead.

			There were always rumours among the Legions’ drifting fleets, rumours of a Sons of Horus fortress falling, or a XVI Legion outpost being destroyed. Their extinction was an assured threat echoed by hundreds of commanders and warlords down the decades, whenever ships met at neutral space ports or came together in unity for slave raids.

			And now we were being told it had finally happened. I wasn’t sure whether to be stunned at the possibility, or offended that the Tlaloc hadn’t been invited into the raiding fleet.

			‘The Monument has fallen?’ Lheor asked. ‘I’ve heard that tale a thousand times, and it’s never been true yet.’

			Falkus’s voice, already resonantly low, became tectonic. ‘You think I would jest about something so grave? The Emperor’s Children descended upon us, leading vessels from every other Legion. The Monument is gone. It no longer exists beyond ashen ruin.’

			‘So that’s why your fleet looks half murdered,’ Lheor replied. There was no doubt this time, he was smiling behind his snarling faceplate. ‘Fresh from fleeing the loss of your final fortress.’

			‘Lupercalios was not the final fortress. We have others.’

			‘It was the only one that mattered though, eh?’ Lheor’s cranial implants played havoc with his nervous system. Convulsing twitches made his shoulders jerk and his fingers spasm at irregular intervals. It was best to ignore these tics. Pointing them out tended to irritate him, and he was unreasonable enough even when in good temper. 

			Falkus conceded the point with a nod. Lupercalios, the Monument, was a mausoleum to the XVI Legion as much as a stronghold. It was where the body of their primarch had been interred after the Terran Breaking. Few of the other Legions were permitted anywhere near the Sons’ last bastion.

			‘How many of you are left?’ I asked. ‘How many Sons of Horus still draw breath?’

			‘For all we know, the Duraga kal Esmejhak are the last. Others will surely have escaped, but...’ He let the words hang in the air. 

			‘The body,’ I said softly.

			Falkus knew of what I spoke. ‘They took it.’

			Lheor’s laughter was rough across the vox. ‘They didn’t burn it?’

			‘They took it.’

			The remains of Horus Lupercal– who in time we would come to call the First and False Warmaster– plundered from where they lay in state at the heart of a fortress risen to celebrate his failure.

			I exhaled slowly, turning my thoughts to why the Emperor’s Children would plunder his bones. A simple act of desecration? Possible, possible. The III Legion were rarely restrained in such acts of decadence. But this act rang with stronger significance. I could almost hear the warp whisper of it, though the warp can whisper of anything and everything. Only a fool heeds every song it sings.

			Falkus said, ‘I summoned you here–’

			‘Asked,’ Lheor interrupted, and gestured across the vast bridge deck to where his men malingered by the southern entrance. ‘You asked the Fifteen Fangs to attend. We do not respond to summons.’

			Predictably, Falkus ignored Lheor’s baiting. He reached to tap his fingertips against his heart three times, a Cthonian gesture of sincerity. Watch any one of us, no matter how long we dwell within the Eye’s unreal tides, and you will always see echoes of the cultures into which we were born.

			But I remember how Falkus hesitated, then. A reluctance so unlike him, as pride warred with practicality. Now that we were here, he hesitated to ask for our help.

			‘I turned to those I could trust,’ he admitted. ‘Those who have been my allies in the past. You know why they took the Warmaster’s body,’ he said. It wasn’t a question. As long as the Nine Legions had lived in the Eye, there had been whispers of taking the corpse to be used in ways beyond storage in a war museum. 

			A primarch’s bones... What an offering that would make. What a gift to the powers behind the veil. There was more to this than common theft and decadence.

			‘I’m not sure I want to know,’ Lheor muttered. ‘Their idea of ritual desecration is–’

			I shook my head, cutting him off. ‘They took it to harvest it. To reap its genetic bounty.’

			The Sons of Horus legionary nodded. Cloning wasn’t a word easily spoken by any warrior within the Nine Legions. Even here, in our lawless hell-realm, some sins remained vile. Cloning our kind has rarely worked well. Something in our genetics wracks the process, breeding certain unwelcome instabilities. Cloning a primarch? That was beyond any of us. Probably beyond anyone but the Emperor of Mankind, before his enthronement as a corpse upon his soul engine.

			‘They can’t clone Horus,’ said Lheor. ‘No one can.’

			‘It’s been done once before,’ Falkus pointed out. 

			The World Eater gave a piggish snort across the vox. ‘You mean Abaddon? Don’t piss a legend over us and tell me it’s raining truth.’

			I allowed him that rather strained wordplay without interrupting. ‘Why would they do it?’ Lheor continued. ‘To what gain? Horus failed once, and he had half of the Imperium marching under his banner. No second chances.’

			‘Can you really see no worth in resurrecting the First Primarch?’ Falkus asked.

			‘Nothing I’d trouble myself for,’ the World Eater admitted.

			‘Khayon? I knew Lheor would be half blind in this, but what of you? Can you truly see no threat in a primarch’s rebirth?’

			I could see nothing but threat. The spiritual and ritual possibilities made my skull ache. 

			To sacrifice a living primarch to the Four Gods... 

			To eat the Warmaster’s beating heart and warm brain, tasting and stealing his strength... 

			To raise an army of malformed simulacrums in the First Primarch’s image...

			‘Horus Reborn would win the Legion Wars,’ I ventured. 

			Falkus nodded, shifting his stance. ‘And more than that. He would be the only primarch still mortal. The only one still able to invade the Imperium.’

			‘But cloning,’ Lheor said the word as a curse, with a legionary’s instinctive disgust. He didn’t want to believe even the decadent III were capable of such sacrilege. ‘And why are you against this plan? Don’t you want him back?’

			Falkus was a shrewd, viciously cunning soul. I trusted his judgement, and his reply only confirmed why.

			‘It wouldn’t be Horus Lupercal,’ he said to Lheor. ‘Every one of the Sons of Horus felt our father die when the Emperor swallowed his soul. Whatever revenant the Third Legion seeks to raise, it would be a soulless husk born from our father’s bones.’ Low, angry frustration throbbed from his thoughts. ‘They’ve already driven us to the edge of extinction. Isn’t that enough? Must they piss on our bones?’

			Lheor and I shared another look. The World Eater spoke again, looking back to Falkus.

			‘Tell us what you want, brother. If Lupercalios is gone, what’s left for you? You can hardly lay siege to the Canticle City just to burn Horus’s remains.’

			Falkus said nothing, which said it all. Lheor’s laugh was throaty and nasty.

			‘Don’t even think about it, Widowmaker. Be reasonable. You want to hide? We can hide you. You want to run? Then start running. But don’t cast your ambitions towards the Canticle City. The Third Legion will burn you to ash before you set eyes on their fortress.’

			‘First,’ Falkus said patiently, ‘I need a neutral port. One to repair and refit my fleet.’ 

			‘Gallium,’ I said. ‘The Tlaloc was there not long ago.’

			‘I am loath to test the Governess’s patience. With the way the Sons of Horus are hunted now, Gallium is a last resort.’

			Gallium was one of the Mechanicum’s many city-states. One of the IV Legion claimed it as his protectorate and deferred leadership to a ranking Martian adept. According to the Tlaloc’s internal chronometry, we had last docked there eleven months ago. That might translate as five minutes or fifteen years back at the world we’d left behind, given the storm we’d passed through.

			Ceraxia and Valicar, the governess and guardian of Gallium, were famously aggressive in their refusal to commit to the Legion Wars. Neutrality was worth more to them than fuel, ammunition and glory. Falkus was right– his presence there now as a hunted exile would strain their refusal to enter the Legion Wars.

			‘Rearm and refuel.’ Lheor lifted a shoulder in a whirring shrug. ‘But what do you hope to achieve after that? Even with your fleet repaired, your Legion is as dead as Khayon’s.’ He gestured to Mekhari and Djedhor, and said, ‘No offence intended.’ 

			‘None taken,’ I assured him.

			Lheor turned back to Falkus. ‘I assume you asked us here to prevail on old allegiances, eh? Your hospitality is appreciated, but I could’ve sent my refusal ahead and kept the White Hound elsewhere. You interrupted a fruitful raiding campaign.’

			‘Such ingratitude? You owe me, Lheorvine.’

			Lheor stood face to face with Falkus, breastplate to breastplate. This is often how it is with Legion warbands, even those that are ostensibly allied. Posturing is something of an art, as is recalling the minutiae of debts owed and accrued. We take it very seriously.

			‘I owe you, brother. Not your Legion. I refuse to die with them. You want to run? I said I’ll help you run. You want to hide? I’ll even help you turn into a coward if that’s what you suddenly desire. But I’m not going against a Third Legion armada because you’re weeping over the Emperor’s Children stealing your father’s corpse. You earned this fate when you fled Terra and cost us the war.’

			The old accusation. The accusation that had blighted the Sons of Horus in their exile, and had seen them run before the guns of the Nine Legions’ warships ever since the death of their primarch. 

			This was going nowhere. I rested my hands on both warriors’ shoulders and forced them a few steps apart. 

			‘Enough. We lost the war when the Warmaster lost control of the Legions at Terra. We had already failed by the time Horus fell.’

			‘Never argue with a Tizcan,’ Lheor muttered. ‘This still stinks of madness, Falkus. We’re speaking about preternatural archeoscience, the Emperor’s genetic artwork. What hope does a mundane fleshcrafter really have? It will take them an eternity to gene-forge something like a primarch. The Emperor himself could only create twenty of the cursed things, and that took decades.’

			‘I’m not willing to take the risk,’ Falkus replied, his voice cold and harsh. He was a choleric man, but his anger manifested as ice rather than fire. When Falkus Kibre lost his temper, he lost his facade of warmth. ‘We cannot hide in this storm forever. The Tlaloc was the last to arrive. Any others who would have answered the call are dead, lost, or too late to matter. No more delays. No more running. You both swore to aid me when I called upon you.’

			Though our helms denied eye contact, I could feel his stare meeting mine as I spoke. ‘You have a plan?’

			‘See for yourself.’

			The Sons of Horus legionary produced a hand-held hololithic projector, and thumbed its activation sigil. Harsh green light flickered into being, playing across his armour as the image stuttered its way to resolution.

			It showed a ship. Even rendered down into a flickering holo of unhealthy jade light, the scale of the warship was evident enough to steal my breath. An immense battleship, majestic beyond majesty, with its spinal fortresses and armoured prow delineating the bulky murderousness of a Scylla-pattern variant of the ancient Gloriana-class hull.

			I knew the ship at once, as did Lheor. Only a handful of those battleships had ever been constructed; the Emperor himself had granted them to his Space Marine Legions to serve as flagships. Only one Gloriana vessel in all the Emperor’s fleets was born from the Scylla variant construction schema.

			Lheor crossed his arms over his breastplate. He wore the Imperialis across his chest, displaying the winged skull of Imperial loyalty without a shadow of shame. He even polished it, so that it gleamed silver against the dark red plate. I believe he enjoyed the irony.

			His neck servos purred over the vox as he gave a curt shake of his head. ‘Your Legion just died, my brother. Now is not the time to chase ghosts.’

			‘I mean it,’ Falkus said in his avalanche voice. ‘I will find the Vengeful Spirit. With it I can destroy the Canticle City.’

			‘Hundreds of warbands have sought it for centuries,’ I pointed out as gently as I could.

			‘Hundreds of warbands had no idea where to look.’

			‘And you believe you do?’

			He thumbed another setting on the hololithic projector. The image blurred for several seconds, at last resolving into a rough illusion of the Great Eye. With his free hand, he marked out the Eye’s coreward edge– those blighted stars facing Terra.

			‘The Radiant Worlds.’

			Lheor’s laugh was a gunshot across the vox. ‘How do you plan to sail your broken ships through the Firetide?’

			That was the wrong question. I asked the right one. ‘How do you know the Vengeful Spirit is there?’

			Falkus deactivated the image. ‘I was told the flagship lies hidden in a dust nebula beyond the Firetide. I will take my fleet into the Radiant Worlds, and I want you both to come with me.’

			Beyond the Firetide. So that was why he needed me.

			Neither Lheor nor I said anything in reply. Perhaps to others, Falkus’s words would have reeked of simple desperation. His need to hunt his Legion’s former flagship might suggest an inability to outrun the past, tragically hungering for former glories at the cost of carving a new future. But to assume such a thing misunderstands the scale of how far the Sons of Horus had fallen. 

			From standing as first among equals, they stood now on the edge of extinction. How many of their worlds had fallen since the Nine Legions first took refuge in the Eye? How many ships had they lost, either to battle or to the plundering hands of rival armies? I, of all those he might have summoned, would never mock him for raging against the dying of the light. No matter how futile it was.

			The Monument was destroyed and their father’s corpse was stolen, desecrating even the Legion’s legacy. Falkus’s plan wasn’t desperation. With Lupercalios gone the Sons of Horus were past that point, for desperation is a symptom of hope. It wasn’t even survival. It was the last gasp of a warrior who refused to die with his duty undone. One final battle to send his Legion’s name into history with pride.

			For a moment I heard the howls again. I smelt the rancid ash of unjust fire.

			‘I will help you,’ I said.

			Lheor looked at me as if I had spoken madness. ‘You’ll help him?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Thank you,’ said Falkus, inclining his head. ‘I knew you would stand with me, Khayon.’

			Why did I volunteer? In time, a great many souls would come to ask that same question. Even Telemachon would ask, in one of the rare moments we could stand each other’s presence for long enough to converse as true brothers.

			And, of course, Abaddon would ask. Though in his wisdom he already knew the answer. 

			Lheor was somewhat less sanguine. ‘I want answers, Falkus. How do you know it’s beyond the Firetide? Who’s sending you on this fool’s crusade?’

			Falkus turned to his men and voxed an order. ‘Bring him forward.’

			A lifetime before Falkus and I met in the heart of the storm to speak of his Legion’s extinction, I watched my own bloodline die.

			As a point of parable it was often said that the Thousand Sons Legion died twice, but that is simply poetic delusion. Ahriman’s arrogant Rubric couldn’t kill us, for we were already dead. His failed salvation was nothing more than our funeral pyre. 

			We died when the Wolves came. We died when our birth world burned. Prospero, consigned to ash with its shining capital, the seat of humanity’s knowledge: Tizca, the City of Light. 

			Imagine a skyline of great glass pyramids, made to honour the beauteous skies, formed to reflect the sun’s light and act as a beacon of illumination visible from space. Picture those pyramids– the spacious hive-spired homes of an educated and enlightened population, committed to the preservation of all lore in the galaxy. The tops of those pyramid-libraries and ziggurat-habitats were antiquated observatories and laboratories, given over to the pursuits of stargazing, sorcery, and oracular divination. We knew those pursuits as the Art, a name many of us still use to this day.

			That was Tizca, the true Tizca. A haven of peaceful learning, not the malformed simulacrum that exists now on Sortiarius.

			We were not innocent, though. Never that. Even now, Sortiarius is home to those of the Thousand Sons who lament their fate, crying up to the Tower of the Cyclops of how they were wronged, how they were betrayed, how they had no way of knowing judgement would come.

			But we should have known. Foolish excuses and mewling whines will never change the truth. We looked too deeply into the tides of the daemonic warp when the Emperor himself demanded we stay blind. We believed then, as the remnant of my former Legion still believes, that the only good is knowledge, and the only evil is ignorance. 

			And so, judgement fell upon us. That judgement came to the true Tizca in the form of our feral cousins, the VI Legion– also known as the Einherjar, the Vlka Fenryka, the Rout; and by their basely literal Low Gothic name, the Space Wolves.

			They descended upon us, not on the Emperor’s orders but those of Warmaster Horus. We knew nothing of this at the time. Only later would we learn that the Emperor had demanded we return to Terra under shameful arrest. It was Horus, manipulating the tides of the war before it was even truly declared, who arranged for our censure to become our execution. He wanted us to despise the Imperium. He wanted us– those who survived– to stand with him against the Emperor when we had nowhere else to turn.

			And the Wolves obliged him. In their ignorance, as tragic as our own, they fell upon us. Even now, I do not hate the Wolves. Their only sin was to be betrayed by those they trusted. In that more innocent age, they had no reason to doubt the First Warmaster’s words. 

			The Black Legion has its own name for the Wolves. We call them Thulgarach, ‘the Deceived’. Some of us sneer the title, while others say it without mockery. The word itself places emphasis on the cunning of the deceiver, rather than foolishness of the deceived. The destruction of Prospero was Horus’s triumph, not the Wolves’. 

			As for the Thousand Sons, I do not know what they call the Wolves, any more. I have little truck with my former Legion and its melancholic overlords. Not since I made my father Magnus kneel before my brother Abaddon.

			But I was speaking of Prospero and its bleak end. On the day the Legion died, I was on the ground when the sky began to weep fire. The first howls we heard were the descent-whines of falling drop pods, comet-streaking their way earthwards. Like most of my Legion, I watched in disbelief as the clear blue heavens above the white pyramids turned black with troop transports. Immense Stormbird landers eclipsed the sun with their reaching wingspans. Smaller gunships streamed around their slower cousins, showing the sick loyalty of flies to carcasses. 

			We were not ready. If we had been prepared, the Imperium would have lost two Legions, as we destroyed each other in the bitterest day of battle either we or the Wolves had ever seen. But we were taken utterly by surprise. Our foes had us by the throat before we even knew we were under attack. Our gene-sire, Magnus, the Crimson King, had known judgement was coming for our sins against Imperial edict. He wished to face punishment as a martyr, rather than resist it as a man.

			Our fleet would have offered a fair fight to the Einherjar armada, but it had sailed to the far reaches of the star system before the Wolves’ arrival, leaving us naked in the sky. The enemy, our own cousins, bypassed our silent and powerless orbital defence array. They dived down untroubled by the inactive citywide laser batteries. 

			Word spread across the vox, and from bonded mind to bonded mind. The same words, again and again. We are betrayed! The Wolves have come! 

			I will not argue the philosophy behind whether or not the Thousand Sons deserved execution. But I knew what it was to be orphaned by war, bereft of bloodline and brotherhood.

			So perhaps the reason I agreed to help Falkus was so I could stand with this man I admired and help him through the same hollow journey I had suffered. Perhaps I was just lonely aboard my ghost ship– surrounded by ashen dead too mind-scourged to recall our past together– and saw a last chance to fight alongside kindred who deserved my trust. Perhaps the resurrection of Horus was an abomination I could neither tolerate nor risk.

			Perhaps I just wanted the Nine Legions’ flagship for myself.

			‘Bring him forward.’

			Several more of Falkus’s warriors entered from a side corridor, their gait showing the trained movements of walking in gravity-starved environments despite their unwieldy Terminator plate. Justaerin. Once the Sons of Horus warrior-clan elite.

			Between the five of them they escorted a warrior bound in mag-locked manacles, binding his wrists behind his back. Gold lettering scrawled across his red armour in precise, miniscule runes– each line was a prayer or benediction in a tongue forgotten by the Imperium, which we know as Colchisian.

			Lheor snorted as the prisoner was brought towards us. ‘I admit I wasn’t expecting that.’

			Nor was I. The warrior in the black and rich crimson of the Word Bearers warpriests was forced to kneel before us. His helm was an antiquated thing of dirty bronze. One eye lens was emerald in hue, the other the dark blue of Terran sapphire. I wondered at the significance of such a thing.

			‘Is this a gift?’ Lheor asked. ‘Or a toy for Khayon’s bloodward?’

			‘Wait,’ Falkus replied, ‘and you will see.’

			I could sense Lheor sneering down at the captive. For my part, I brushed my senses against the Word Bearer’s mind, feeling the repellent strength of absolute, ruthless privacy. A disciplined mind, no question there, and one possessing psychic potential of its own. But untrained. Loose. Raw. He was not born with a sixth sense. He had developed it as his soul ripened and blazed brighter in the Great Eye’s fertile tides.

			‘We’re waiting,’ said Lheor.

			We all felt the change in that moment. Lheor looked up sharply, his hand straying to the axe bound to his back. Falkus’s helm clicked with the half-muted exchange of vox messages between he and his warriors, while each of them braced bolters to shoulder-guards in readiness for something as yet unseen. I felt it as a whisper in the still air, a presence moving from one place to another, the way one might feel someone crossing a room even when one’s eyes are closed.

			Mekhari and Djedhor lifted their bolters a moment after Falkus’s men had done so. My wolf was growling at the shadows.

			Something comes, she warned. Or someone.

			No figure appeared in a storm of psychic energy, or burst into existence with the thunderous air displacement of teleportation. While the three of us watched the captive, and while our warriors brought dozens of bolters to aim across the command deck, the corpse slouched on the captain’s throne stood up behind us. The buckles of its restraint belts snapped with rotted ease.

			Lheor and I whirled in the ragged unity of brothers born into different Legions. Mekhari and Djedhor’s boltguns locked on to the standing cadaver. My axe rippled with a live energy field, and the chain-teeth of Lheor’s blade chewed through the airless silence.

			The dead Sons of Horus officer made no hostile move once he had risen from his throne. The corpse carried no weapon and wore layered, ugly Mark V war-plate. A sign of the Heresy, and rushed repairs made between battlefields. It stood there and watched us, as we aimed our weapons at its head. On its pauldron, the open-eye symbol of the Sons of Horus was cataracted by frost.

			I cannot imagine life without a sixth sense, for my talent developed in my earliest youth. It strikes me as a lamentable lack to look at another person, to speak to another warrior, and not sense the ebb and flow of his emotions as you hear his words. The figure on the throne had been a corpse, a creature devoid of any thought and synaptic reaction. That was why I hadn’t sensed any life within it when we entered. There had been no mind, no life, to sense. 

			Yet now there was. The faint stirrings of an essence teased me– I sensed its nearness but none of its detail.

			Impossibly, there came a crackle as another signal tuned into our shared vox-channel.

			‘Brothers,’ the voice came as a breathy, nasty hiss of escaping air. ‘My brothers.’
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			Neither Lheor nor I lowered our weapons. The air shimmered with unformed weakling spirits, caressing our armour with insubstantial hands. Daemons waiting, wanting to be born. I felt their hunger for our soulfires and their wish that we would just commit to violence, granting them life through emotion and bloodshed. 

			‘Name yourself,’ Lheor ordered the standing corpse. 

			‘Sargon,’ came the dry whisper across the vox. The scratchy voice was strained, through effort rather than malice. Neither the armoured suit nor the cold of the sunless void had entirely protected the body from the onset of decay, for the creature’s word was a whisper pushed from rotted lungs.

			The others had no talent in the Art, but I could sense the psychic strings between the moving corpse and the mind animating the thing’s bones. The figure stood before us in a dead-muscle slouch, a puppet moving only at the behest of a nearby master. I lowered my axe, looking to the nearby Word Bearer. ‘You are Sargon.’

			The prisoner’s bronze helm dipped in acknowledgement, but the hissed reply came from the standing corpse. 

			‘Sargon Eregesh, once of the Seventeenth Legion. Once of the Brazenhead Chapter. Once a warrior-priest of the Word.’ 

			‘Once?’ I asked. Every warband had a varying degree of loyalty and involvement with their parent Legion, but I had encountered few warriors among the XVII who had cast aside Lorgar’s teachings.

			‘I bring enlightenment and illumination, but it is no longer the Word of Lorgar.’

			I looked to Falkus for an explanation. ‘Where did you capture him?’

			He shook his head. ‘I didn’t capture him at all. He came to us after Lupercalios fell and surrendered his weapons. The bindings are merely a precaution.’

			And an insult. Even now, Falkus had his primarch’s pride. He’d always been poor at considering the needs and nuances of others. I addressed my words to the kneeling warrior, rather than the puppet speaking on his behalf.

			‘Why do you not speak?’

			The Word Bearer reached a red gauntlet to touch fingertips to his throat. Again the words came from the upright corpse behind me.

			‘Wounds taken in the Terran War. I cannot speak. One of Sanguinius’s sons cut my throat. His blade took my larynx and tongue.’

			I sensed no deception from him, but in truth I sensed very little at all. His defences were strong, and not purely through an iron will. He was not simply animating the cadaver as a plaything– his essence was diffused between the corpse and his own flesh, his soul alive in both bodies at once. Such a feat took an incredible degree of control. 

			If you were silenced by an enemy’s sword, then why not speak as I speak now?

			Silence answered me. The Word Bearer did not react, nor did the corpse. I tried again.

			Can you not hear my words? 

			Still nothing. Gyre prowled the deck below the raised command dais, watching us with hungry white eyes.

			He cannot hear us, she pulsed to me. I see his soulfire as a caged flame. Alive but hidden. There but not there.

			Her cautious confusion was palpable across the bond we shared. I looked back to the kneeling warrior. With almost all living beings, I could sense fragments of their emotions and memories as a chaotic haze around their mind. Looking into their lives took no more than a moment’s thought. 

			This warrior’s aura was smoke. Just... smoke. The voices within it were too muted to make out. The colours inside it were bleached of all vitality.

			Someone, or something, had cauterised this man’s spirit. He had been severed from other living beings in a way most mortals would never realise. As Gyre said, he was there but not there.

			‘Who did this to you?’ 

			‘I have already told you,’ said the standing corpse as the Word Bearer touched a hand to his throat again. ‘A Blood Angel.’ 

			‘No. Who severed your soul? Who caged your essence away like this?’

			Lheor and Falkus were looking at me as if I were speaking in tongues. I ignored them, waiting for the Word Bearer’s answer.

			‘I cannot say,’ voxed the dead man. Again I sensed no deception from the captive, but his answer was vague enough to mean anything.

			‘Cannot, or will not?’

			‘I cannot say.’

			‘What are you talking about, Khayon?’ Lheor asked. ‘Who did what to him?’

			‘His mind and soul are warded beyond anything I have ever seen. I could overpower his will and still not learn a fraction of what he hides in his memory. Someone did this to him, but I cannot imagine who possesses the ability. My brother Ahriman, perhaps. Or my father Magnus.’

			‘I have met neither,’ the corpse wheezed across the vox.

			‘Thrilling,’ remarked Lheor, his tone laced with boredom. 

			‘Why did you surrender to the Duraga kal Esmejhak?’ I asked.

			‘Fate demanded it,’ replied the corpse.

			‘I have no faith in fate. Give me a real answer.’

			‘Fate spins ever onwards whether you regard its passage or not, Iskandar Khayon. It is as inevitable as the turning of time.’

			The fact he knew my name was no revelation; there were a hundred ways he might have gleaned it. I was more concerned with his zealotry, which was audible even in a dead man’s voice.

			‘Give me a real answer,’ I repeated.

			‘I know where the Vengeful Spirit is hidden. I bring that lore to those who need it most.’

			‘That is a highly dubious degree of generosity. How do you know where the flagship of the Nine Legions lies?’

			The Word Bearer’s mismatched eye lenses locked to mine. ‘Because I have been aboard it.’

			I turned back to Falkus. ‘This is a trap. It cannot be anything but a trap.’

			Lheor was nodding. Falkus was not. ‘Is he lying?’ the Sons of Horus legionary asked. ‘Do you sense any deceit in his words?’

			I was forced to admit that I did not. ‘But his mind is warded, and I have no idea who sealed it.’

			Falkus was relentless, and even the note of triumph couldn’t cloak the desperation in his voice. ‘But he’s telling the truth, yes? You can say that for certain? He knows where the Vengeful Spirit lies?’

			‘Brother, did you ask me to sail for weeks purely so I could be your truth detector?’

			‘Is it the truth, Khayon?’

			I sighed, sensing it was a losing battle. ‘Yes, your prisoner is speaking the truth. For whatever that is worth.’

			‘The best traps,’ Lheor pointed out, ‘are set with irresistible bait.’ 

			The two of them descended into conversation– or an argument, I paid no attention to which. I was still watching Sargon. What galled me most about his warded mind was that I could feel his openness in all other ways. He was making no effort to deceive us. He almost yearned to be cooperative, just as he willingly wore the manacles at his wrists.

			‘Where is the Vengeful Spirit?’ I asked him.

			‘On the edge of the Radiant Worlds,’ said the corpse behind me. ‘As I told Falkus Kibre, I now tell you.’

			I finally looked away from him. ‘Falkus, if he needs the dead to speak, how does he communicate when there are no corpses nearby?’

			The Sons of Horus legionary shook his head. ‘He usually doesn’t. He’s used Legion battle-sign a handful of times but we are hardly short of dead bodies on the Baleful Eye, especially not since the Monument fell.’

			‘And you believe him? You believe he can lead us to the Vengeful Spirit?’

			I could not see Falkus’s face but I could feel him weighing his answer carefully. ‘This isn’t about belief, Khayon. My men and I don’t have the luxury of choice. We’re dead if the Third Legion hunts us down, and dead if we stand and fight. Their fleshsmiths and blood mages may take forever to clone the primarch, if they ever manage it at all, but I will strike early and deny them the chance. If Sargon is lying we may die out there on the Eye’s edge. It’s a risk I’m willing to take.’

			Put in such a stark light, I could see why Falkus considered it to be no choice at all. 

			‘I will come,’ I reaffirmed. ‘I am with you.’

			I felt a headache threatening. The temptation burned to simply reach into the others’ minds and converse in wordless communion. I had been around my mindless Rubricae kindred for too long, exercising my psychic control on those who had no right to resist. Speaking to others in actual discussion required more patience than I was used to. 

			Ashur-Kai was delighted by this talk of prophecy. I felt him watching through my eyes, his focus as keen as a whetted blade. He hungered after any shred and scrap of oracular possibility. I was less enamoured of such unreliable foresight – the defences that had reshaped Sargon’s mind concerned me, and Falkus’s cold sincerity only made it more troubling.

			‘We live in the underworld itself,’ I said. ‘Ghosts and madmen outnumber those of us who have stayed sane by a thousand to one. I owe you, Falkus. I do not trust this oracle, but I will come with you.’

			Lheor never had the chance to agree or disagree. Our enemies did not allow it.

			They came from the storm. The red-violet tides swelled and darkened, filled with the lethal bulk of the first warship ploughing through the storm’s aetheric clouds. It came in a shaking run, cutting through the turgid tides and lancing into the storm’s calm heart. Smoky contrails of warp-essence trailed from its battlemented spires and flaring engines.

			The Anamnesis cried out a warning across the vox. Gyre gave a psychic snarl. Lieutenants across our united fleet hailed their lords and leaders, to warn us of imminent attack. 

			I couldn’t see the enemy ships from aboard His Chosen Son’s dead bridge. I saw them through the Tlaloc’s occulus– seeing them because Ashur-Kai could see them. When the lead vessel burst into view, the first thing I saw with my brother’s eyes was Imperial purple armour plating bleach-burned into ghostly lilac. We knew who they were even before the Tlaloc’s auspex scanners told us.

			‘The Emperor’s Children,’ came the Anamnesis’s toneless murmur. 

			‘Get back to the ship,’ Ashur-Kai voxed in the same moment. Through our psychic bond, I could almost taste his disgusted aggression.

			Falkus lifted a hand to the side of his helm, heeding a voice I couldn’t hear, no doubt receiving the same words of warning from the command crew of the Baleful Eye. Then he gave an order I was hoping he wouldn’t give– the Sons of Horus levelled their double-barrelled bolters, not at my companions and I, but at Lheor and his warriors. 

			For his part, the World Eaters commander made no hostile move.

			‘Don’t threaten me,’ Lheor said, as calm as the blackness between worlds. ‘I’m many things, Falkus, but I’m not a liar. I wouldn’t bring betrayal to neutral ground.’

			‘No other soul knew of this meeting,’ Falkus had his sword in his hand now, facing the impassive World Eater.

			Lheor was helmed, so his smile was something I sensed rather than saw. He tilted his head in amused disregard, considering how best to address the unravelling threads before him. 

			‘Brothers...’ the standing corpse hissed, as Sargon sought to calm them down.

			I was the one to stand between them, my axe heavy in my left hand. All three of us were roughly of a height.

			‘He did not betray us,’ I stared into Falkus’s eye lenses, seeing the reflection of my own Kheltaran-crested helm, and tuning out the sound of Ashur-Kai repeatedly demanding I return to the ship. 

			You know Lheor, I sent the words as a lance through the stubborn walls of Falkus’s ironclad thoughts. Why would he betray you to the dogs of the Third Legion? He despises them as much as you. Moreso, after Skalathrax. Lower your weapons before you turn one of your last allies into an enemy.

			I thought he might still press the issue. It took a fierce heart to lead any warband, and the undercurrent of self-righteous rage was ice in his veins. But Falkus turned to his men, voxing orders for them to run. There was nothing to be proud of in the way they fled the chamber, except for the truth of necessity. Even though the Sons’ squads fell back in admirable order, it was still a retreat. The lack of gravity was an aid to them as they kicked off from the walls and launched down the hallways, heading to the hangar bays where their gunships waited. 

			Sargon rose to his feet, making no attempt to flee. In curious rhythm, as he rose, the corpse he had animated slouched into true lifelessness, no longer bound to his will. I also stood my ground, though not out of pride. I simply had another avenue of escape.

			‘Come with me,’ I said to Lheor and Falkus. ‘All of you. Bring your men. Your ships will be dead before you ever reach them. The Tlaloc is on the storm’s edge, and ready to run.’

			‘You can get us off this ship?’ Lheor’s question was a throaty growl. 

			‘Yes.’

			‘You have a teleportation crucible capable of locking on despite the storm?’

			‘No.’

			Lheor shook his head. ‘Then spare me from the whims of sorcerers.’ He turned to run, kicking off from the deck and soaring towards the wide-open doors leading to the ship’s spinal thoroughfare. His warriors had already fled.

			‘Falkus,’ I began.

			‘Fortune be with you, Khayon.’ With that, he fled after his men with a heavy-stepped grace, hauling Sargon by the warpriest’s shoulder-guard. I watched them leave, silently cursing them for fools. Ashur-Kai’s voice in my ear had an air of sardonic nursemaiding. 

			‘I cannot conceive why you are not back aboard the ship yet,’ he muttered. ‘You do realise these Third Legion fools are launching boarding craft, Sekhandur? That is something I should not need to point out.’

			After his dry reprimand, I heard him call out to the Tlaloc’s bridge crew, ordering them to ready the ship for submersion back into the storm. ‘Will you please make haste?’ he added, speaking to me again. ‘Open the conduit.’

			I didn’t reply. I was watching the occulus screen through his eyes, seeing through our bond. Our ships were already outnumbered. The enemy fleet had broken formation, eager for the kill, powering closer to reach terminal weapon range. Initial torpedo salvoes already cut the dusty void, streaming fire as they dived towards our vessels. 

			Behind the warhead salvoes, in the screen’s lower quadrant, flickering auspex runes tracked boarding craft cutting right for us. Not just at our ships, but also the crippled hulk of His Chosen Son. The first impacts were coming.

			We had five ships. Five against seven. Falkus’s flagship, the Baleful Eye, was a cruiser of lethal beauty capable of running against the best in any Legion fleet in her prime, but those days were far behind her. She was riven by scars inflicted in our years of exile. Royal Spear was a sleek huntress, a long-range killer best suited for running alone in the deep cold, hardly armed or armoured for protracted fleet engagements even without the abundant wounds she wore. And Rise of the Three Suns, my brother’s newest warship, looked as though it had died months ago and forgotten to stop sailing.

			Jaws of the White Hound, armoured in the red and bronze plating of the XII Legion, was already pulling close to the dead ship’s wreck, ready to retrieve Lheor and his warriors from His Chosen Son. If she joined the fight– a fact I was not willing to rely on– she could duel one of the destroyers or smaller cruisers, but she was next to useless against the primary capital ships.

			Five to seven. Even one on one they would have destroyed us. 

			I was raising my axe to open the conduit when the vox-network exploded in conflicting voices, each bringing its own share of fresh curses. Through Ashur-Kai’s eyes, I saw why. Huge, treacherous silhouettes were breaking cloud cover at the storm’s edge, coming in from every direction.

			It was no longer just five to seven. Escape had been an illusion, and I couldn’t help but admire the surgical precision of the ambush. Whoever wanted us dead had arranged our murders to perfection.

			The lead vessel was a battleship, its blunt prow shaped into the golden, ripped-wing avatar of a crucified Imperial eagle. That ship alone would have been capable of tearing all five of our vessels to pieces. The fact that it sailed at the head of a murder-fleet only added insult to injury. They weren’t even holding to an attack formation. They didn’t need to, they knew they had us by the throat.

			This fleet was far, far too large to be brought together for this lone engagement. Surely they were part of the armada that had ravaged Lupercalios, tasked now with hunting down the Sons of Horus survivors.

			‘We are being hailed,’ said Ashur-Kai. ‘Or rather, you are being hailed.’

			I watched death sailing closer in the form of the colossal battleship, with the shark-spread of its lesser kindred trailing behind.

			‘Accept it,’ I replied. 

			The voice that crackled over the vox was unfamiliar. It was also restraining itself– I could hear the smile, the suppressed triumph in the tone, but the speaker held back from direct gloating. Such rare restraint, for one of his Legion.

			‘Captain Iskandar Khayon of the Tlaloc.’ He spoke ‘captain’ as Cua Thāruāquei, ‘leader of souls’, in perfect Tizcan Prosperine. I had always imagined I would be killed by a blood-maddened Fenrisian primitive, and here I was about to be murdered by a scholar.

			‘I am Khayon. Though I have not called myself a captain for some time.’

			‘Times change, do they not? Am I also addressing the commander of the Jaws of the White Hound, Centurion Lheorvine Ukris, known by the name “Firefist”?’

			‘Don’t call me Firefist,’ Lheor voxed back at once. He sounded neither angry nor offended, though I knew he was almost certainly both. Behind his reply, I could hear the muted whirring of his armour joints as he sprinted through the ship.

			‘I am Kadalus of the Third Legion, and my rank is Sardar of the Sixteenth, Fortieth, and Fifty-First Companies. As your bridge crews may have already relayed to you, my fleet is not firing on your vessels, only upon the cruisers in Sons of Horus colours. In that regard, I bring you an offer: your lives. I have no quarrel with the Thousand Sons or the Eaters of Worlds. Get back to your ships and you will be allowed to sail back into the storm, unbloodied and unbroken.’

			‘Sardar Kadalus,’ I replied, ‘I do believe you are lying to us.’

			A crackle of vox did nothing to hide his grimy, knowing chuckle. ‘Just let me take Falkus and his men, Khayon. I have no interest in your petty conjurings, nor in that fool Firefist. So I say again, get back to your ships, and leave the Sons of Horus to me. You have my word that I will let you live, and you may carry the tale of my mercy with you back to your strongholds.’

			‘What drives you to hunt Falkus with such tenacity?’ I asked.

			‘He is one of them,’ said Kadalus.

			One of them. A legionary of the Sons of Horus. The Legion that left us to die on the renewed anger of Imperial guns. How easy it is to flee from retribution, yet how impossible it is to outrun shame.

			‘Strange to take the moral high ground when your Legion’s performance in the Terran War was hardly beneficial, Sardar. What were you doing while the rest of us spent our blood and lives against the palace walls?’

			‘I have made my offer,’ the Sardar replied, refusing to be baited, though I was sure he was no longer smiling. 

			I looked back to my companions. Mekhari and Djedhor stood in mute witness. Gyre stalked around the thrones and the dry corpses that still sat in them, her inhuman mind unreadable but for sullen discontent.

			Through Ashur-Kai’s eyes, I watched the runic symbols of several assault boats drifting closer to the upper decks of His Chosen Son. We had less than a minute before the first boarders struck iron.

			‘I fear I must refuse, Kadalus. I appreciate the offer but I wouldn’t trust you to burn even if I was the one to set you aflame. Your word is less than excrement to me, son of Fulgrim.’

			He laughed, rightfully assured of his victory whether we betrayed Falkus or not. 

			‘That is a shame, Khayon. And what of you, Firefist?’

			‘I’m with the Tizcan.’ I heard Lheor’s reinforced bronze teeth click together as he grinned. ‘But if you surrender now, perhaps I’ll be merciful.’

			‘Is this what passes for defiance in your Legion, Lheorvine?’

			‘No, it’s what passes for humour.’ Lheor’s teeth clicked together again. The vox-link to Kadalus went dead in a smear of static.

			I am opening the conduit, I sent to Ashur-Kai. His reply was a wordless pulse of irritation at how long it had taken me to agree.

			Keeping your senses bound to another’s mind is no easy feat, even through a psychic bond as strong as the one I shared with Ashur-Kai. I could not open the conduit and remain mind-linked with my brother, so I braced myself for the waspish severance to come.

			I felt him lift his sword as I raised my axe. Hundreds of kilometres separated us, but I felt the unity of movement, just as I felt the way we both stopped in the same second, with our blades held high. 

			Ready, I sent.

			Ready, he pulsed back in the same moment. 

			Mekhari. Djedhor. To me.

			My dead brothers marched to my side, bolters braced to fire. Gyre circled the three of us, snarling silently in my mind. 

			My senses snapped back from Ashur-Kai’s with a whipcrack of force. With my axe, I cut a wound in reality. 

			My axe had a name, as all weapons should. It was called Saern, ‘Truth’ in the dialects of several Fenrisian clans, most notably the Deinlyr tribe. 

			I had carried Saern since Prospero burned, when I took the blade from the lifeless grip of a warrior who came far too close to killing me. At the time, I knew nothing of him beyond the fact he carried hate in his eyes and death in his fists.

			Many of the Legions’ rituals and habits reflected the brutal simplicity of the most primal cultures: those tribal societies of humanity’s Stone Era, or warrior cultures of its Bronze and Iron Epochs. Taking trophies from enemy Legions is beyond merely common; it is as expected and informal as the habitual exchange of posturing and threats between rival commanders. 

			Many of the Adeptus Astartes Chapters that were spawned from the spineless breaking of the Great Crusade forces consider themselves above such behaviour, but we of the Nine Legions rarely shy away from indulging in evocative threats. A great deal of a warband’s respect among its kindred comes down to its warlord’s reputation, after all. His warriors will shout his triumphs to the foe, and cry out their enemy’s defeats.

			So the claiming of weapons and armour from the fallen is no rare thing. Despite that, even though I no longer owe any allegiance or devotion to the Thousand Sons, my skin still crawls to imagine how many relics the Wolves bore with them from the bones of Prospero. My ire rises from how they considered our treasures maleficarum, ‘tainted’, and almost certainly destroyed them rather than wield them in battle. 

			At least there is respect implied in the wielding of an enemy’s weapon. I did not keep Saern for so many years after Prospero out of petty spite for its makers; I carried it to war because it was a beautiful, reliable blade. To consign such relics to ruination is a far bleaker insult.

			Saern’s haft was as long as my arm, forged of grey adamantium and marked with acid-etched runes in the Fenrisian Tharka dialect. The symbols told the tale of its first bearer’s rise to his place as a champion among the Wolves, with the spiralling letters relaying dozens of victories against aliens, traitors and rebels during the Great Crusade. I ended that story when I took the axe from his dead hands. 

			In the years that followed, I had the haft reconstructed, threaded through with shards of psychically attuned black crystal from a world within the Eye. These ran like veins down the weapon’s length, from pommel to blade. Although their primary use was in remaking the weapon as a focus for psychic release, they also reacted with a certain ‘hostility’ when anyone but me touched the handle.

			The axe itself was a weighty, single-bladed cleaver, its edge curved like a crescent moon. A golden wolf’s head bared its teeth towards the blade’s killing edge; when the axe was activated, the coruscating lightning played across its feral features, seemingly bringing the beast to snarling life. 

			I had other weapons– bolters, pistols, blades, even a spear taken from an eldar soul-witch– but I treasured none of them as much as Saern.

			As I cut downwards, the black crystals flared with the chiming song of activation. The blade tore through reality and unreality alike– nothing manifested in the air, no slit of violent energy and shrieking souls. But the cut was there, and I could feel the things distantly on the other side. Their profane hunger. Their acidic needs. Silent, as they sensed their chance at freedom.

			I reached for the invisible slice, senses straining like clawed fingers, and peeled the wound open. Beyond the rip lay absolute black– a black not of nothingness, but of blindness. Mortal senses couldn’t process what lay through the opening. I felt the distant hunger grow much less distant. 

			Somewhere, Ashur-Kai waited on the other side. He waited with his sword in hand, next to the similar wound in reality he’d made aboard the Tlaloc.

			The Neverborn spilled through both wounds in the same moment. My brother and I started fighting at the same time.
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THE RAGGED KNIGHT

			‘Humanity has always looked skywards for its true path.’

			Who first spoke those words? In all the millennia of my life, I have never yet discovered the sentiment’s origins. Perhaps I never will, if my Inquisitorial hosts choose to execute me. However, I suspect they are too intelligent to try. Attempting to murder me will not end well for them.

			My brother Ahriman, whose wisdom was beyond question until he allowed pride to befoul his thoughts, was especially fond of that quote. Before I stood clad in black, when Ahriman and I were brothers in truth rather than merely linked by blood, I would attend his lectures on the nature of our species and the universe we claimed as our own. In our debates he would quote those words, and I would smile because they were so very true.

			Mankind has always sought its answers in the heavens. The first humans looked to the sun, worshipping a ball of fusion fire as a god incarnated in the sky– a deity of light that brought life and banished all fear of darkness with every dawn. 

			It is a powerful symbol. Even now, there are primitive worlds within the Imperium’s ever-diminishing borders that worship the Emperor as a sun god. Mankind’s institutions care not how the herds of its human livestock pay fealty to the Emperor, as long as the unquestioning worship and the Ecclesiarchal tithe never cease.

			When the philosophers of those earliest cultures no longer feared the dark, the night sky became a celestial garden where the stars and planets themselves were placed into poetic, arbitrary constellations, and heralded as the bodies of distant gods and goddesses looking down upon humanity.

			All the while we looked up. Seeking, reaching, wanting.

			Do you hesitate when I say ‘we’? Is it wrong of me to place myself and my kind among the various strands of the human genetic cobweb?

			The Imperium betrays its greatest ignorance when it believes those of the Nine Legions, and the mortals who follow us, to be some unknowable, alien species. Knowledge of the warp is just that: knowledge. No change, no secret and no truth can rewrite every portion of one’s soul.

			I am not human. I have not been human since I was eleven years old, when the Thousand Sons Legion took me from my family and reshaped me into a weapon of war. But I am wrought from a human core. My emotions are human emotions, retuned and refined through post-human senses. My hearts are mortal hearts, yet changed; they are capable of immortal hate and immortal desire, far beyond those felt by our foundation species. 

			When we of the Nine Legions think of humankind, beyond their obvious use as slaves and thralls and subjects, we see kindred spirits. Not a species to be reviled, but a weak, ignorant herd that must be guided through sovereign rule. Humanity is a state of being that forms our roots. Not our enemy. Just a step beneath us on the evolutionary coil.

			So, yes. I say ‘we’.

			Over time, mankind looked to the heavens for knowledge rather than matters of faith. These early civilisations evolved past worshiping stars, turning now to the planets orbiting them. These worlds were a promised land of hopeful expansion. Humanity catalogued them, imagined sailing the black skies in ships of armoured iron to colonise them, and eventually sought life upon them.

			Still we sought more. And soon enough, we found it. 

			The warp. The empyrean. The Great Ocean. The Sea of Souls.

			When mankind first discovered the warp, using it to travel unimaginable distances, we knew so little of the malevolence that dwelled within its eternal tides. We saw alien entities– these inhuman creatures formed from the aether– but never the malice behind them, nor the great and malignant intelligences that gave birth to them.

			We saw only a reality behind our own, an ocean in constant flux, that nevertheless made journeys of centuries achievable in mere weeks. Distances that would have taken a hundred generations to cross were possible in a matter of months. Shielded in Geller fields, impenetrable bubbles of material reality, humanity’s first empyronauts took our species to the farthest stars and the worlds that spun in their alien light.

			We had no idea. In those days of halcyon ignorance, we had no idea we were sailing through Hell. We had no idea what swam within those tides, waiting for our emotions to give them shape. 

			The denizens of the warp have uncountable names across uncountable cultures. I have heard them named as the Soulless; as the Ten-Gu; as Shedim; Dhaimonion; Numen; as geists, wraiths, daevas; as the Fallen; as the Neverborn, and a world of others. Yet all of them, across ten thousand cultures, echo the same ontological core. 

			Daemon.

			The moment I wrenched the rift open, Mekhari and Djedhor opened fire in perfect unison. The barks of their bolters were rendered silent on the airless command deck, but the guns bucked in harmony from the recoil-kick inherent in this type of weapon.

			The first Neverborn crawled through the conduit into the cold vacuum of reality, and right into a storm of bolt shells that burst their cadaverous flesh apart in thick, wet streaks of aetheric ichor. Although my vision was separated from Ashur-Kai’s, enough of our bond remained for me to sense his own actions: he’d cut the conduit’s exit aboard the Tlaloc’s bridge, which would be a grave threat were he not also guarded by a phalanx of our Rubricae. Their bolters opened up in a withering storm, devastating the creatures seeking to come through.

			I didn’t have rank upon rank of Rubricae at my side, but the first spill of inhuman flesh was weak enough to be held back by Mekhari and Djedhor alone. Gyre was a black blur, a daemon in the skin of a dire wolf, her claws and fangs dripping with dissolving viscera. She tore into the things with abandon, relishing the slaughter of such weak prey.

			When Imperial scholars preach of daemonkind as a singular horde united against humanity, they speak the falsest words of their lives. Daemons are born into limitless breeds and subspecies, warring against one another far more often than they wage war against mortals. Even those of the same choirs and pantheons will butcher and devour their kindred out of boundless hate, or fight according to the unknowable pacts that bind them. I have seen entire worlds given over to feuding hosts all sworn to the War God. It doesn’t matter that every daemon in the teeming billions was born at the base of his throne. Manifested as lesser shards of their father’s eternal rage, they know nothing but bloodshed. The children of the other Gods are the same, fighting their own wars in their own ways. 

			Gyre was bound to me, pacted by oath, blood, and soul. Yet she had been destroying her own kind for an eternity before she willingly leashed herself to me.

			Here, in the heart of the storm, the first Neverborn reaching through the conduit were uninspiring things, scrabbling free and dying to our weapons before they could threaten us. Their stronger kindred would soon stir– drawn to the conduit by my soulfire and the drumming of my beating hearts– but we had time. This was hardly the first conduit my brother and I had cut open.

			The ship shook beneath us. Boarding torpedoes, striking nearby. I backhanded Saern across the head of something with three faces, and kicked the decapitated remains down the stairs.

			I advise haste, Ashur-Kai repeated.

			You cannot be in trouble, I sent. You have a company of Rubricae there.

			I am referring to the battlefleet bearing down on us. The bravado that you and Lheorvine simply could not resist has ensured the enemy will fire on us. If we linger, the Emperor’s Children will catch us. The ship is only six minutes from breaking back into the storm, Khayon. Do you wish to try entering this conduit then? Can we hold it stable in those winds?

			A lecture from Ashur-Kai, even here, even now. Nothing ever changed.

			I am almost ready. 

			Something squirmed at my shin. Something made of shivering limbs and bare organs, without discernible eyes. I pulped it with a crushing boot. 

			One cannot look directly at daemons. They are creatures born from the emotions and nightmares of mortals, and pulled forth from the immense sentience of opposing Gods. Perhaps more accurately, mortal senses– even those attuned to the daemonic and the profane– struggle to focus on the Neverborn’s incarnated forms. Our minds apply expectation and structure to something that defies understanding, let alone description. No matter how hard we stare, we are still mortal minds seeking to bear witness to something that should not exist. 

			At best, this leaves a murky aura around the Neverborn, rendering them as nebulous as a mirage. At worst, and far more commonly, all that can be gleaned from their physical incarnations are a handful of impressions and sensations: a scent, a memory, a sight of something indefinite.

			Red flesh. Pale skin. Fangs. A dry, cinnamon corpse-stink, with a feeling of bladed threat. Eyes that burn in the dark. A sword of black iron that whispers in dead tongues. The shadow of wings, and the reek of feral breath. Claws steaming with the acid kiss of some toxic poison.

			Something leapt at me from the side, a thrashing weight clinging to my faceplate. I had the briefest image of pliant, uncooked meat quivering against my eye lenses, with a tightening of some vile limb around my throat and shoulder. 

			With a heaving jerk, it was gone– I heard a too-human shriek in my mind as it was ripped free. A bleeding shapelessness was dissolving in Gyre’s jaws, breaking apart like fading smoke. I turned away to hammer Saern through the spindly trunk of a stick-thin creature that had brittle scalpels for fingers. The axe sent the daemon to the deck in two pieces.

			Thank you, I sent to Gyre. Now go. 

			I stay. I fight. I kill.

			Go!

			The she-wolf, her fur made of smoke and black fire, took a running leap at the wound in reality. She crashed against one of the fleshy Neverborn tearing its way free, landing atop it in a frenzy of claws and flashing fangs, and the two of them vanished into the conduit.

			Gyre is through. Ashur-Kai’s voice chimed in my head the moment my wolf disappeared.

			Mekhari and Djedhor were next. Return to the ship.

			Khayon, Djedhor sent back in mindless acknowledgement. Both of them started forwards, firing from the shoulder as they marched into the seething wound. Claws scratched ineffectively at their armour as they waded through the stunted things surrounding them. Before they entered, Mekhari’s last bolt burst open a creature that looked to be made from overlapping rolls of boneless flesh. 

			Mekhari is through, Ashur-Kai sent. 

			And Djedhor?

			Only Mekhari.

			The conduit shivered in psychic sympathy with my sudden pulse of concern, ripping wider. I could see the boiling blackness through the slit in reality, and I could feel Ashur-Kai distantly on the other side. The pyre-smoke smell of stronger daemonflesh filled my senses. Not long now. Not long at all.

			What of Djedhor?

			Still no sign, Ashur-Kai replied. The ship is taking fire. We have no time for your idiotic sentimentality.

			But I couldn’t go. I had to keep the conduit open. It pulled at my attention, leaching my focus and slowing my reactions. Keeping it open was an effort of concentration no different from fighting while carrying a heavy burden. I had to remain; the moment I entered it, it would close.

			But Djedhor–

			He is a single Rubricae, Sekhandur. Move!

			Instinct almost had me obeying him. It was one of our Legion’s traditions to pair young sorcerers with veteran masters, as well as encouraging the creation of informal covens of likeminded scholars and loyal apprentices. Ashur-Kai had been my mentor before he was my brother. He had been one of those most devoted to guiding me in learning the Art, but I was no longer his pupil sworn to heed his every order. I had been the ranking officer before the Heresy, and the Tlaloc was my ship.

			I am not leaving him. I will hold the gateway for Djedhor. As will you.

			Saern cleaved through a shrieking something made of bleeding glass. What passed for its blood drenched my armour in patterns that would likely mean something of astral significance to seers like Ashur-Kai.

			Before my former master could reply, Djedhor burst back through the conduit, wreathed in a seething mass of coiled, drowned-looking flesh that wrapped every limb, every joint, even blinding the lifeless glare of his eye lenses. Mouths bloomed open on the creature’s prehensile skin, slavering uselessly against the Rubricae’s armour, but pressure cracks vented dusty air where the thing’s grip splintered the ceramite.

			I couldn’t hack it clear without hitting Djedhor. I couldn’t shoot it for the same reason. My pistol was a heavy-bore Kjaroskuro laser weapon forged long before the Heresy. If I fired the three-barrelled firearm at the creature, it would ignite and take Djedhor with it into incineration.

			Another vent of dusty air gushed free, this time at Djedhor’s throat. I had to risk diverting my focus from the conduit, even if only for a second. 

			When I say we call psychic mastery ‘the Art’, I am not seeking to lionise those who carry the gift, or inject sorcery with undeserved mystique. It is a craft like any other, requiring study, practice and tuition to begin, and needing constant effort to gain proficiency. True control requires ritual work, or the careful blending of several disciplines to weave the energies into material reality. But the most basic and imprecise unleashings require little training. To reach, to pull, to burn. These things can come naturally to even an untrained soul.

			I didn’t weave in that moment, nor did I reach, as I so often did with my senses. I pulled, with the bluntest use of telekinetic force.

			I tore the amalgam of tensing flesh from my brother’s body, ripping it from him with a violent heave of telekinesis. It left most of its severed, quivering limbs on Djedhor’s armour. I allowed it half a heartbeat’s span to thrash in the air, shuddering and seeking to leap at me, before a wave of my hand sent it bursting against a control console in a zero-gravity cloud of crystallised blood bubbles. 

			Get back to the ship, I pulsed to Djedhor, standing over him, defending him long enough for him to rise again. A tide of daemonflesh spilled across the deck, disgorged from the spreading conduit. The creatures were growing in size, stronger denizens of the warp making it through the longer I held the gateway open. I buried my axe in the gullet of something lithe and insectile, pitying whatever nightmare-struck mind had given it form. Djedhor made it to his feet, still venting dusty air from his throat.

			‘Sorcerer,’ came a voice over the vox, scrambled by distortion.

			‘Lheor?’

			‘Khayon.’ He was breathless, fighting, killing, running. ‘They’ve burned our gunship. Can you get us out of here?’

			In my distraction, as I’d concentrated on Djedhor and the rift gushing its unwanted gifts of daemonic flesh, I had tuned out of the shared vox-channel. Lheor’s voice dragged me back to it, refocusing me on the wider battle. I confess I had abandoned the World Eaters and Sons of Horus for dead the moment they fled from the command deck.

			I will not belabour the point– the Emperor’s Children had a blade to our collective throats, and His Chosen Son was soon crawling with warriors of the III Legion. It is easy to look back with cold calculation on Lheor and Falkus’s thwarted escapes, especially when I knew I could open a conduit to retreat without caring about the lone Storm Eagle gunship we abandoned in the western tertiary hangar.

			‘I can get you to the Tlaloc if you return swiftly.’

			Lheor was first, his armour bearing an aura of trailing blood-gems in zero gravity. He flew back into the bridge chamber, the teeth of his chainaxe spinning without sound. Several of his men followed in the same ragged drift, haloed by crystals of blood and squeezing the triggers of revving chainswords.

			Lheor grunted when his boots locked to the deck nearby. I felt two things from him in that moment: the first was his revulsion at what was coming through the open conduit, the second was the hammer-and-nail pressure of his cranial implants– those brutal aggression amplifiers that were wired so primitively through his brain. They pounded the heat of a forge fire into the meat of his mind, forcing painful facial tics as they burned his nerves.

			I closed my hand into a fist, shattering the bones of the globular thing I’d been holding aloft in a telekinetic grip. It came to pieces, dissolving as it died.

			‘Go,’ I said to the seven remaining World Eaters. The slit in space was a black so deep and starless that it looked like the inside of something alive. ‘Go through.’ 

			I sent Go, adding the weight of willpower so the order breached the blood-soaked haze of their wounded brains. They started running, each of the red and brass warriors cleaving through the manifesting Neverborn on their way into the conduit.

			We, ah, suddenly seem to have World Eaters on board, Ashur-Kai sent in dry exasperation.

			How many?

			Six.

			There will be seven.

			A moment’s warning would have been preferable, Khayon. My Rubricae almost annihilated them.

			More souls nearby. I heard them as whispers of half-caught words, and shards of other men’s memories. 

			A disorderly group of Emperor’s Children armoured in black, silver and pastel hues of rose and coral drifted in through the strategium’s eastern doorways. Several of them crawled along the ceiling and walls. All of them were looking at me, and the first of them raised pistols and bolters in the ragged unity known only to Legion-brothers. My eye lenses flashed, marking every threat with targeting subreticules.

			They fired. I saw the muzzle flickers of igniting shells. My senses were still locked on maintaining the conduit, seeing more of the spectral than the material. I could see the warriors’ auras, the fevered emanations of thought and emotion that surrounded them; in the same second, I saw the paths of their bolter shells, knowing where they would strike if I allowed it. 

			My hand came up, palm towards the intruders. It felt so slow. It cannot have been slow– all of this happened before my heart could beat twice– but it is a common enough sensation among the psychically gifted. When we use our powers to manipulate the aether, it seems to render all mundane sensation sluggish. 

			I stood with my palm raised towards the Emperor’s Children and said, very calmly, ‘I think not.’

			The shells burst against the rippling barrier of telekinesis before me. I let the shield fall once its purpose was served. Djedhor was still firing, his focus on the Neverborn. Lheor had his heavy bolter aimed at the Emperor’s Children, awaiting my word.

			But as I lowered my hand, the Emperor’s Children didn’t fire again. I sensed their unease, a rippling tide of it pressing against my senses, as salty as sweat and as sour as bile. Sorcerer, their minds were hissing. Sorcerer. Sorcerer. Stay back. Be cautious. Sorcerer.

			The squad’s leader touched down on the deck with a magnetic locking of his clawed boots. His sword hung at his hip, not in his hand, and his helm’s faceplate was a silver burial mask, showing a handsome face of surpassing serenity. Something drawn from the bleak grandeur of human myth.

			‘Captain Khayon.’ Such a voice. A voice to preach gently and passionately from the pulpit. A voice to sway souls and cleanse consciences. ‘I would speak with you before you run.’

			His armour was black, edged by plates of metallic rose. Bone showed through the ceramite, not in violent, knuckly protrusions but in sculpted artistry, inscribed with Chemosian runes telling tales I could only guess from this distance. At first I thought dead, flayed skin was cloaked over his shoulders. The illusion was shattered when several of the faces moved. To my targeting locks, the skinned faces on his cloak were nothing but lifeless flesh. To my second sight, they yet lived in some stunted, flayed existence– lungless and tongueless, moaning only in silent torment.

			‘Do not seek to shoot me again,’ I replied. ‘It irritates me.’

			‘So I see. And do you recognise me?’

			I did not, and told him so. I had seen hundreds of brothers and cousins among the Nine Legions since our exile into the Eye, and though many bore signs of the warp’s touch or changes wrought through the Art, I had never seen a cloak of silently screaming faces, nor did I recognise him beneath the changes that had overtaken his armour. He was far from the Space Marine he had been. But then, so were we all, for better or worse.

			‘Telemachon,’ he offered his name with the same inspiring softness that implied neither kindness nor weakness. ‘Once Captain Telemachon Lyral of the Third Legion’s Fifty-First Company.’

			My hands tightened on Saern’s haft. He saw it and inclined his head. ‘Now you remember me,’ he said.

			Oh, yes. Now I did. And I had the Ragged Knight with me. Temptation burned in my blood, sharp and hot, real enough to feel.

			Go, I sent to Djedhor. He obeyed, still firing into the Neverborn, and vanished into the conduit. Ashur-Kai’s voice chimed back at once. 

			Djedhor is through.

			The moment Ashur-Kai uttered those words, an immense weight bore down upon all of us. Gravity returned to the stricken ship with queasy force, and the bridge’s illume-globes, dead and bare to the void for decades, flickered back to life. Floating cadavers dropped to the deck, breaking into desiccated ruin. The bridge’s struggling light cast a pale glow over those of us who would defile this deep-space tomb with our own selfish bloodshed.

			Lheor cursed as he was pulled to his knees, fighting hard to regain his balance. They’d reactivated the generators– no doubt to detonate the hulk or take it as salvage.

			My senses were aflame in the cold with the pressuring nearness of so much life. More Emperor’s Children, flooding down the passageways. More, more, more. Telemachon and his men stalked closer, wary of us now. Wary of me.

			Lheor lifted his heavy bolter but I lowered it again with a press of my hand. Untended, unheld, the conduit collapsed in upon itself. The Neverborn’s wails fell silent, though not before one last creature raced through into the chamber. A black huntress, feral and snarling. 

			I ordered you back to the ship, I sent to her, and received only devoted defiance in return. 

			Where you hunt, I hunt.

			My wolf. My loyal, beloved wolf. Hide, I demanded. Be ready.

			Gyre vanished into my shadow with a familiar, savage heart brushing against my mind. There she lay in wait, hidden and hungering.

			Without a word, I cast a tarot card onto the deck before the Emperor’s Children, and waited for them to die. 

			Permit me a moment to tell you a tale– a tale of blood and betrayal that took place an eternity before this last, dark millennium, and many dozens of centuries before Lheor and I stood aboard the wreck of His Chosen Son. An ancient story, but one with stark relevance, I promise you.

			This story takes place in the impious ages of Old Earth, in a land known as Gawl, also called the Franckish Empire. A princely holy man of the Steel Era that followed the Bronze and Iron Epochs believed himself able to hear the words of his faceless deity. To reflect his self-proclaimed purity, he takes the name Innocent, and then he takes his followers to war. 

			Lord Innocent calls a crusade to eradicate a heretical sect, which our fragmented histories refer to as the Karthur. He demands they be burned for their sins against the imaginary god. But these holy warriors– these knights– clad in primitive armour and wielding swords of steel, are the princes and lords of their realm. To them, the virtues of nobility and honour matter above all. The people of their empire look to them for justice, and theirs are the blades that defend the virtuous weak from the evil strong.

			Until their overlord, Innocent, blesses them. He declares their actions to be sacred deeds done in the name of the god they believe to be real. Any crimes they commit in this war will be ignored. Any sins shall be forgiven.

			Siegecraft in this bygone age is fought with catapults of metal and wood that hurl boulders of stone. City walls are brought down by these primitive machines, crewed by peasants and mathematicians alike, and once the walls fall the foot soldiers march in, led by their lords and princes. 

			Albajensia, the fortress of the Karthur heretics, falls at dawn. The sword-bearing knights lead their holy warriors into the city, and with all their sins forgiven even before they are committed, the crusaders show no mercy. The heretics numbered no more than a few hundred, yet the whole city burns. Men, women, children... all butchered on the knights’ blessed blades.

			But what of the blameless masses? What of the children who know nothing of their parents’ heresy? What of the thousands of loyal, devout souls who have broken no laws, and do not deserve death?

			‘Kill them all,’ says Innocent, the primitive Warmaster of his age. ‘Kill them all. Our God will know who is loyal.’ He condemns thousands to death, not because they are guilty, but because he believes a mythological paradise awaits those unjustly murdered by his men.

			And thus, the city burns. An innocent population is wiped from the face of the world by the blades that should have defended them.

			Like every emotion and deed, this slaughter is reflected in the Sea of Souls. The hate, the fear, the rage and bitter sense of betrayal– all of it curdles behind the veil. Few things feed the warp as sweetly as war, and few wars hold the same rancid symbolism as those declared by the strong against the weak they are sworn to protect. 

			Such slaughter gives birth to daemons within the empyrean. Countless mewling terrors born from individual moments of suffering and bloodlust. Above them, more powerful entities also swirl into existence: one born from a blaze, deliberately started, that claims a dozen lives at once; another arising from a mother’s abject horror at seeing her children spitted upon the lances of those she’d believed to be her noble and holy protectors. These acts, and thousands more like them, breed the Neverborn in the hell beyond reality’s veil.

			Sometimes, as with this crusade of Albajensia, a daemon is born that rises above its siblings, one that encapsulates all the miserable complexity, cruelty and blood-soaked shame of the genocide. Imagine that creature, born of this sublime betrayal. Imagine a spirit of war given life when a warrior caste turns its blades upon its own people, acting upon the words of a tyrant, in the name of a lie.

			Its skin is the bleeding red charcoal of scorched flesh, like the families who burned in their homes. Its armour is a fire-blackened mockery of the mailed knights whose treachery gave it birth. It carries a sword, just as those butchering knights carried swords, though its blade is graven with runic curses heralding the War God’s glory. 

			The crimson and orange light that burns behind its eyes is the fire that lit the horizon as the doomed city blazed. When it opens its maw, each of its exhaled breaths is the echo of ten thousand dying screams.

			It calls itself the Ragged Knight.

			Smoke surrounded us, thick as a grave shroud, with the sound of distant shrieking. The smoke could have been from the mouths of roaring bolters, but it was not. The shrieking could have been the whine of weapons carving durasteel on other decks, but again, it was not. Both emanated from the thing sharing the chamber with us. 

			I slid the deck of papyrus cards back into their leather-skin case and let them hang from the chain at my belt once more. Next to me, Lheor twitched with a butcher’s need. I rested my hand on his shoulder, in warning.

			‘No,’ I breathed over the vox. ‘Do not move.’

			The Emperor’s Children were spreading across the command deck– towards us, around us, all squad unity lost. The smoke had turned them into no more than armoured silhouettes with gleaming blue eye lenses. We watched them panning their pistols and bolters through the smoke as they advanced. Several of them carried searchlights on their shoulders, which lit up with activation snaps, casting their beams this way and that, but the smoke resisted mundane illumination. The beam played over us twice, sweeping left and right. My eye lenses tuned down, darker, compensating for the brightness. One of the lights raked us, seemed to linger... and passed on. I sensed no shift of awareness. We were unseen, despite standing in their very midst.

			Telemachon did not lead them in. I felt him at the chamber’s edge. I felt his focus as a spear seeking my throat, just as I felt his irritation at losing us.

			Lheor trembled again, the twitches betraying his need to leap forward and kill our enemies. I could feel the pain in the back of his brain, the tick-tock of his cranial implants punishing him for holding his ground. I held my composure without even the suggestion of motion. I could hear my own breathing, the soft, regular sound of an ocean’s tide over the vox.

			The Emperor’s Children walked closer, moving through the chamber with their weapons high. Several fired, hitting nothing. We were one with the smoke. Barely there at all. 

			One of them passed by us, close enough to touch, close enough for me to meet the empty eyes of the stretched, flayed face on his shoulder-guard. The grinding purr of his power armour was a mechanical snarl in the dark, and I heard his helm clicking as it cycled through vision filters. Then a crunch as he braced his bolter stock against his shoulder.

			‘Here,’ he called to his brethren. ‘Here!’ 

			Lheor lunged. I stilled him with a hand on his pauldron and an effort of will that locked his muscles. He trembled, murmuring across the vox as our enemies surrounded us... and passed us.

			A shadow moved, something huge and black in the grey smoke. Its blade rammed clean through the legionary’s torso, lifting the thrashing, squirming warrior aloft. I stood in silence as blood and curses alike sheeted from his vox-grille. He fired even as he was being killed, his bolter spitting three shells down at his murderer. If the creature realised it was being shot, it made no sign of it.

			I was aware of Ashur-Kai’s demands that I return, his warnings that the Tlaloc was under fire, that I was risking everything. And I was aware that I didn’t care. When vengeance is all that remains to you, you take it no matter the cost.

			The sound of ceramite breaking is a wrenching metallic wail followed by a shattering crack. The sound of a living man being pulled apart is a juicy snap, like the crunch of wet lumber. Once you’ve heard these sounds, you never forget them.

			The warrior fell in bleeding pieces, and the black-in-the-grey shadow took its first step. An iron-shod hoof crushed the dying warrior’s head, smashing the helmet to purple shards, and grinding the mess along the deck.

			A heap of moist, shaking meat landed on the deck by my boots. I didn’t listen to the half-thoughts of its pointless, pain-soaked brain. My eyes were on the shadow in the smoke, as it turned towards me.

			‘Khayon...’ the Ragged Knight growled through saliva-strung fangs. Its voice echoed aloud as well as in my mind. ‘I see you, Soulweaver.’

			And I see you, daemon.

			Dimly, I could make out the Emperor’s Children through the smoke of the daemon’s summoning, falling back to the doorway and taking up position. In moments, they would fill the room with bolter fire, and I could not ward us against it forever.

			Destroy my enemies, I sent to the Ragged Knight.

			Its great, horned head swung in a slow scan of the chamber, and its laughter heated the air we breathed. The creature’s amusement was a clinging pressure against my mind, sinking into the cracks between my thoughts. I had endured psychic attacks that felt less revolting.

			‘Unbind me first,’ it grunted.

			Obey me, I sent back with all the calm I could muster. Or I will unmake you.

			I don’t know if it believed me capable of such a feat or if the Emperor’s Children forced the daemon’s hand when they opened fire, but the shadow towering over us turned in a whipcrack of force, leaving nothing but curling smoke in its place.

			I couldn’t see the slaughter beyond the dance of inhuman shadows in the charcoal mist. The smoke filling the room smelt of burning wood and seared flesh, and it remained thick enough to occlude sight, rising in sympathy with the Ragged Knight’s rage. Fragments of the fight reached me: I heard the voxing of orders, the roar of bolters kicking in clenched fists, the waspish buzz of power blades. I heard the sweeping air displacement of a massive sword swinging, the shatter-crack of splitting ceramite and the cries of dying men too proud to scream.

			It lasted no more than a dozen heartbeats. The sounds that followed were watery snarls and sticky growls, followed in turn by great gulping swallows as the smoke thinned.

			The Ragged Knight was crouched among the dead– eighteen warriors in all– with its horn-crested head tilted back to face the ceiling. The daemon swallowed with gagging sounds, letting chunks of armoured flesh run down its gullet without chewing. Gnarled black and red hands, all knuckle and bone, reached for its next portion even before the previous delicacy had gone down. 

			Several ceramite-clad carcasses leaked a chemical cocktail of synthetic fluid from the cabling of their joints. The daemon was using four of them as a throne. 

			I watched the Ragged Knight eat a warrior’s head, shoulder, one arm and spinal column, whole. It gagged as it swallowed, but it never resorted to breaking the meal apart with its teeth. 

			Lheor tensed, clutching his axe tighter. He had seen daemons before, thousands of them, but few this powerful, and this close, without standing against them on a battlefield.

			‘Don’t,’ I said softly.

			The Ragged Knight looked down at us in a vicious twist of attention. Its blade was planted nearby as a victory banner, rammed through one warrior’s belly, pinning the still-living warrior to the deck.

			‘Are you alone but for this one brother, Khayon?’ the daemon asked in its mucous growl. ‘Where is the white-skinned prophet? Where is the she-alien whose heart beats at your whim? Where is the little changeling?’

			‘They are near.’

			‘You lie. You are the only two soulfires of worth here.’ Its smile was a peeling-back of its lipless maw from cracked yellow fangs, as it gestured a claw towards me. ‘The man that would be my master, still shackled in memory, iron and hate.’ The talon drifted, aiming at Lheor. ‘And a man with a pain engine in his skull, collared by the Messiah of Blood.’ Amusement rippled from the thing in waves of hot pressure. ‘Such mighty warriors.’

			I let its mockery go untouched, casting my senses across the misted bridge. Seeking...

			No. Damn it, no. I felt Telemachon’s essence elsewhere, fleeing through the ship. Laughing as he ran. Accursed coward. He and a handful of his brethren had managed to escape.

			The Ragged Knight closed its claws around a severed leg, torn from a nearby corpse. The creature held the morsel above its open jaws, then dropped it into its waiting maw. Its burning eyes still watched us as it went through another few moments of wet gag-swallowing, opening the muscles of its throat to get the flesh down into its craw.

			The ship rumbled beneath our boots. Were the Emperor’s Children scuttling the wreck or salvaging it? Did they even have a unified plan?

			Sekhandur! came Ashur-Kai’s voice. They are boarding us! 

			Hold, brother. Have the Anamnesis awaken the Syntagma. Hold a little longer.

			The conduit is gone...

			Then we will tear open another.

			‘I have paid you in the blood of traitors,’ I said to the daemon, watching it eat.

			‘But so few traitors. Such little blood.’

			‘Is it speaking?’ Lheor asked. He could see its jaws moving, but the smears of guttural syllables it made didn’t resemble human speech. The World Eater’s confusion forced another smile across the creature’s maw.

			‘You cannot understand my words, adopted son of the War God?’

			‘This is not the time for this discussion,’ I replied to both of them, still facing the daemon. 

			‘It has been an age since you called upon me, Soulweaver. Why is that?’

			I wouldn’t rise to its bait. ‘There is a warrior aboard this ship, fleeing us as we speak. I will give you his image and his name. Hunt him down. Destroy him.’

			‘I think... I shall not do as you demand this time, Khayon. I shall eat your meat and drink your soul, and we shall see what happens then.’

			‘You are pacted to me.’

			‘If the pact is binding and if you are strong enough to enforce it, then you have nothing to fear.’ 

			I raised my pistol. Lheor hefted his heavy bolter. I could feel his aching need; he burned to face this thing in battle, to test himself against it and raise its skull high once he’d seen it slain. 

			The Ragged Knight laughed at our weapons. If it wanted us dead, it would be on us before we had a chance to fire. I felt my eyes heating, whispers of warpfire flickering there, evaporating the aqueous humours.

			‘Obey me,’ I said, feeling anger rise in a bitter tide. This thing, no matter its power, was lawfully pacted and bound. I would not be defied by its childish pride.

			‘Or...?’ It took another step closer. ‘What if I defy you? What then?’

			Back! came a new voice, truly feral, from everywhere and nowhere. Gyre prowled with vicious, animal slowness, stalking from my shadow to stand before the creature. Her claws scraped the deck, leaving talon scars in the durasteel. Just like a true wolf, she hunted in a low crouch, hackles raised, ears flat back to her canine skull. 

			‘The Little Changeling shows itself at last,’ the Ragged Knight grinned wetly down at the wolf. That should give some scale of the daemon’s size. It looked down at a wolf almost the size of a horse.

			Back! Gyre bared her teeth, growling in challenge. Back now, or bleed. 

			The Ragged Knight hesitated. Perhaps because of the pact that bound it, perhaps because it sensed the threat of being immolated in warpfire if it took a step closer. But I don’t believe it was either of those things. To this day, I’m certain it was my wolf that kept the creature at bay.

			The Ragged Knight hunched its shoulders, backing down and turning to dine on the freshly dead. 

			My wolf, I sent to her. Thank you.

			My master, was her only reply.

			The daemon’s neck rippled with muscle tension, and it casually vomited up a steaming, acid-burned helmet. The helm clattered onto the deck, hissing and faintly bubbling in the returning breeze of air pressure.

			One of the Emperor’s Children still lived, impaled by the daemon’s blade. I do not know if this helpless warrior was the kind of man given to curses, screams or threats, for he had time to do none of them when his life ended. Even Lheor took a step back from the feeding daemon as it tore the legionary into digestible chunks, beginning with the head. We watched it gag and gulp them down.

			‘Destroy the warrior known as Telemachon Lyral,’ I told the Ragged Knight a second time.

			‘Master,’ the thing conceded at last. The daemon dropped to its hands and knees once more, vomiting up a second steaming, bile-washed helmet and skull onto the deck. ‘For you, kin-brother.’ The Ragged Knight inhaled and exhaled with the sound of families screaming, and inclined its horn-crowned head to Lheor.

			I translated the growls and sticky snarls for Lheor. ‘It is offering you the skull.’ 

			Lheor looked at the fleshless skull in the half-melted helmet, then back at the towering, armoured daemon. His face was ruined by twitches and muscle tics. Pain webbed out from his altered brain, but he managed to force the words through his metal teeth.

			‘Tell your pet, it can keep that one.’

			The Ragged Knight turned, clutching its blade, and its running tread shook the deck beneath us. With a single cleave of its sword, the half-sundered door fell apart in shards. Then it was gone, hunting the image of Telemachon I’d etched across its primitive brain.

			A sense of emptiness lingered in its wake, that hollow-bellied weakness that comes from too long without nourishment. A hunger so deep it makes your bones ache.

			‘I will reopen the conduit,’ I said, ‘once I have seen Telemachon die.’

			‘I have to get back to the White Hound.’

			‘That is not an option, Lheor.’

			He looked at me. I could see the war in his eyes: to stay and fight at my side, or flee back to my ship where he’d be next to helpless.

			‘Fine. I’m with you.’

			We gave chase.

			Lheor was keener than ever to face the thing in battle. I do not know if he was born without a sense of his own mortality, or if it was hammered out of his brain when the cranial implants were beaten in. He knew the daemon served me, but he still burned to match himself against it, even after seeing what it had done to almost twenty Emperor’s Children. 

			We pursued the daemon through the upper decks, with no hope of catching up to something so swift. Gyre led the way, leaping over the strewn corpses of Emperor’s Children lying in dismembered disarray. The wolf was a ghost, never touching a single body, dissolving into the darkness when her way was blocked and leaping from the shadows up ahead.

			Tracking the daemon was no trouble at all. A trail of blood decorated the walls and deck, dried spatter-pools of hardening brass marking where the thing fled ahead of us. The Emperor’s Children were injuring it, and whatever bled could be killed. But the task was far from easy.

			Molten lines of carved metal graced the right wall of several corridors, made by the daemon’s great brass blade ripping through the durasteel as it ran.

			‘The White Hound is taking fire,’ Lheor voxed as we ran. His tone spoke the words his voice did not. His ship was dying in the void, and there was nothing he could do about it. ‘What of the Tlaloc?’

			‘My ship lives.’

			‘Is the vox-link still open?’

			‘No.’ The simple truth was that I would know and feel the moment Nefertari died. But some secrets were mine and mine alone. ‘I would feel a psychic severance,’ I said. Lheor grunted in irritation. ‘Just say “magic” and be done with it. Cease trying to sound mysterious.’

			Magic. A truly stupid word.

			We passed from the command sector into the primary communal habitation decks. These narrow, labyrinthine corridors and chambers locked together with all the charm of a hive spire’s miniscule living apartments. 

			Soon enough, I could hear the dull crashes of that horrendous blade against ceramite armour. The sound echoed through the hallways with the call of a cracked cathedral bell. Again. Again. Again.

			Gyre vanished into a chamber ahead of us, bolting through the open bulkhead. Beyond the open archway lay a triclinium, one of the rooms where the human crew of His Chosen Son once gathered for their meals of protein-rich slop.

			Lheor was still at my side, his emotions rising high. A rippling tide of black fury rolled from his mind, seeping into my thoughts. His anger was intoxicating. The raw, electrical pleasure of it. 

			We charged into the chamber together, weapons in our hands. I saw the enemy dead, clad in black and rose, lying in pieces across the deck; on the dining tables; slumped against the curved walls. I saw the Ragged Knight, towering above all, cleaving with its brass blade. 

			And I saw Telemachon, the last warrior standing.

			‘Throne of Terra,’ I said at the sight of him. A curse I’d left behind decades before. 

			I have already said that Telemachon’s voice was beautiful– my words cannot do it justice, the low, strong, honey-throated resonance of it– but it is nothing compared to how he fought that day. That was true beauty.

			Poets will often speak of a ‘warrior’s grace’, and the ‘dance’ of a skilled fighter’s footwork. In all my years of warfare, I had never seen the reality of it until I saw him duelling the Ragged Knight.

			Remember that this is a man I despise. We have tried to end each other’s life a hundred times and more across the span of millennia. It grieves me to praise him at all.

			He matched the daemon’s height by standing upon the triclinium’s long tables, deflecting the Ragged Knight’s blows with a sword in each hand. He was beyond a blur, into something liquid and unreal. Both of his blades moved in absolute harmony with one another– he parried, disengaged, blocked and riposted with his swords in mathematically perfect unity. 

			His helm’s faceplate is what elevated the moment past the miraculous and into the insane. The handsome silver visage, a young man’s flawless features, looked utterly at peace. Serene. Perhaps even bored.

			It isn’t easy to fight with paired swords, and even more difficult to fight well. Many fighters deceive themselves that it offers any true benefit at all over a blade and pistol, a sword and shield, or a stronger, longer single blade. Duelling with twinned weapons is a common recourse for those who relish posturing over skill, and enjoy the element of intimidation. Few soldiers ever master it even among the Legions, and the sight of a warrior with two blades is almost always the first sign of an overconfident fool.

			But Telemachon made posturing into an art that blended perfectly with his immense skill. He lifted his blades against the overwhelming blows, forced to give ground when anyone else would already be dead. The Ragged Knight had the advantages of strength, of reach, of height, and the swordsman’s only counter was to put everything of himself into every deflection. For several breath-stealing seconds I watched him retreat with savage, furious grace, the blades sparking as they parried the daemon’s swings. He wasn’t just blocking, which would have surely broken his blades. He caught each incoming blow at exactly the right angle, allowing him to crash them aside rather than take the weight of their momentum.

			‘Die,’ the Ragged Knight was snarling, drooling, at him. Frustration burned off its flesh with the smoke, to have already killed or maimed every other warrior in the room but for this one who remained defiant. ‘Die... Die...’

			In the same moment, my helm’s auto-senses crackled as they tuned into an incoming signal.

			‘I underestimated you, Khayon,’ Telemachon breathed over the vox, still managing to sound amused through his exhaustion. 

			Unbelievably, against reason and rhyme, Telemachon was holding his own against one of the most powerful daemons at my command. Even though it was wounded, the swordsman’s endurance stunned me. 

			Then he struck. He actually beat the daemon’s blade aside long enough to strike. Telemachon’s golden swords carved down. An eruption of molten viscera blasted back against him and I think, though I cannot be certain, that I heard him cry out in pain. I would not have thought less of him for doing so, though let me be true to the tale: I could hardly think less of him anyway.

			The daemon staggered, its flesh ripping open. Human eyes stared out in horror from the spreading lacerations; human fingers and teeth and tongues showed in the bleeding slits, clawing to escape.

			Telemachon was down. He’d rolled from the table onto the deck. I saw him clawing at his dissolving armour, pulling pieces free in hissing chunks, before the daemon blocked my view.

			‘Khayon,’ it breathed my name, ignoring the defenceless swordsman and turning towards me. ‘Enough.’

			Lheor recognised the danger before I did. Perhaps in that moment he recognised a shred of kinship with the creature, some shared bond-thread with the Ragged Knight as another being inexorably tied to the War God. 

			Or perhaps arrogance led me to believe that my control could not be threatened and broken so easily. Whichever is true, the Ragged Knight turned from Telemachon, forsaking the killing blow in favour of seeking my life as its next feast.

			‘I will be free,’ it snarled. ‘By my blade, this pact will end.’

			‘Hold...’ I warned it. ‘You will hold, daemon.’ 

			But my words had no effect. They were naught but wasted breath. I should have seen this coming. I had seen it coming. The creature’s unreliable and rebellious nature was the principal reason I was so reluctant to let it loose.

			Lheor’s heavy bolter opened up without my order, the weapon kicking in his fists as he hammered a stream of explosive bolts into the daemon’s ankles. Ichor flew in thick strings, eating into the deck wherever it landed. He fired to cripple the beast, standing in the familiar lean of those who have spent decades as Legion cannon-slingers.

			Gyre launched high as Lheor shot low. With a leap that would have put a Raptor to shame my wolf launched herself onto the Ragged Knight’s back, snapping her jaws closed on the side of the creature’s neck. Bronze chainmail links sprayed away under her claws. Brass blood gouted in a hissing torrent from Gyre’s fangs at the daemon’s neck, running in a molten spill down its arm.

			The warpfire I’d been gathering at my fingertips vanished. I couldn’t incinerate the creature with my wolf in the way. The Ragged Knight roared as she tore pieces from its flesh, and her answer was a rage-maddened stain of red that threatened to infect my senses. I let it come. I welcomed it. 

			My pistol gave its kickless drone as I pulled the segmented triggers, three cutting beams of scarlet laser gouging into the Ragged Knight’s abdomen, igniting the flesh around the wounds. I had to keep breaking off to avoid hitting Gyre.

			Its ankles and calves were blasted apart into strands of viscera, but it remained standing. Scorched flesh hung from its musculature in rags, but it kept coming. A great hand closed around Gyre’s throat, dragging the wolf free in a wrenching tear, leaving a mouthful of steaming red flesh in her fangs. Before either of my hearts could beat, the daemon hurled my wolf against the closest wall. 

			I remember, with a clarity so pure that I can still smell the smoke, shouting No! into the daemon’s mind, to the chamber itself, to the entire world around us. Gyre crashed against the ancient iron, sinking to the deck in pained shivers, whining as a true wolf would. She tried to melt into the shadows but they coiled around her in sluggish snakes, answering slower than I’d ever seen before.

			I called the fire once more, its white heat streaming from one hand as my archeotech pistol spat its three cutting beams. 

			Nothing. Still nothing. The daemon burned and roared and laughed, and just wouldn’t die. It regenerated and re-grew whatever we blasted, cut, tore and burned from its body. 

			In my strain, I instinctively fell back into the ease of silent speech. Fire at its hands, I sent to Lheor. Half of the bolts burst apart in fragments as they impacted against the spinning, twisting blade. Those that punched home against the daemon’s claws did little more than send molten blood spraying in cloudbursts of corrosive slime. Impacts that would disintegrate human flesh scarcely penetrated the daemon’s skin. Its wounds left it slow, but nothing was killing it.

			I’d never tried to destroy the Ragged Knight before. Desperation emboldened me: I reached for it, my hands outstretched as though each fingertip was looped by a marionette’s strings. I felt my senses bite and lock. Then I pulled.

			The Ragged Knight’s head jerked forwards, only for half a moment. 

			I pulled again. Its left wrist gave a quick jerk. Its right shoulder twitched with little more than a spasm.

			The others sensed me gathering my focus and renewed their assault. Gyre launched from the floor, emerging from the dancing shadows to sink her fangs into the meat of the Ragged Knight’s thigh. Acidic gore streamed from the thing. The chamber was thick with soul-smoke and the screams of men and women who had died an eternity ago.

			A telekinetic hold wasn’t enough, I had to be inside whatever passed for its mind. My senses plunged into the lake of choking hatred that made up the daemon’s consciousness, and I saw that primitive Franckish city tens of thousands of years before, dying in war’s inferno. I heard the screams of that distant day, all the pain that now served this creature as blood, bones, organs, flesh. I felt the blazing city’s fire licking my skin, just as the flames had killed so many hundreds in Albajensia with its crackling caress.

			I felt all of this, threading myself through the Ragged Knight’s core. I saw the faces of the dead and the dying. I watched their protectors massacring them. I breathed in the smell of the blood, the smoke and the cooking meat of human flesh.

			I braced. I curled my fingers closed, and once more, I pulled. The daemon’s flesh started to split and crack further, showing the blood-smeared human faces beneath its skin. They screamed through the tearing wounds, adding to the tortured chorus. Again and again I tore at the thing’s thoughts, ripping them from its mind, fighting the pain of my own boiling blood. 

			The Ragged Knight crashed to the deck in a thrashing blur of golden gore, ichor flooding from the cartography of its injuries. It defied me yet again by scrambling on all fours, moving into an animalistic crawl and shrieking as it clawed its way towards me. Nothing mortal could move like that. Even its prehensile tongue slapped onto the floor, joining its taloned hands in dragging itself nearer. Its physical form was decaying, breaking apart through injury and encroaching banishment, but it was slipping back into a thing of shapeless spite before it allowed itself to die.

			Gyre landed on its back again, tearing hanks of muscle from its shoulders. Lheor dropped his bolter, drew his chainaxe and sparking it into life hurled it at the daemon. Its serrated teeth tore into the side of the daemon’s skull, chewing in deep with a messy howl of carrion-clogged mechanics.

			The Ragged Knight crawled closer, hunched and screaming where once it had stalked and roared. It didn’t strike, it was too far away for that, instead it lifted its sword as a spear, intending to hurl it at me before I could completely unravel its corporeal form.

			My hands were curled into claws. My mouth was a wall of grinding teeth. My thoughts were lost to the chorus of shouts and shrieks and screams that had first given life to this thing crawling before me. With everything I had left, mind and body alike, I pulled.

			It didn’t expire as a mortal, with a sigh and a stilling of its limbs. It came apart with the sound of ripping leather and one last howl of lament. The sword tumbled from its dissolving fingers, crumbling into ash and scattering in a wind none of us could feel. Metallic blood gushed, hardening into a brass lake before it could burn through into the deck. The Ragged Knight’s bestial face formed within the hardening metal, its features whispering up from the floor. 

			‘Khay... on...’ 

			And then, at last, nothing.

			I was down on one knee without realising when I’d fallen there. Breath sawed in and out of me; it felt like I had to fight for every gulp of air or risk never tasting it again. Gyre stalked to my side and collapsed next to me, giving a wolfish whine. Every inch of her dark coat was crusty with dried brass blood, but the corrosive ichor had no other effect on her physical form. I scratched behind her ears. 

			‘That was educational,’ Lheor said. He was catching his breath while reloading his heavy bolter with almost hilarious calm. 

			I was drawing breath to reply when the biting hiss of dissolving ceramite broke through to my senses again.

			Telemachon. He was down on his knees, hands shivering with nerve damage, one fist still clutching a golden blade. Stinking steam rose from his melted, pockmarked armour and his dissolved flesh.

			‘Forgot about him,’ Lheor’s throaty laugh was breathless over the vox. ‘He isn’t so pretty now.’ 

			‘Stabilise him,’ I said. ‘If you can.’

			‘What? No.’

			‘Do as I say, Lheorvine.’ I saw a sudden opportunity in taking him alive. Something I wished to try.

			The World Eater didn’t argue. He wanted to but he held his tongue; the balance of power had shifted between us now that I was his only way off this ship.

			When we drew near, Telemachon looked up at us with what little was left of his face. Although it was impossible, his eyes were clear and undamaged, and startlingly blue. He looked unerringly at me, right into my gaze, and gave a candle-wax grin. 

			‘How bad is it?’

			As the ship shook around us, I cut a hole in reality once more. 

			‘Go,’ I said to Lheor. ‘I will hold the conduit open.’ I could sense his unease. He wasn’t gifted at hiding it. ‘It is no different from teleportation.’

			He didn’t thank me– in our time as brothers, receiving thanks from Lheor was an event rare enough to treasure– but I sensed his secret gratitude beneath the mess of seething rage that made up the World Eater’s implant-poisoned thought process.

			He turned, dragging Telemachon’s unconscious form, and walked through.

			Lheorvine Firefist is through, came Ashur-Kai’s voice. With a prisoner.

			My turn. I clutched Saern with both hands, and walked with my wolf into the clawed nothingness that waits behind reality.

			During the Great Crusade, the Thousand Sons attacked a world called Varayah, a name that seemed to be a corruption or variant of an ancient Induasian god-spirit. This was the name given to it by its original colonists and carried down the generations by its population. We called it Five Hundred and Forty-Eight Ten, being the tenth world brought to Imperial compliance by the 548th Expeditionary Fleet.

			It was a world much like the tales of Old Earth, the Terra That Was, in that its surface was drowned in oceans and teeming with underwater life. Varayah’s cities were defended by laser batteries of a most brutal and severe function, annihilating most of the Imperial Army troop landers and Legiones Astartes gunships that sought to make planetfall. We used drop pods to breach the network of skyfire, but such was the intensity of the aerial defences that even drop pods couldn’t be committed to the atmosphere with any real certainty they would survive long enough to strike land.

			And yet, we had to take the world without annihilating it. Orbital bombardment was used against the anti-air defence array in extreme moderation– not to limit civilian losses, which were considered as irrelevant then as in any Imperial conquest– but to preserve the cities’ industrial value.

			Our drop pod was in the first wave. Mekhari was with me, as was Djedhor, both alive, both breathing, both as loyal as any brother or commander could ask. They were strapped into the restraint thrones either side of me. Our target was the capital city’s harbour district, where those of us in the first wave would cripple the anti-air defences to allow reinforcements from the fleet.

			It sounds clinical to simply say we were shot down during our descent, but that is exactly what happened. The drop pod exploded around us, coming to pieces in the air, letting in the roaring wind as we plummeted. I was on fire, my armour coated in ignited fuel, even as I fell. And it was a long, long fall.

			We plunged into the harbour bay. I crashed into the water with enough force to break my leg in three places, shatter my elbow, break the side of my skull, and dislocate my left hip and left shoulder from their sockets. I should have died. Five of the others did. 

			Power armour is immensely heavy and entirely lacking in buoyancy, including those suits built with internal gravitic suspensors. I sank without any chance of treading water, even had I not sustained such injury. My helmet had come free, its seals broken when I struck the surface. That left me breathing water instead of air. Added to this, the promethium stuck to my armour plating with inextinguishable tenacity, still burning as I sank beneath the water’s surface. 

			I was genetically engineered with three lungs, and a limited capacity to breathe in poisoned gas, alien atmospheres and even water. There was no fear– at least not as humans would understand it; there was of an edge of shock, of almost laughing relief at the fact I’d survived at all. But with it came the shame of failure, the threat of a mission unfinished, and concern that my injuries were worse than I could sense. Crippled, burning and drowning, at first I was too stunned to summon the Art.

			Stepping into the conduit felt like that. The sluggishness of limbs underwater. The pain of your bones and organs under supreme pressure. Of every sound dulled into meaninglessness, yet somehow sounding like a scream. The sense of drowning while on fire. Of burning while you suck down ice water. Wondering if you will ever see the sun again.

			The conduit was even less stable without me holding it open on the other side. The screams sounded more like howls. I waded through clinging, scratching blackness pulling at my throat, my wrists, my ankles, and...

			...walked right into Lheor’s fist. It cracked against my faceplate hard enough to stagger me and scramble the visual feed running across my eye lenses. I had to pull off my helmet, breathing in the stale, recycled air of the Tlaloc’s bridge, spiced by sweat. 

			‘That’s for lying to me,’ said the World Eater. ‘It was nothing like teleportation.’

		

	


	
		
			[image: 5.jpg]
WARBAND

			Thoth’s quill scratches on and on, and I find myself dwelling on thoughts of blood. The blood soon to be shed in this chronicle, and the blood that has run in ten thousand years of battle since the first of us stood alongside the Warmaster in the battle aboard the warship Pulchritudinous.

			Blood never mattered to Abaddon. The old Legions, the old bloodlines, the old legacies... These things meant nothing to him then and they mean nothing to him now. They bear the patina of undeserved pride. To the Black Legion, the other Eight bloodlines are nothing more than defeat masquerading as defiance. 

			And no matter what you have heard regarding his tyrant’s ways, he cares nothing for unquestioning servitude among his inner elite, nor does he value loyalty that can be bought. What matters to him, what matters to his armies, are the bonds of brotherhood. In an empire that exiled us, in a haven that hated us, and in the shadows of fathers who failed us, Abaddon offered something new. Something pure. 

			Too many of our kind see themselves as nothing more than their father’s sons. They become flawed reflections of their primarchs’ ambitions and ideals, seeing validity in no other way of life. But I ask you the same question I ask them– are you not souls in your own right? Are you merely the generational reflections of the men and women who made you? The answer is simple, because the question is ludicrous. We are all so much more than mirror images of those who sired us.

			Abaddon lived that truth, even back in those earliest days, even before we convinced him to return and take up the mantle of Warmaster. Eventually he would unite thousands of warriors cast in the images of their failed fathers, teaching these lost sons to be brothers instead. He made us look to the future instead of fighting for a past we’d already lost.

			That is when life within the Great Eye ceased to feel like purgatory. The warp-touched void became a haven, and its power promised opportunity.

			I have told you there is a malevolence in the warp, and this is true. But it is not the whole truth.

			When you hear those of us among the ‘Armies of the Damned’ speak of the Gods and their Neverborn children, you are hearing us lie to ourselves. Not for the joy of ignorance, but for the necessity of it. We perceive these things in this way for the solace of sanity.

			The God-sworn– whom the Imperium considers nothing more than unwashed hordes of insane cultists and deluded heretics– preach their malignant masters’ omnipotence. These miserable masses cry of ‘Chaos’ as a sentient evil, and the power within its warping touch.

			Any psyker, be they soulbound to the Golden Throne or ascendant amongst the officer ranks of the Adeptus Astartes, knows the simple truth: that a human soul is a light in the dark. A soul is a beacon in the layer that lies behind reality, and daemons are drawn to such soulfires by eternal, malicious hunger. 

			The soul of a psyker, the most valuable prize of all, burns a hundred times as bright.

			Yes, all true. And no, all wrong.

			Do you know what really lies beyond the veil? Can you conceive of what the warp really is? 

			Us.

			It is us. The truth is that there is nothing in this galaxy but us. It is our emotions, our shadows, our hates and lusts and disgusts that lie in wait on the other side of reality. That’s all. Every thought, every memory, every dream, every nightmare that any of us have ever had.

			The Gods exist because we gave birth to them. They are our own vileness and fury and cruelty given form, imbued with divinity because we cannot conceive of anything so powerful without giving it a name. The Primordial Truth. The Pantheon of Chaos Undivided. The Ruinous Powers. The ‘Dark Gods’... And, forgive me, I can barely speak that last name without forcing my scribe, the patient and diligent servitor, to record nothing but breathy laughter for several moments.

			The warp is a mirror that swirls with the smoke of our burning souls. Without us there would be no reflection, no patterns to perceive, no shadow of our desires. When we look into the warp, it looks back. It looks back with our eyes, with the life we have given it.

			The eldar believe they damned themselves. Perhaps, perhaps not. Whether they accelerated or heralded their demise is irrelevant; they were damned the moment the first ape-like human picked up a rock and used it to break open his brother’s skull.

			We are alone in this galaxy. Alone with the nightmares of all who have lived and hoped and raged and wept before us. Alone with our ancestors’ nightmares.

			So remember these words. The Gods do not hate us. They do not scream for the destruction of all we hold dear. They are us. They are our sins coming home to the hearts that gave them life. 

			We are the Gods, and the hells that we have made are our own.

			We ran from the Emperor’s Children and left the others to die. 

			Need I detail the indignity of yet another retreat? The truth, as I’ve promised to give, is that running no longer felt like something to be ashamed of. We ran to survive, to fight another day. We had no greater goal to strive for, no victory worth dying for. We had the breaths in our bodies, and that was all we desired. I have not yet relayed just how I survived the fall of Prospero. I assure you, after that, I would never feel shame at another retreat. 

			So we ran. The Tlaloc was advantageously placed from the battle’s beginning, still close to the storm’s edge compared to the Baleful Eye and the Jaws of the White Hound. While the Sons of Horus and World Eaters vessels had drifted even closer to the wrecked hulk to recover their gunships, Ashur-Kai had pulled the Tlaloc back from the confrontation at once, knowing we could rely on the conduit. Only one of the Emperor’s Children vessels had reached us, and the Tlaloc’s guns had dissuaded the vessel from pursuit. We had been boarded, but I saw no evidence of any invaders having reached the command deck.

			Void war plays out in one of two ways. Both are slow, stately, and fought with patience as much as vitriol and fury.

			The first is a performance of cold, calculating distance, where vessels unleash their weapons over unimaginable distances in a display of mathematical beauty. It is rare for Imperial ships to do battle by trading this long-range fire and forego the use of their powerful broadsides, but hardly unheard of. It does not play to the Legions’ strengths, and is not favoured by most Imperial captains who wish to inflict their ships’ full punishment upon their enemies. But, as I said, it does happen. These battles of predictive mathematics and trajectory calculations are an art form in their own right, and can only be won by crippling or destroying the enemy vessel. More often, they end with no real winner, when one side chooses to run.

			While we were meeting Falkus’s captive prophet and surviving the sardar’s ambush, Ashur-Kai had been fighting the second kind of battle. These are conflicts of grinding metal and sore-throated orders cried over the wail of emergency sirens. Hot and hateful running battles of slow-rolling manoeuvres, massed volleys of cannon fire at brutally close range, and broadsides roaring into the void as ships pass each other in the night. Boarding pods knife between the warships’ hulls, pinpricking in fiery impacts of iron against iron. Entire decks given over to weapons batteries shake with the anger of release. 

			These battles can be won by destroying the enemy ship, but why waste such a prize? We are speaking of cities in space that cost thousands of lives and millions of hours to create, in specialised dockyards crewed by trained tech-adepts and their armies of thralls, often using technology now lost to the Imperium and its enemies. One does not cast such concerns aside. It is much more common to desire a foe’s vessel as a spoil of war. 

			Much like the Tizcan game Kuturanga, similar to Terran regicide, the victory goes to whichever side kills the enemy overlords. Boarding parties strike for the bridge, fighting their way to the command deck in order to butcher or capture anyone capable of controlling the vessel and keeping it in the fight. We of the Black Legion came to call this Gha v’maukris, ‘spearing the throat’.

			As ever with Legion void battles, the defence of the Tlaloc had come down to boarding actions, and that suited us all too well. I had sold my skills to many other warbands through the years, to the Mechanicum and every one of the Nine Legions at one point or another, and I always demanded specific terms of payment. On rare occasions I would settle for precious lore. But never gold, never slaves, never ammunition. I most often took payment in the cold iron currency of Martian war machines. 

			These we bound to the Anamnesis’s consciousness, letting her control the metal bodies of a horde of battle robots. No enemy boarding the Tlaloc in battle had ever left it alive. We called this destructive hive-mind the Syntagma.

			I sat in my throne upon the central dais, leaning forwards to stare at the occulus while the ship shook around us. Three of the cyborged thralls at the void shield platform called out reports without looking away from their calculation table. The shields were holding. We were too far from the main fight, and the bulk of the Emperor’s Children fleet was committing itself to finishing off Falkus’s ships. 

			But the boarding action had slowed us, as had Ashur-Kai holding course while waiting for me to enter the conduit. Three destroyers, each one alone a match for the Tlaloc, were bearing down on us. Their fore-weapons streamed through the void, and we ran ahead of them, shields flaring hot, seeking to raise the Geller field before we launched back into the storm. They wouldn’t catch us now. Not unless we did something foolish.

			Lheor was demanding that very thing. He wished to turn around, and Ashur-Kai refused him. 

			‘It’s not too late. We could fight our way through.’

			‘We could,’ the albino replied. ‘But we won’t.’

			‘There are almost fifty warriors on my ship.’

			‘How exciting.’

			‘And over ten thousand slaves.’

			‘What a large number that is.’

			‘I’m warning you, sorcerer...’

			‘If you cared for the lives of your men and thralls, perhaps you should have reconsidered your ill-advised mockery of the enemy commander when he offered you mercy.’

			Ah, there it was. His disapproval of me, hidden in a lecture given to another. Forever my mentor as well as my brother.

			‘Lheor,’ I called across to the World Eater, from my throne. ‘Scowling at the seer will change nothing.’

			The warrior in red turned to me, ascending the steps to the command throne. ‘Fifty men, Khayon. Fifty legionaries.’

			‘Fifty dead legionaries.’

			He disengaged his helmet’s seals to drag it clear, showing a face riven with ugly stitching. Synthetic flesh patches didn’t quite match the true ebony of his skin, and bronze fangs replaced every tooth in his skull. Metal teeth were common among the World Eaters but I hadn’t seen teeth of reinforced bronze before now. Centuries of battlefield wounds had rendered Lheorvine Ukris into an avatar of patchwork ruination.

			‘We just need to get close enough to pick up the escape pods.’

			‘We are not going back, Lheor.’

			‘How like you,’ he sneered, ‘to show the crease of your arse to the enemy instead of standing and fighting. Running from a fight suits you, son of Magnus. Why break a lifetime’s habits, eh? Just like Prospero, when I found you cowering in the ashes.’

			I looked at him as I leaned back in the throne, saying nothing. In the same second that he hefted his heavy bolter, every single one of the fifty Rubricae on the command deck raised their weapons to aim at the seven World Eaters in our midst.

			Do not fire, I told them. This was getting out of hand. 

			‘You think your corpse-brothers intimidate me, sorcerer?’ His abused features flinched with muscle tics as his cerebral implants bit down. I sensed unborn daemons in the air around him, licking their formless jaws. They feasted on his pain and his rage.

			‘We are not going back, Lheor. We cannot. Look at me. You know me. You know I would not abandon your kinsmen to die if we could save them. I would even open a conduit to pull them through if I could. Look to the occulus. Your ship is already dead. It died the moment the ambush began. Even if you had reached it at once, it would have changed nothing.’

			The truth of those words was evident enough, as we watched the end of our short-lived fleet. Ships take a long time to die, much as oceanic vessels once took an age to fully sink. As we watched, the Baleful Eye came to pieces without Falkus ever responding to our hails. The Jaws of the White Hound crumbled and burned without us ever responding to theirs. Lheor’s brothers died cursing us for cowards.

			‘You could try,’ Lheor pressed one last time.

			‘I have power, Lheor, but I am not a god.’

			He turned away from me, saying no more.

			‘Terminate the link,’ I said to one of the servitor helmsmen. I was tired of listening to the doomed World Eaters’ ranting cries.

			‘Compliance,’ replied the cyborg.

			Amidst the melee, one vessel winked out of existence in a sudden flare of migraine light. A warp core breach? A rift, torn in the fabric of the storm’s calm eye? Falkus had no sorcerers of significant power.

			Sargon, though. The prophet. Could it be that he...

			‘What ship was that?’ I asked.

			Ashur-Kai spoke with closed eyes, relying on his senses rather than the stuttering, flickering tactical hololith.

			‘The Rise of the Three Suns.’

			Falkus’s newest, most wounded ship. ‘Did it flee?’

			‘It is gone,’ he corrected me. Which could mean anything at all in the underworld. Swallowed by the storm to be cast across the length and breadth of the Eye. Hurled forward into its own future. Erased from reality. 

			The rest of our makeshift fleet proceeded on its way to oblivion. We watched daemons of a thousand shapes and shades crawl into existence around the burning ships, brought forth by rage and terror, feasting upon the doomed crews whose minds had birthed them.

			I turned away. ‘If you wish, we will leave you at the closest Twelfth Legion stronghold.’

			Lheor’s reply was to spit on the deck by my boots.

			After that, our escape was almost shamefully easy. I remained on the command deck, sat upon my throne. Occasionally I tuned into the communal vox-channel, surprised to hear Nefertari screaming. She was still sealed within the Aerie.

			‘You did not free her?’ I asked Ashur-Kai. ‘You did not let her fight when we were boarded? Brother, are you mad?’

			The albino glared at me, red-eyed and weary. ‘I had more on my mind than freeing your murderess for her own amusement.’ He turned and walked away, his anger a subtle throb against my mind. I could feel an undercurrent of polite, dignified fury. He had wished to speak with Sargon and glean any truths to the Word Bearer’s prophecies, one seer to another. The cobweb of fate fascinated him. He resented me for not handling the meeting as he would have done.

			Gyre came to me, circling my throne before seating herself at my side. Ashur-Kai was back upon his balcony, guiding the ship in tune with the Anamnesis. Lheor and his men had gone wherever they wished; anywhere to escape my presence, it seemed. That left me and my wolf.

			You should not have saved the one Ashur-Kai calls Firefist. He is a killer of kin, and not to be trusted. I see it in his heart.

			I looked at her, once more turning aside from the view of the boiling storm. 

			Killing kin is the least of any Legion warrior’s sins. None of us can claim innocence in that. 

			Mortal words, she said, and mortal excuses. I speak of blacker, deeper betrayals.

			I know. But I owe him, just as I owe Falkus. The wolf knew just what I owed Lheor. She had been there when Prospero fell. It was her very first night as a wolf.

			Life is more than clinging to old oaths, master. 

			That seems a strange thought for a bound daemon to have. I ran my gauntleted fingers through her black fur. The wolf within her growled at the attention. The daemon ignored it.

			A pact is not an oath, she said. A pact is a binding of life force. An oath is something mortals bleat and whine at one another in moments of weakness. 

			She was breathing now, something she rarely did. For her, the wolf-shape was one of preference, nothing more. She enjoyed the canine form’s lethality and symbolism, and cared nothing for the details of feigning life. 

			Gyre, if Horus Reborn walked the worlds of the Great Eye...

			The wolf shivered as though fighting off a chill. Her silent voice dripped with spite. The unease you feel at such a rebirth is shared among the Pantheon. The Sacrificed King died as he was fated to die. He cannot rise again. His time is gone. The Age of the Twenty False Gods is gone. We walk in the Age of the Born and Neverborn. So it is, and so it must be.

			I was silent as her words took root in my mind. She was apparently in no mood for further contemplation.

			I go, she sent in a low growl, rising and stalking away. Bridge crew shied away from the hulking wolf-daemon in their midst. Gyre ignored them all.

			Where are you going?

			To Nefertari. With those words, she left me staring after her in nothing less than shock. 

			Ashur-Kai came to me next. He was still glowering.

			‘We took prisoners,’ he said, noting it for its rarity. The Syntagma scarcely ever left anything alive. ‘Seven of the Emperor’s Children.’

			I looked at him for some time before replying. ‘It would have been useful had you predicted at least a shadow of what just happened, seer. A great deal of death and humiliation might have been avoided.’

			‘True.’ His red eyes radiated measured acceptance of all that had taken place. ‘And it would be delightful if prophecy worked that way. A fact you would know if you had any talent or respect for it. Now where are we going?’

			‘Gallium.’ 

			Slowly his thoughts reverted to their stately, passionless procession of analytical considerations. He calculated his responses in conversation the way a cogitator calculated mathematics. Gallium made sense. We would refuel, rearm and repair.

			‘And after Gallium?’ he pressed. I knew what he was asking.

			Had I decided, even then? Was I committed to springing Sargon’s trap, risking everything on the edge of the Radiant Worlds for the ultimate reward? I honestly do not know. Consideration is not commitment. Temptation is not a decision. 

			‘Give me time,’ I said. ‘I will decide.’

			I felt his silent acknowledgement– but not his agreement. He returned to his observation platform at a patient walk, one hand resting on the pommel of his sheathed sword.

			His regal anger was something I had no patience to deal with. I rose from the throne, but not to follow him.

			I first met Lheorvine Ukris in the ashes of Tizca, several centuries before the failed fleet muster. The World Eaters came to our savaged home world, to see for themselves what the sons of Russ had done.

			The crystal city had fallen, Prospero had burned, and all that remained were the dead and the dying. Magnus, my first Legion’s master, had fled. He, and most of the surviving warriors, fled through the warp to their new haven on Sortiarius. The vast power unleashed in such manipulation had dragged the heart of Tizca with them in their last-gasp exodus. What remained in its wake were the city’s outer districts, laid to waste, with the millions of dead now populating the parks and lining the wide avenues. 

			I was not among those to reach Sortiarius with my brethren. I would eventually journey there later, after the war ended at Terra.

			On Prospero itself, I hadn’t fought my way to the central Pyramid of Photep to join Ahriman’s last stand. My destination, while fighting through the burning streets, was the city’s western edge. I had to reach the Boundary Ziggurats, and I had to do it without my brothers, because the Tlaloc was gone with the rest of the fleet. The Anamnesis was aboard, as were those of my warriors who would survive the Heresy only to die in Ahriman’s futile Rubric. Ashur-Kai commanded the Tlaloc in my absence, leaving him far from Prospero when it fell. I was, in every way that mattered, alone.

			And I didn’t make it. My wounds saw to that. I’d suffered crippling wounds once before, in the Varayan ocean, but they were injuries easily healed once I was out of the water. The idea of dying from those wounds had been more a jest than a possibility. They weren’t blows from axes and mauls and bolter shells.

			When I could no longer run, I staggered and limped for the horizon, where the stepped pyramids ascended into the sky. When I could no longer stand, I crawled, and when I could no longer crawl... I cannot recall. Consciousness deserted me, stolen by the splits in my skull and the wounds woven across my body.

			At some point in the timelessness that followed, I remember staring up at the night sky, thinking the stars might be our fleet in orbit, come at last. Darkness came and went in queasy tides– it was daylight, it was night, it was dusk and it was dawn. There was no order to the sky’s changes, at least none that my fading senses could grasp. 

			Gyre was gone, fled from me in the hunt for help. I was cold; the genetic enhancements that forced my body to compensate against blood loss were overworked and sluggish. And my guts ached, though with no conception of time, I had no way to know if it was the bite of hunger or the drawn-out agony of starvation. 

			I remember feeling my hearts slowing, falling out of rhythm, one beating weaker and even slower than the other. 

			‘This one’s alive,’ said a voice, some distance away. Those were the first words I ever heard Lheor say. 

			I thought about that meeting all those years later, as I walked the halls of the Tlaloc, seeking the World Eater and his six surviving brothers.

			They had claimed one of the ship’s armouries as a temporary lair. Slaves from various decks already laboured in servitude, dragged from whatever duties they’d been performing to now work maintenance on the World Eaters armour and weapons.

			Two of the warriors were duelling, using metal stanchion bars they’d pulled from the ship’s walls. Another was sat with his back to a munitions crate, monotonously thudding the back of his head against the iron box. From his pain-washed senses, I felt an almost clockwork sense of mercy: the pain in his skull would recede each time his head struck the crate. He looked at me– his gaze wasn’t the imbecile’s unfocused stare I’d expected; it was a tormented, wholly aware stare. I felt the virulence in that look. He hated me. He hated the ship. He hated being alive.

			Shadows moved around the World Eaters. Weak spirits of pain and madness, drawn to the tormented warriors, drawing closer to birth. 

			Lheor was half out of his armour, using stolen tools to get the job done. Like the plate-clad crusaders of the most primitive cultures, it took no small amount of time, and the help of trained slaves, to get in and out of our battle gear. Every plate was machined into place and synced into position in sympathy with those beneath it.

			‘Give us armoury slaves.’ This was Lheor’s greeting to me, before he gestured to the poor wretches ‘cleaning’ his armour pieces with dirty rags. ‘These ones are worthless.’

			That was because ‘these’ weren’t trained in the technical knowledge necessary. We had few armoury slaves on the Tlaloc any more, since so few of us needed them. Rubricae were hardly capable of removing their armour. Their armour was all they were.

			I said none of this. What I said was, ‘I might consider it, if you asked nicely.’

			He grinned. There would be no asking nicely, we both knew it. 

			‘Falkus made my skin crawl with his shackled seer. Did his ship escape, do you think?’

			‘It is possible,’ I conceded. 

			‘You don’t sound too confident. Ah, that’s a shame. I liked Falkus, even if he was altogether too suspicious of his friends. Now, what do you want, eh? If you’ve come looking for an apology, sorcerer...’

			‘I have not. Though it would be courteous for you to at least acknowledge the fact I saved your life.’

			‘At the cost of fifty of my men,’ he replied. ‘And my ship.’

			His ship was a junkyard frigate at best, and I told him so.

			‘She may have been a piece of scrapyard dung,’ Lheor said, gritting his teeth in something that could, with a little generosity, be called a smile. ‘But she was my piece of scrapyard dung. Now tell me why you’re really here.’

			‘For a mortuus.’

			He looked at me– despite the scar-stitched ruination of his features, both of his dark eyes were those he’d been born with rather than augmetic replacements. After raising the scar tissue where an eyebrow had once been, he asked, ‘What...?’ in a tone of honest hesitation.

			‘A mortuus,’ I said again. ‘You asked why I came to you. That is why. I have come to hear a mortuus.’

			All of them were looking at me now. The duellists had fallen still. The one on the deck no longer pounded his head against the crate behind him.

			Lheor had commanded the Fifteen Fangs for decades, and served as an officer in his Legion during the Great Crusade. He didn’t look to his men for guidance, but I felt the shift of his thoughts as he considered their presence. He knew they were watching him, watching this moment, for how he would react. But I also felt the spidery presence of the machinery stunting his mind. It ticked and kicked against reason and patience, leaching his focus, pushing pain through his skull instead of thought.

			The silence stretched out. I felt the pain in his head deepen from tics and spark-scratches to a blossoming throb. It made his upper lip curl, no different from a dog’s. 

			‘Skall,’ he said. ‘Gene-seed unrecovered. Aurgeth Malwyn, gene-seed unrecovered. Ulaster, gene-seed unrecovered. Ereyan Morcov, gene-seed unrecovered...’ 

			He listed them all, name after name. All forty-six of them. He trailed off after he spoke the last– ‘Saingr, gene-seed unrecovered’– and looked at me with morbid amusement in his eyes.

			‘I will have their names entered into the ship’s Dirge.’

			The Dirge was a Thousand Sons tradition; other Legions used different names, such as the World Eaters’ Archive of the Fallen, or in the case of the Sons of Horus, the Lamentation. More than simply casualty lists, they were remembrances– rolls of honour, relics for the Legion to treasure. Aboard our vessels, it usually took the form of names and ranks inked upon scrolls. 

			‘In this ship’s archives?’ one of the others asked.

			‘I will transfer all records to any World Eaters vessels we encounter.’

			‘Our Legion cares little for recording the dead, Khayon.’

			‘Nevertheless, the offer remains. But those warriors named now died in the battle that brought us together. We share responsibility. They should be entered into the Tlaloc’s Dirge.’

			The World Eaters looked to one another, then to Lheor. Lheor, who had just relayed a mortuus to me, as Apothecaries in the Legions traditionally relayed them to their commanding officers.

			Something passed between us: an understanding of a kind. Nothing psychic, nothing so crude or obvious. But he nodded in recognition of it, and thumped his ungloved fist on my chestplate in what passed for brotherly acknowledgement.

			‘Maybe you have a backbone after all, sorcerer. Now get out of here and find us some real armoury slaves. We need our armour tended to.’

			Well done. Ashur-Kai’s voice in my mind. They will be useful to us.

			My reasons are not so cold and mercenary, seer.

			Lheor looked to his brothers and showed his bronze teeth in an unpleasant smile. ‘We will stay. For now.’ 

			None of them argued.

			‘Two things,’ Lheor said. ‘What do you plan to do with Telemachon?’

			It was a little late for secrets. As far as I was concerned, the mortuus had sealed our alliance.

			‘I plan to do something unpleasant to him.’

			The World Eaters shared grunting chuckles. ‘And what’s that screaming over the vox?’ Lheor asked.

			‘That is my bloodward. I will deal with her now.’
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BLOODWARD

			The Aerie’s heavy bulkheads remained closed, sealing in a scent almost thick enough to see. The sour mash reek of spoiled meat overlaying rot, a stench revolting enough to make mortal eyes water. Behind the locked doors lay only darkness.

			I didn’t see and scent this myself. I lived it through my wolf’s senses. 

			Gyre greeted the stinking nothingness with a growl. The wolf’s snarl was an ungentle one, rumbled through curved, spit-dry teeth. The greeting, such as it was, was swallowed by the artificial night.

			The Aerie’s bound doors had been no obstacle to the wolf. Passing beyond them was nothing more than stepping into shadow on one side of the iron bulkhead and emerging into the blackness on the other side.

			Why are you doing this? I asked her. Insofar as her kind could possess any notion of gender, Gyre was ostensibly female. It was a reflection of the body she’d adopted, rather than any conscious decision.

			I go to her, the wolf sent back, because I can. And with that, she started her ascent.

			It hadn’t always been called the Aerie. That was Nefertari’s doing. It had changed, as so many things had changed, with her arrival. Before the alien had joined us, this chamber had been a mass-transit elevator shaft, large enough to carry battle tanks and great munitions loads between decks. After Nefertari’s arrival, the Tlaloc’s crew soon learned to use other elevator platforms. This one stood in deactivation, cold and hollow, all power killed from its systems.

			Gyre and I were used to sharing senses as one of the principal virtues of our bond, yet I sensed a disquieting pressure from her mind, as she sought to conceal her motives from me. That was when I realised she’d been here without me before. Perhaps more than once.

			More than a dozen times, she replied.

			I was not aware.

			There is more to my existence than my bond with you, master.

			Gyre looked up. A half-kilometre tunnel stretched out above, all the way to the ship’s spinal battlements. Old cabling and gothic carvings made the shaft outwardly skeletal, a vertical passage of ribbed walls pockmarked by the staring black eyes of a thousand open access tunnels. The same view greeted her when she looked down. The shaft descended much further into darkness. She’d entered the Aerie near its apex. 

			Gyre’s vision wasn’t the red-stained overlay of Space Marine targeting lenses, nor was it the dull-coloured haze of human sight. She saw souls as flickering fire, and she saw contoured nothingness everywhere else. 

			Nefertari, the beast sent into the darkness, though my bloodward was as good as deaf to all silent speech. 

			The numerous open bulkheads leading from the long tunnel to the rest of the ship meant Nefertari could be anywhere– she claimed the entirety of the Tlaloc as her playground– but Gyre knew where to hunt.

			The wolf burst into a short sprint, leaping off the platform and into the tunnel. One moment, she was falling through the blackness of ever-present shadow. The next, she stalked from the darkness a hundred metres above, claws scraping on the cold metal of the higher platform. Launching herself into shadow again and again, Gyre continued her rise. 

			After five minutes, she found the first bloodstain. After another three, she found the first body.

			Why do you go to her? I asked the wolf.

			She was dismissive. You cannot guess?

			She nosed briefly at the dead body. The kill was far from fresh. An older corpse, one of Nefertari’s discarded playthings, chained to the wall and hanging by its ankles. The body’s last gasp was written plain in pain across its contorted, grey features. My bloodward had pulled its teeth out and carved alien runes across its flesh, all while it was still alive. While it was still a he, not an it. 

			To Gyre’s senses, the cadaver was scarcely different to the chains that bound it, or the wall that held it. It was soulless, and thus of no interest. Looking through the wolf’s eyes for too long often bred greasy, heavy headaches that threaded their way through my skull. I could feel another one already beginning.

			More bodies hung above. Nefertari had a habit of chaining several victims in the tunnel to hang at the same time, their cries echoing through the dark avenue down the ship’s backbone and into the Tlaloc’s iron bones beyond. She called it her music.

			Of course, she didn’t need to climb up and down as the human crew did. She could hang her victims in the long tunnel pit and take them to pieces at her leisure, without needing something as mundane as handholds. 

			Some of the bodies were human, others lost in the mutable states between purestrain humanity and whatever the warp intended for them to become. Six of them– and these were the ones Gyre climbed past with a fraction more curiosity than any others– were warriors of the Legiones Astartes. Captives from old raids, given to her as sustenance. 

			One of them stared at my wolf with eyes of rotting grey. Gyre stalked into the nearby shadows without bothering to sniff the body. 

			At last, she padded silently from the darkness at the top of elevator shaft, into the true Aerie. The vast domed chamber was sealed by external scute-shielding. The dense, scaled armour plating blocked all sight of Eyespace outside. The only light in the chamber was that which Nefertari allowed. Tonight, all was dark.

			Gyre prowled, her senses drifting left and right across the tables that were really racks, and over the walls of a chamber that was really a prison. She looked up, at the gargoyles and grotesques clinging to the bony architecture and leering down with silent roars and disapproving scowls. A horde of dark stone effigies, displeased with the wolf’s presence.

			She couldn’t see Nefertari. She couldn’t smell her. She couldn’t sense her. Everything was flesh-rot and blood-stink, but Gyre could hear wounded-animal breathing nearby. That was a start. The wolf walked on, hunting, seeking.

			Be careful.

			You know nothing of what you speak, master. She will never harm me. 

			Soulfire rippled on one of the racks ahead– a flickering white aura, stained with vibrant veins of fear. A human, piteously weak and begging breathlessly for help as it lay shackled to a table. It reeked of blood and sweat and shame, just as its aura shimmered with veins of lingering agony. It was wearing the remnants of an enginarium deck uniform. 

			Gyre crossed over to the prisoner, watching the human shiver in the cold air. The man called out wordlessly, reaching with what remained of his hand, and the wolf snuffed over the human’s open wounds. Internal bleeding. Ruptured organs. Whoever he had been, the wounded man was too far gone now to be of any use.

			The beast stalked in a slow circle, instinct overriding its own reassurances now that she walked within the feeding ground of another predator.

			Nefertari was near. Threads of sympathetic connection trailed between the prisoner’s pain-wracked aura and her own fiery soul, deeper in the chamber. They shivered like cobweb strings, faintly alight with soulfire.

			Gyre walked on, following the psychic spoor of souls joined by torment. As she weaved between the tables, hanging chains brushed against the muscles of her back and shoulders. 

			There, a feather on the deck. She nosed at it– the feather was neither black nor grey, but a dusty charcoal darkness between both.

			Soulfire burned weakly in the greyness ahead. Diminished, drained. That was why the wolf hadn’t sensed my bloodward right away. Nefertari was dying.

			My blood ran cold at the sight of her. Nefertari lay on her front, head tilted so her temple rested against the deck. She looked as though she’d been cast to the ground and left there to die– a thing of lifeless limbs, haloed by a pool of dark hair.

			As the wolf drew closer, the unearthly reek of alien flesh filled Gyre’s senses. That frosted metal stench of too-white skin, layered over the spicy richness of hot, inhuman blood. I felt the ache of bitter saliva stringing between the wolf’s fangs. Nearness to any living being stirred Gyre’s hunger.

			The alien twitched, lifted her head. Pointed ears, dark wings and slanted eyes were the most obviously fey elements of her inhumanity, but everything about her bled that sense of uneasy wrongness one always sees in the imperfection of alien life. Even down to the way she moved: Nefertari was too fluid in her movements, graceful in a way that became sinister, making my skin crawl.

			My bloodward’s eyes were the black of cloudless night, but Gyre’s inhuman perception registered little more than the embers of soulfire behind Nefertari’s glassy stare. One of the alien’s wings rippled with the sound of a turning page.

			‘You.’ Nefertari’s dead blue lips curled in an anaemic parody of emotion. Her voice was the hiss of a blade being drawn.

			Gyre couldn’t reply aloud. The wolf’s jaws weren’t made for mortal language. 

			Blood trickled from the alien’s teeth as she raised herself on trembling limbs. Her wings closed against her back, shivering as they folded. Here was an intimacy between them I could never have predicted. Of all the souls aboard my ship, surely these two should most revile each other. I’d never felt anything but cautious disregard between these, my sisters, my favoured servants.

			The wolf still approached in its silent stalk. As its fanged maw brushed the alien’s shoulder, Nefertari reached out with trembling fingers, embracing the beast’s neck. 

			‘I thirst,’ she whispered. ‘None of these worthless lives matter. Their souls are weak, and their pain is meaningless. No matter how many I kill, I still thirst. But we could kill Ashur-Kai. You and I, Gyre. We could kill Ashur-Kai. Khayon would forgive us.’ 

			The alien’s forehead was against the she-wolf’s fur, now. They were close enough to share silent speech, even with Nefertari’s stunted senses.

			No. Gyre’s silent tone was something between a canine snarl and an ursine growl. Our master needs the White Seer.

			‘He would forgive me.’

			Yes, Gyre allowed, and I sensed my wolf’s irritation that I rode her senses through what should have been a private moment. Khayon will forgive you anything. That does not make it wise to kill the White Seer.

			Nefertari was silent for a time, holding to the she-wolf. I sensed... What exactly did I sense? The communion between them made no sense to me, but it was there, and it was real. 

			‘Where’s Khayon?’

			He was with the one called Firefist. Now he prepares to join us.

			‘He sealed me in.’

			He had to seal you in, after your soul-hunger last time.

			The silence returned. This time it didn’t just linger, it reigned, lasting several minutes. Neither of them broke it. That honour belonged to me.

			The air burst apart in a spray of shrieking light, hitting with a thunderous displacement of wind. Thwarted souls cried out in that tempest. I felt the desperation of invisible hands reaching out from the roaring gust, clawing at Nefertari’s skin and hair with howling, mindless need. Oh, how they wanted her. The Neverborn children of the Youngest God always wanted her.

			They ceased at once, with the same sonic boom that had heralded their arrival. 

			‘Nefertari,’ I said, making the word a greeting and an apology.

			For a moment, I saw myself through Gyre’s eyes: a towering silhouette, crowned with a sunburst halo of corrosive golden light. The threatening headache bloomed fully into something hot and hateful behind my eyes. 

			The alien maiden’s only greeting was a cold stare.

			‘Are you well?’ I asked her, for want of something to say. 

			‘I thirst,’ she hissed at me, releasing the wolf’s neck and rising to her feet on weak limbs. 

			‘I know. We are sailing to Gallium. Distance from the core will ease your torment. Ashur-Kai should have freed you to hunt and drink when we were boarded.’

			‘I thirst,’ she said again. Had she even heard me? 

			I stepped closer. My helmet crest of banded cobalt and burnished bronze cast a deformed shadow on the dark iron deck.

			‘Nefertari...’

			‘I thirst,’ she whispered the words that time, rather than hissing them. 

			‘I will give you any of the crew. And we have a handful of Emperor’s Children prisoners.’ 

			She spat back a denial to my offer. ‘None of them matter. The meaningless pain of insignificant souls. This deep in the Gravebirth... I need more, Khayon. Give me Ashur-Kai.’

			‘I cannot do that.’

			‘You can.’ She bared her teeth in something that wasn’t a smile. ‘You can, but you won’t. You choose to deny me.’

			‘Phrase it however you wish,’ I replied. ‘Gyre, move away from her.’ 

			Their secret intimacy had left me curiously uneasy. The wolf obeyed, padding to my side, but the beast’s reluctance was clear, and in that moment I hated them both for it. 

			Nefertari was dying this time. I could see that as surely as my bloodward was feeling it. The syncopation of her heart was a sickened snare. I could hear it failing to keep its beat, flickering in her chest with staccato wildness. She’d passed the point of pain, past even agony. This was torment, and it saturated her flesh and bones, throbbing to her core. Her wings looked as though they’d been shedding feathers and attracting flies for days. The veins beneath her translucent skin stood out as black cracks through unclean marble. Her slanted eyes, usually so fierce and focused, were glassy and vague.

			She couldn’t die without my permission. But she could suffer enough that I would allow her to die, in the name of whatever mercy remained in my heart.

			It hurt to see her so weak. The storm’s closeness was anathema to her; nearness to the Youngest God was stealing the life from her body, hour by hour. It made the Eye the worst hiding place imaginable for one of her kind– yet also the best, for her kindred would never willingly follow her. And she had a hundred reasons to hide.

			Here was my Nefertari, a creature from a cursed breed. Her race no longer had any place in the galaxy. 

			She spread her wings, preparing to leap up and take flight back to the gargoyles above. 

			‘No,’ I told her. My outstretched hand closed in a slow purr of knuckle servos. As telekinetic nothingness pulled at her ankles and wrists, binding her to the ground, the alien maiden thrashed and cried out in protest. 

			Binding her body was child’s play. Harder by far to manipulate her mind. Nefertari’s psychic deadness meant I had to sacrifice subtlety for brute force, and she was one of the few souls in the galaxy that I had no desire to harm more than necessary. She was, after all, my bloodward. I owed her my life countless times.

			I pushed aside the twin distractions of Gyre’s accusing stare and Nefertari’s cries, focusing on the infinitesimal psychic manipulation inside her mind. Sweat trickled down my spine, adding to my irritated lack of focus. These miniscule applications of psychic manipulation didn’t come naturally to me. My talents lay along more violent paths.

			I threaded my sixth sense through her thoughts of helpless wrath, pushing past surface rage and deeper pain, past all emotion and memory, seeking the inner workings of her inhuman brain. 

			And... there: the strands of bioelectrical force that linked consciousness to muscle. Thousands of them, tying the brain to the rest of her body. It would have been easy to sever them with a blunt push of thought. Instead, I massaged them closed with unseen fingers. A pressure here, a release there. 

			Her heart slowed. Her eyes closed. She tumbled to the deck– a puppet of cut strings and malnourished limbs– and I lowered my hand in slow relief. 

			This artificial slumber wouldn’t hold for long. I had to quench her thirst. She needed pain, she fed on suffering. Others had to bleed so that she would live. Nothing else ceased the haemorrhage of her soul into the void. 

			Truly, there is no more miserable, Gods-cursed race than the eldar.

			‘I want her fed when she rises,’ I said aloud. Gyre watched me without blinking. She never blinked. ‘I will have the Rubricae drag thirty slaves to the sacrum-level entrance and leave them there in bindings.’ 

			It is the storm. A violent nexus, in the Youngest God’s gravebirth.

			I glanced up at the scute-shielding hiding the void from sight. I could hear it, the screaming of lost souls as the ship ploughed towards its destination. And I could sense it, feel it, because some threats were impossible to ignore. The storm we navigated was something from mythic nightmare. The God that destroyed her race leached her life, calling for the soul It was owed.

			You risked warp-walking, Gyre pressed. Here? Now? In this storm?

			I looked at the circling, stalking wolf. The creature eclipsed most natural wolves in size, just as it failed to match them in countless other details. It could have swallowed a child whole.

			I was hardly going to unseal the Aerie and risk her escaping, I replied. Never again. It had taken three days to end the last massacre. Why are you here? What is this secret intimacy between you both?

			Are you so blind to the needs of your devoted few? 

			Evidently I was. Then enlighten me.

			I am the only life aboard this ship whose pain will never sustain her. When she thirsts, my nearness does not fuel her torment. And she is the only mortal that I am forbidden to destroy. When I hunger, her closeness offers no temptation.

			I wondered how much of this was the wolf in Gyre’s heart, rather than the daemon in her head. The beast sounded almost as though she spoke about a packmate. 

			She felt my curiosity across our bond and snapped her jaws closed with a snarling crack. 

			Do not mock me. Your blood would taste very fine, sorcerer. 

			That, my beloved wolf, is a taste you will never know.
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HALO

			I have grown used to the sound of Thoth’s pen scratching on parchment. It has become the background murmur to what is now my life, just as the constant thrum of Tlaloc’s great engines had been, long ago now. 

			After the Tlaloc, there was the Vengeful Spirit. And after that, the Krukal’Righ, known to the Imperium as the Planet Killer. Each of them had their own mechanical song that became, in a way, a soothing sound. Soon we will reach the part of this chronicle where we walked the decks of the Vengeful Spirit. Those are good memories. Times of unity. Times of brotherhood.

			My captors came to me last night. They came with questions, no doubt born from the recollections I’ve given them so far. The first thing they did was speak a long list of names and titles attributed to me– to my deeds, to the massacres committed by the armies that march beneath my banner. They spoke in a series of solemn voices; those rendering judgement were male, female, young, old. The absolute sincerity of their tones was all that united them.

			They reeled off hundreds of titles. Hundreds. How many centuries has it been since my real name was spoken aloud by anyone in the Imperium?

			A sobering thought.

			When my captors spoke their screed of titles, I’d heard most of them in some form before. They were the curses my enemies shouted up at the sky, from the rubble of cities burned by my warriors. They were the names spoken in prayers, wards and blessings by unarmed innocents in the hope I would never manifest from the dark, like some monster of myth.

			Some of the names were descriptive to the point of melodrama, grand beyond reckoning, while others were notable only in a single city or a lone world. Many of them– and these were the ones that made me smile– were for atrocities committed by my brothers’ armies, on my brothers’ orders. Almost a dozen of the listed massacres took place on worlds I have never visited. Three of them ravaged worlds I’ve never heard of.

			Questions followed, delivered in the measured tones of those used to getting answers. These men and women had inured themselves to heresy over the centuries of their lives, girding their souls in the armour of contempt. They despised me, but they didn’t fear me. That was another incarnation of their ignorance, of course. They didn’t fear me because they didn’t truly know what they were dealing with.

			They asked their questions, but I fell silent, musing on the hundreds of titles they had bestowed upon me.

			It would have been pleasant to see them, to match faces to voices. It would have been even finer to sense them, to reach for them with my secret sight. But while they are naive and ignorant, they are not foolish. They know how to keep me in captivity.

			‘All those names,’ I said, exhaling gently.

			My inquisitors fell silent. The only sound above their quiet breathing was that of Thoth’s quill, scratching ever onwards.

			‘The Imperium is founded upon the worship of ignorance. I offer no insult by saying it. Ignorance keeps stability, and stability keeps the Imperium alive. How placid would the untold trillions of the human herd be if they knew what lies behind the veil of reality? How docile would they be if they knew even a shadow of the truth? Ignorance is a necessary evil for the empire.’

			They did not dispute it. My hosts are far too shrewd to bother with lies.

			‘You have lost so much lore that I can barely comprehend where your ignorance ends and your innocence begins. Again, I offer no insult. It is simply the way of things. You have given me hundreds of names, and recounted hundreds of wars. Most are mine. Many are not.

			‘You name me the Arch-Heretic of Angelus Porphyra. Yet I have never looked upon that world, even once. You name me Zaraphiston, as if I should be awed at your insight, but Zaraphiston is not a name given at birth. It is a title later grafted over an identity. And you name me Ygethmor, yet Ygethmor is not even a name. It’s an expression in a forgotten language, from a dead world. It means “weaver” or “threader” of the warp. And I am not the only warrior to bear that title, as it happens. It seems to be a name applied, at will and on whim, to whomever the Imperium is hunting at the time. Do you begin to see what I mean?’

			‘What language?’ one of the females asked. ‘From what world?’

			‘The root language is Cthonic. I can speak several of its dialects. The world itself was Cthonia. I have spoken of it briefly, in retelling Falkus’s heritage.’

			‘Even before your remembrances, we knew of Unholy Cthonia, lost these ten thousand years.’

			There was something about the way she said the world’s name. She sounded so adamant, so utterly sure she clutched the keys to the kingdom. How many sealed archives did this inquisitor have to decrypt to cut free that tiny sliver of forbidden knowledge? How desperately has the Imperium tried to purge all record of the Traitor Legions? 

			And yet to mock them for their ignorance would be to misunderstand the scale of the Imperium and its ten thousand-year devotion to pretending the past never happened.

			‘You are stalling,’ one of the males accused me. ‘Tell us how the Sons of Horus took their new title. Tell us how they became the Black Legion.’

			At first, I had no answer. I wasn’t certain the question was genuine. 

			‘I said I would tell you how the Sons of Horus died and how the Black Legion was born. I never said one became the other.’

			But he wasn’t finished. He had scripture of his own to quote. 

			‘It is written by Scryer Dianthon: “And thus, driven from Holy Terra and reigning forevermore in the underworld, the Sons of Horus, the treacherous Sixteenth, became the Black Legion.”’ 

			Ah. Suddenly it all made sense.

			‘From shame and shadow recast,’ I said softly, the words for myself alone. ‘In black and gold reborn.’

			‘What?’

			‘I told you– before the beginning, there was an end. The Sons of Horus never reigned in the Eye. Their ghosts commanded nothing but graveyards of their own warships. Their shades ruled over fallen fortresses. The Sons of Horus died ten thousand of your years ago. I know. I watched it happen. They were the Sixteenth Legion. But the Black Legion was not founded by the Emperor and never fought in his name. It bears no number. Numbers were only bestowed upon the Legions of the Great Crusade, and we, my Imperial friends, are the Legion of the Long War.’

			For five months we sailed, we prepared, and we healed. 

			Each onboard dawn, I trained with Lheor in the sparring cages, axe against axe. Sometimes Ashur-Kai would watch with emotionless regard, or sometimes Lheor’s surviving brothers would watch and cheer when one of us landed a particularly elegant or vicious blow. They were indiscriminate in their praise, lauding any decent strike rather than solely encouraging their commander. I admired that. 

			The pain they suffered in their skulls often manifested around them. When their cerebral implants truly bit deep, little sliver-spirits of agony would flicker into being, crawling across the World Eaters armour plating. These mindless pulses of incarnated sensation would skitter over the red ceramite like lizards, before dissolving back into the warp-charged air. Mostly, the legionaries paid these insignificant manifestations no heed at all– the appearance of minor emotion-daemons was hardly rare in the Eye– but Lheor’s lieutenant, the warrior Ugrivian, was often crawling with them. I saw him eat one of them once, the tiny snake-thing thrashing in his fist, before he bit its snapping head off and swallowed the morsel with a low chuckle.

			‘You are aware the Neverborn offer no sustenance to us,’ I pointed out to him.

			He swallowed the rest of the squirming, white corpse. I watched it wriggling down the muscles of his neck, before it fell into his guts.

			‘You’re good with an axe, Khayon. I respect that. But you’re too high and mighty to admit there’s no better way to insult an enemy than to shit him out once you’re done with him.’

			To my shame, I laughed. ‘You are vile, Ugrivian.’

			‘Vile. Honest.’ He shrugged. ‘All the same in this Gods-damned place.’

			Ashur-Kai declined all offers to spar. I accepted them on his behalf, winning some, losing some, and always relishing the burn of honest sweat that followed. I had missed this, living alone for too long with only Rubricae for company. 

			None of us spoke of Falkus’s foolish ambitions to find Abaddon and the Vengeful Spirit. None of us spoke of the Radiant Worlds.

			One morning, when Lheor and I stood exhausted after a bout that lasted four hours and ended in a furious draw, I saw Nefertari watching from the chamber doorway. She had healed away from the storm, slaking her painful thirst on the slaves I sent to her. Still, she rarely left the Aerie. On that morning she shook her head in amusement at the spar she’d just witnessed, and left us there, unchallenged.

			Sweat bathed Lheor’s scarred face. ‘Your disgusting alien was watching us.’

			‘She was.’

			‘I could beat her.’

			‘No,’ I said honestly. ‘You could not.’

			Days later, during a duel where we’d both committed to using only unpowered combat blades, he tried the ancient and lauded trick of plain distraction.

			‘I like your axe,’ he said, between the crashing blades.

			‘What?’

			‘Your axe. I like it. I want it.’

			Basic conversation was something that had eroded from me, and I had never been particularly gifted at it to begin with. Few of the Legiones Astartes are.

			‘Remember when I found you on Prospero?’ he chuckled. ‘Lying atop all those dead Wolves, clutching that big bastard’s axe in your hand. The Wolf champion you killed– what was his name again?’

			He disengaged as I replied, seeking to gain some breathing space in the distraction. No such luck; I followed, blade against blade.

			‘Eyarik Born-of-Fire.’ 

			I knew that, for it had been inscribed upon Saern itself. The Wolf had also shouted it at me as he tried to kill me, no doubt wanting my shade to reach the afterlife knowing just who had been responsible for my demise.

			‘They never did anything like the rest of us, did they? Even their names were insane.’

			‘It was a soul name. They used them as–’

			‘I couldn’t care less what excuses they gave.’ Lheor grunted as our knives locked together. We met, eye to eye, until he threw me back several metres. The duel continued. 

			Ten minutes later, apropos of nothing, he said, ‘Thank you.’

			Clever, clever. I almost lowered my blade. ‘Why are you thanking me?’ 

			‘For getting me off that ship.’

			‘You are welcome. If you wish, we can conduct more formal funeral rites for your brothers lost in the battle.’

			‘Funeral rites.’ A bronze grin split his ruined face. ‘War catches up to everyone, Khayon. There’s no sense revelling in sorrow. That’s always been the problem with you Tizcans, eh? Making sorrow into an art. The art of self-pity.’

			He didn’t let me reply. ‘And just who is Telemachon?’ he asked.

			‘An old enemy.’

			‘Obviously, else you’d not have had me drag his half-dead body through your magic gate.’

			‘Please do not call it magic.’

			He grinned as we locked blades again. ‘So humour me. I never refuse having someone new to hate. Who is he?’

			‘An enemy from Terra.’ I suspected that would be enough of an answer to set him on the right path, and I was right.

			‘Ah,’ Lheor gave a black-hearted laugh. ‘Captain Lyral and those purple bastards of the Fifty-First Company were supposed to support you, eh? Yet they left you kicking in the wind and never fired a single bolt at the palace walls.’

			It wasn’t an uncommon tale. Hundreds of forces spread across the Nine Legions had committed to the Siege of the Emperor’s Palace, only to find the III Legion had broken ranks and abandoned the fight. While we fought and died on the walls of the war’s final fortress, the Emperor’s Children tore their way across mankind’s cradle world in the hunt for slaves, and the satisfaction of butchering the undefended population.

			I think most of us realised that day, even through the madness of the war we were fighting, just how far the III Legion had fallen. Not fallen to the Gods. No, one does not ‘fall’ into that, except in ignorance. I mean that they descended into the pursuit of their own desires above all else. To abandon all ambition in favour of slaking mortal desire. That is a real, true fall.

			‘Did you lose many men on Terra?’ Lheor asked.

			‘Yes,’ I admitted. Both of us were breathing heavily. Both combat blades were blunted and nicked to near uselessness. ‘A great many.’

			‘You and I both, sorcerer. All that planning, eh? All those war councils aboard the Vengeful Spirit. All our fathers’ best-laid plans turning to piss the moment our boots touched sacred soil. I’ve seen bigger fights since that battle, but losing hasn’t ever hurt quite as much as it did that day.’

			The pain in his voice was so real, so earnest, that I stepped back to give him pause. This deserved a more reasoned and full discussion than–

			His elbow took me in the cheek, hammering me to the deck.

			‘Too easy,’ he said. ‘The Tizcan way– distracted by sentiment and melancholy. See what I mean about turning sorrow into an art?’

			I took his offered hand as he helped me rise. 

			‘Lesson learned.’

			We sailed first for the safety of neutral ground. For us, that meant Gallium. The Kha’Sherhan, my warband, had no home port but Gallium came close. In orbit above the mineral-rich globe with its caul of ochre cloud cover was Niobia Halo, the celestial fortress of Governess Ceraxia. We had done business together several times in the past. I served to her exacting standards, and she always paid very well.

			It took five months to reach Gallium, making good time through the aetheric tides. Eyespace is neither real nor unreal– it is an impossible amalgamation of both, forming a third element between physical laws and the stuff of imagination and nightmares. Our purgatorial domain is a place where reality itself answers the whims of mortal minds. Emotion and thought reshape the warp-touched matter. What you imagine takes form around you. What you think, happens. It takes a degree of strength to simply not destroy yourself with a wayward thought, but we adapted over time.

			For those who have never walked where gods and men meet, I will cut the description to something simpler. It is hardly uncommon for Imperial visionaries and astropaths to look too far, too deep, and suffer the consequences of staring into the abyss. They lose their minds and cry of impossible scenes that they claim are vistas within the afterlife. These twisted towers of flesh and bone rising from the skull-encrusted soil of the Eye’s hell-worlds are not architecture brought about by sweat and engineering. Slaves and mutants and daemons did not build these unimaginable constructs. The fortresses of the underworld are brought about by ambition and willpower, not rockcrete and durasteel. 

			As I said: what you imagine will take shape around you.

			Gallium was one such world. The planet was one immense foundry, from pole to pole and horizon to horizon. All signs of natural weather had long since been slain from its surface. The thick, unmoving clouds were born from the million chimneys and smokestacks of heavy industry, and the unpredictable precipitation came in sudden deluges of poisonous acid rain. 

			The fortress-foundries of Gallium had supplied the Tlaloc with ammunition and repair several times in the past, in return for my services at the Governess’s side. I had walked the world’s surface once, and had no desire to do so again. There is little of interest in seeing billions of false-life forms conjured from Aetheria at work in mines and forges. The world’s population were clockwork iron avatars without faces or features, ostensibly human in shape yet devoid of all soul and spark. 

			‘Tell me, Iskandar,’ she’d once said to me. ‘Your Rubricae... Would they work in my mines if you willed them to do so?’

			‘They are my brothers, Governess, not slaves. Please bear that in mind when you ask me such things.’

			Niobia Halo, the orbital installation, was the focal point of activity around Gallium. True to its name, it ringed the world as a halo: a metal ring above the planet’s northern pole, vast enough to receive ten capital ships in its dockyards, and armed with enough firepower to defend against three times that number.

			We watched it growing on the occulus. Four ships were docked; another one stood at high anchor. The undocked vessel was a brute in any sense of the word– the Thane, a heavy cruiser in the void-darkened metallic hue of the Iron Warriors Legion, now with the splayed robotic hand sigil of Gallium marked more than a thousand times across its hull. It hung in space, watching over its domain in cold silence. Even from the distance of our approach vector, I could see its battlement cannons rolling to face us. A similar motion was taking place along the walls of the starport, as well. Niobia Halo knew we were here. 

			‘The docked ships?’ I called from my throne.

			It was Ashur-Kai who answered from his observation balcony above the deck. ‘The frigate without markings returns no alignment code, either. But the destroyer is the Fury of the First Legion, and the two frigates declare themselves as the Knave of Swords and the Skinner.’

			The Fury of the First Legion. Dark Angels. Rare were the nights that the First Legion’s rebel battleships sailed as part of a fleet. They were surely here alone.

			The Knave of Swords and the Skinner declared no allegiance– hardly uncommon in the Empire of the Eye– and I didn’t care enough to look too deeply into their loyalties. I doubted we would be here long enough to make any new enemies. 

			Even so, I couldn’t stop a disbelieving smile. ‘That warband named their vessel the Skinner?’

			Ashur-Kai’s armour joints snarled as he shrugged. ‘So it seems.’

			The Skinner. That was awful.

			We sailed closer, preserved by the promise of neutral ground, enforced as it was by the guns of the Thane and the installation itself.

			‘Transmission from Niobia Halo,’ came the Anamnesis’s voice across the bridge speakers.

			‘Awaken the link.’

			‘Awakening... Awakening... Link estab–’

			‘I am the Guardian of Gallium. State your business in this territory.’ The voice was neither deep nor guttural, as most warriors of the Legiones Astartes tended to be. It was a mechanical rasp, rendered through an implanted vocaliser. I knew it at once.

			‘Valicar, we request permission for the Tlaloc to dock. We seek refuelling, rearmament and minor repair.’

			‘The Governess or her attendants will hear the details of your offers of barter,’ the voice scraped. ‘Is this understood?’

			The same greeting every time. He was a man of ironclad custom. 

			‘It is understood, Valicar.’

			‘You will abide by the laws of blade-peace and gun-silence while aboard Niobia Halo, while upon the world of Gallium, and while within the Governess’s protectorate. Any violence outside accepted battle rituals brought into my domain will be met with terminal consequence. If you swear to abide by these laws, state your agreement now.’ 

			‘Have I ever disagreed?’

			‘If you abide by these laws, state your agreement now.’

			‘I agree, Valicar.’

			‘Niobia Halo welcomes your return, Iskandar Khayon of the Tlaloc. Your honour guard is limited to five souls in accordance with Niobia Halo’s hostility protocols. Is this understood?’ 

			Lheor. Nefertari. Gyre. Mekhari. Djedhor.

			‘Understood.’

			‘Then power down your shields and unprime your weapons. Your docking platform will be assigned at once. Do you require anything more?’

			‘An answer to a question, if you are able to give it.’

			He hesitated at the unexpected reply. ‘Ask.’

			‘Have you received word from the Sons of Horus warship Rise of the Three Suns?’

			The summons came from Governess Ceraxia before the Tlaloc’s guidance thrusters had the chance to grow cold. Docking arms reached from the station’s hull as crew tunnels and fuel umbilicals extended to thud against the Tlaloc’s skin. The former would keep us in place whether we were friend or foe; the latter two would remain almost empty until we negotiated for repair and refuelling.

			We walked across the primary crew tunnel, wide enough to lead a column of battle tanks with room to spare. Our boot steps rang around the windowless, dark avenue. Even Nefertari’s near-silent gait left a faint echo in the still air. Gyre alone made no sound.

			I was expecting a phalanx of Halo guards at the bulkhead leading into the station, but I wasn’t expecting Valicar to be leading them.

			He was unchanged since I had seen him last. Layered armour of oily silver covered his body, but couldn’t quite mask the grating drone of significant bionics beneath. Industrial black-and-yellow hazard striping marked his shoulder-guards, as it did his Legion’s mechanical burial mask. In his hands, he clutched a bolter made bulky by auto-loaders, a lengthy rangefinder scope and an extended barrel. Suspensor thimbles ran along both sides, the little anti-gravitic coins rendering the weapon nearly weightless. It was a bolter designed to start and finish fights with one shot, one kill.

			His backpack was similarly modified, weightier than most with dense power cables running through his shoulder-guards and feeding into magnetic grapples mounted onto his forearms. I’d never seen him use them but their function was obvious: electro-tethers, able to be fired across significant distances and functioning as grappling hooks. 

			Around him in a loose array was a gathering of legionaries and Mechanicum skitarii, the Iron Warriors armed with halberds and mauls, the cyborged soldiers clad in robes of deep red and wielding weapons that defied description and name. One was plainly a laser weapon of some kind, with thick power cables feeding between a back-mounted power pack and the skitarii’s wrists, where the thrall’s hands were fused into an immense cannon with five barrels. The cannon-bearer looked at me with ten eye lenses instead of a face, and every one of them rotated as they refocused. The active whine of the thing’s laser cannon was irritatingly intense. My retinue halted before the cluster of enhanced guardians, which outnumbered us three to one.

			Valicar’s helm was a thing of grey ceramite crested by stud-horns of reddened Martian bronze. The left eye and temple was taken over by a whirring targeting monocle. 

			His greeting was typically neutral. ‘The word was that you died at Drol Kheir.’

			‘People keep telling me that. As you can see, it is nothing more than a persistent rumour.’

			‘I’m in no humour for foolery.’ The tinny rasp of his voice was distinctly harsh. I wondered if it pained him? A moment’s brush of my senses against his revealed that, yes, it did. A constant soreness in the wet meat of his throat. ‘The Governess demands your presence at once,’ he said.

			‘Trouble?’

			He snorted. ‘Wherever you walk, Khayon, trouble always follows. Just come with me.’

			The armed escort was Niobia Halo tradition, and objecting to it would only incite difficulties. Valicar turned and gestured to his companions, who parted to allow us passage onto the station.

			The Halo itself was nonstandard design, constructed from several Mechanicum cruisers and raw material mined from the surface of Gallium itself. To walk within its concentric hallways was to pass through a world of black iron and red metal, surrounded by the tick-tocking of clockwork machinery. 

			The inhabitants’ influence over their orbital castle left it a paranoid place. Like so many things inside the Eye it reflected the whims and wills of its close-bound mortals, and Niobia Halo exuded the same aggressive, brooding neutrality professed by those who dwelled aboard. It was dark, lit dimly in the parts where it was lit at all, and beneath the sterile chemical reek that seemed to flavour the air in all of my dealings with the Mechanicum, the Halo’s halls smelt of bodies rotting out of sight, decomposing unfound.

			Here and there, Gallium’s warp-formed menial workers moved through the halls in ragged gangs, driven by the minds and electrical charge-whips of their Martian overseers. 

			‘Have you heard?’ Valicar asked as he led us. ‘Lupercalios has fallen.’

			I looked at him, at the polished metal of his unpainted ceramite armour. ‘Who told you?’

			‘A friend of yours. He arrived three days ago.’

			My hearts gave a twin thud. Had some of the Sons of Horus made it aboard the Rise of the Three Suns? Had they managed to flee the ambush?

			‘Falkus made it here,’ I guessed.

			What of the seer? came Ashur-Kai’s eager voice. What of Sargon?

			We shall see.

			Valicar nodded to my guess. ‘Falkus made it here. I wouldn’t sound so pleased, though, sorcerer. There’s not much left of him.’
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SECONDBORN

			‘We found the wreckage dead in the void. My salvage gangs were already pulling the vessel apart before we found any survivors.’

			From the waist up, Governess Ceraxia was a myth coated in metal. She paced her chambers in dignified unrest, her four arms folded across her chest. Here was the Ancient Induasian goddess Kāli-kā given form, shaped from alloy-blackened bronze and iron and steel. I doubted she had taken the shape of a Goddess of Time and Destruction by intent, but the resemblance was on the haunting side of coincidence. Her face was the dark metal visage of a snarling daemoness, with slanted eyes that seemed to be smoothed obsidian ovals slotted into iron eye sockets. She spoke through clenched golden teeth, and the faint flicker light of a mouth-mounted vocaliser implant shone through the gaps in the prayer-engraved fangs. She was much less human– and much less godly– from the waist down.

			‘Behold our findings,’ she said.

			A full internal scan of the frigate Rise of the Three Suns showed on a broad monitor screen bound to the wall. She stared at it with unerring focus. To my dismay, it showed brutal damage far beyond what it had already sustained before and during the storm ambush. 

			‘They ran for Gallium after all,’ said Lheor. ‘How did they get here?’

			The Governess still didn’t turn from the diagram. ‘They did not quite reach Gallium itself. We brought the wreckage in from the edge of the Beryl Vicissitude.’ 

			She pointed to a separate hololith showing the cluster of scab-like patches of even fiercer instability in the star systems around Gallium. The Beryl Vicissitude was merely one of dozens of warp wounds pockmarking the local region. The Great Eye was forever in flux, but currents and tides whirled around eddies of deeper unrest and islands of relatively stable peace.

			Whatever had happened to the Rise of the Three Suns after it vanished in the heart of the storm, it had appeared on the cusp of a particularly violent region.

			‘What of the survivors?’ I asked. ‘Where are they?’

			‘They are here aboard Niobia Halo, contained within our medicae complex.’

			The word gave me pause. ‘You said “contained”. Not recovering or recuperating. Contained within your medicae complex.’

			‘I’m very precise in my choice of words,’ she replied. ‘You know that. And I’m taking the wreckage of their vessel as payment for their restoration. If they object, I’ll have them incinerated, and their ashes flushed into the void.’

			‘How... generous, Governess.’

			‘It’s very generous, given the utter ruination of the frigate. Its only value now is scrap salvage. Falkus is among the survivors and I have a degree of fondness for him, but he has tested my patience with this escapade. Hauling his ship’s corpse in from the deep void took significant time and effort. Saving his life cost even more. He owes me, Khayon. He owes Gallium.’

			‘Where is the wreckage now?’

			‘Do I strike you as an entity with a penchant for carelessness?’ she asked, beginning to pace. ‘It is hidden.’

			And no doubt already being dismantled. Gallium’s neutrality mattered above all. Of course the city-state would hide a Legion vessel its workers had boarded, plundered and stolen– even if they claimed the legal right to steal it. 

			‘Valicar said the survivors spoke of Lupercalios. And of me.’

			Ceraxia inclined her head as though she were granting me a favour. ‘Your name has featured amidst what little sense we’ve managed to get out of them. I will have Valicar take you to them soon. First, cease questioning me. I would like answers myself, Khayon.’

			I watched her and said nothing. Gallium was one of my warband’s preferred harbours and Ceraxia was one of my most reliable allies. Her temper was not one I wished to provoke. Remaining in her good graces meant much to me.

			Ceraxia noted my caution. She couldn’t smile; the Governess wasn’t as far removed from her biological roots as many of the Mechanicum’s tech-priest elite sought to be, but her forge-wrought face removed the option of anything as basic as human expression. Her laugh, a chuckle at best, was a surprisingly smooth exhalation of breath with the flicker of her vocaliser light.

			‘I like you, Iskandar.’

			I bowed. ‘I know, Governess.’

			‘Tactical cowardice one moment, and moronic courage the next. It makes for a delightful contradiction.’

			She kept pacing around her seclusius chamber, which was a domed platform overlooking Niobia Halo from the southern hull section. Its scute-shielding was retracted, offering an unparalleled view of the entire orbital ring, with the stars above and the world below. The red-violet threads of Eyespace curdled the sky, though not enough to mist the view of Gallium’s distant sun– an unhealthy blue orb, wracked by solar storms.

			I turned my head to regard the two unaligned vessels, docked and locked down on the opposite side of the station to where the Tlaloc was refuelling. Neither warship bore the insignia of their warband or their Legion. Their specific allegiances were impossible to determine.

			‘Khayon,’ said the Governess. ‘What were you doing, meeting with Falkus and Lheorvine Firefist?’

			‘Don’t call me Firefist,’ Lheor grunted. 

			The Governess turned to Lheor, click-walking closer to him. As I said, her four-armed body was ostensibly humanoid, with its skin of blackened metal reflecting the distant poisoned sunlight. The illusion of humanity ended there.

			Beneath the sculpted bare stomach and breasts, utterly ruining her statuesque presence, Governess Ceraxia was something resembling a kyntafros monster of Grekan legend, known also by the name centaur. Rather than the lower form of a horse, Ceraxia had remade her body into that of an arachnid, with the multi-segmented stalk legs of a scorpion or spider. Eight clawed and bladed mechanical legs clacked their way across the smooth deck, somehow never penetrating or denting the reinforced floor.

			A huge scorpion of dark metal, with the body of a goddess. The Martian Mechanicum would never make sense to me, but I had to admit the effect was queenly and regal in its own inhuman way. Her joints didn’t whirr or grind as our battle armour did. Ceraxia’s joints gave smooth, rolling purrs of subtle mechanical strength.

			‘What did you say?’

			‘I said, don’t call me Firefist.’

			‘And why not?’ 

			He bared his reinforced bronze teeth up at her in an unpleasant grin. ‘Because it hurts my precious feelings.’

			She acquiesced with a mechanical chuckle and looked back down at me. ‘What was this meeting about? Why were you gathering?’

			‘It is nothing you need concern yourself with, Governess.’

			‘I see. I appreciate what you’re doing, Khayon. I cannot afford to play favourites or to choose sides. And what side would I even choose? The Nine Legions wage war within their own ranks as often as against each other. The city-states and territories of the Mechanicum are just as sundered by division and divergent philosophies. As for the human colonies in the Spatial Disarrangement–’

			‘The what?’ Lheor interrupted.

			‘She means the Great Eye,’ I said quietly.

			‘Yes, yes, the Great Eye,’ Ceraxia cut in. ‘My point, little Tizcan, is that I admire your subtle attempt to play innocent in regard for Gallium’s neutrality. But you and I are no strangers to secret truths. Let’s not start playing coy now. What was the purpose of this gathering?’

			‘Warbands meet all the time, Governess. Matters of alliance. Matters of conflict.’

			She sighed my name, turning fully to face me. ‘Why could you not have stayed here when I first made the offer? The Legion Wars will be the death of you, and you are so very useful. Why must you sow the seeds of discord everywhere you go? Already we are hearing word that the Third Legion wants your head for some new sin.’

			She prowled back and forth before us, eight bladed legs clicking. Despite her inhumanity she was a slender thing, more graceful than might be imagined from any monstrous envisioning. Cables hung and swayed between her arachnid limbs, giving the industrial impression of webbing.

			‘Take me to Falkus,’ I said.

			‘Tell me why he summoned you together. Then I will take you to him.’

			What harm was there in the truth? Would it really endanger my neutral haven? Perhaps I was being too cautious. Ceraxia and Valicar had survived conflict and intrigue many times before.

			‘Falkus has acquired a seer of immense power. He believes the prophet can lead him to find the Vengeful Spirit. Lheor and I agreed to aid him.’

			‘Why would you do that?’

			Lheor answered for me. ‘The Third Legion took the Warmaster’s corpse.’

			‘A rumour,’ Ceraxia waved three of her hands in a dismissive gesture. ‘And likely a lie.’

			‘Falkus was there, Governess,’ I replied. ‘I trust him.’

			‘Falkus made no mention of such an event.’

			‘He seeks to maintain Gallium’s neutrality,’ I pointed out. ‘As do I.’

			That was flattery, of a kind. Far more likely that Falkus chose not to reveal the truth to Ceraxia, knowing she would never take a side either way.

			But she hesitated then, rather than speak immediate condemnation. Behind the lenses that served as her eyes, the possibilities began to unwind, spooling through her thoughts. She gave a surprisingly demure shudder. 

			‘A threat, if true,’ she admitted at last. ‘A significant and tasteless threat.’

			‘Cloning.’ Lheor agreed by saying the word like a curse.

			Ceraxia stood above me again, leaning down enough that our faces almost touched. Thin-filament circuitry ran across the epidermal layer of her black metal skin, and the chemical smell of her nearness returned tenfold.

			‘I told you to stay out of this war, Khayon.’

			‘Yes. You did.’

			‘I told you to let the Sons of Horus walk alone into history’s pages without interfering, for those who take their side tend to fall alongside them. I’d hoped the Legion Wars might end with the fall of Lupercalios, yet that seems a forlorn desire now.’

			I felt Lheor’s eyes drilling into the side of my skull. Gyre circled us, ignored by the Governess but watched by Valicar and his armed minions standing by the gantry stairway that led down into the station’s ring.

			‘Well?’ Ceraxia asked, with the impatience of a tutor expecting an answer from a student. 

			Her obstinacy grated on me. I doubted Sargon’s words were anything but a trap and I had no way of knowing if chasing the Vengeful Spirit was a fool’s pursuit. I was hardly blind to my own desperation in all of this. 

			‘I have to attack the Canticle City, Governess. Do I need to detail the ways in which a primarch reborn could tip the balance of the Legion Wars? When all our fathers are lost and ascended into the Great Game of the Pantheon... Ceraxia, it does not matter whether the Sons of Horus are alive or dead, or whether the Vengeful Spirit is a madman’s dream or lying in wait to be reclaimed. The Emperor’s Children cannot be allowed to win the Legion Wars.’

			‘Conjecture,’ she said with an imperious air. 

			‘Not conjecture. Possibility.’

			‘There is more to this than idealism, Khayon. Do not play the proud hero in my presence.’

			Lheor sniggered rather like a child. I let it pass, for Ceraxia was correct. ‘I want the ship. I want the Vengeful Spirit.’ 

			That almost swayed her, I was sure of it. Only with reluctance did she dismiss the idea with a sigh. 

			‘Tempting. So very tempting, sorcerer. But no, I cannot take sides. I will not stop you, though nor will I aid you.’

			That was no surprise at all, and I preferred her ambivalence to her lecturing. I could not resist one last twist of the blade. 

			‘The day may come when you have to take a side, Governess.’

			‘Do you believe so?’ asked the goddess-monstrosity. ‘For what reason would I add my forces to either side? I owe nothing to the Sons of Horus, and bear the Emperor’s Children no tormented grudge. The Empire of the Eye will still thrive even if you foolish post-humans can’t put down your bolters and cease murdering each other. Thousands of worlds exist in this realm untouched by the Nine Legions. The Great Crusade is over, Khayon. The galaxy no longer belongs to the Legiones Astartes, and the Eye never did. If only you could all learn that lesson... But, no. Instead, you fight and bleed and die and drag us all down with you. So wasteful. So very, very wasteful.’

			I kept my silence, letting her speak. Ceraxia steepled her fingers– all sixteen of them, with her four thumbs– as she spoke. ‘Gallium’s neutrality is recognised by many warbands from across the Legions. It is a sanctuary, and must remain so.’

			‘Times change,’ said Lheor. ‘The Legion Wars–’

			‘Hush.’ She rested her hand on Lheor’s head, as though she were a priestess anointing a worshipper. ‘Hush, Centurion Ukris. I do not possess the kind of heart or mind that will bend to any convictions you are capable of making. But you are with Falkus, whom I admire, and Khayon, whom I cherish. So I will not punish you for your lack of respectful manners.’

			‘Hnnh,’ was the World Eater’s graceless reply. Ceraxia lifted her hand away. A wise move, for I suspected she’d been about to lose it to a blow from a chainaxe.

			Lheor was looking directly at me. ‘I’ve heard warbands speak your name in whatever passes for fear, and I’ve heard it cursed by men and daemons alike. It never occurred to me that someone would actually like you, Khayon.’

			‘Eshaba,’ I replied in Nagrakali, the mongrel tongue of his Legion. Lheor smirked at my polite thanks, but Ceraxia reached out one of her four arms to run a black fingertip down my shoulder-guard. She traced my name written in Prosperine upon the cobalt ceramite. 

			A target lock chimed on my retinal display as it framed her face. She smelt of fyceline, of gunsmoke, of dragon’s breath.

			‘It’s the respect he shows, World Eater, and the vision he brings to his work.’ Her voice was gentler now, her focus drifting back to Lheor. ‘Khayon is an example of what the Legions could become, if they allowed themselves the luxury of evolution. I like the way he carries himself with no pretension, and respects the autonomy of the Mechanicum’s colony worlds. I like the way his name echoes across the Eye– the mage who sought to stop Ahriman’s madness. The sorcerer who stands with the alien angel. The warrior who sells his axe and sorcery to the highest bidder.’

			She looked back to me, then. ‘And they do bid high, do they not? All that heavy iron and armoured steel, forever adding to your Syntagma.’

			I thought of the priceless relic robots aboard the Tlaloc. The hundreds I’d gathered over the decades, all woven into the gestalt consciousness of the Anamnesis. Woe betide any enemy foolish enough to board my warship.

			‘How is the Anamnesis?’ the Governess asked.

			‘She is well.’

			‘Good. Good.’ Ceraxia was still staring at me. I could give speeches to regiments of warriors before a battle, or order a thousand slaves to their deaths without thinking twice, yet before Ceraxia’s glare I felt suddenly self-conscious. ‘Give her my kindest regards.’

			‘I shall, Governess.’

			‘Valicar, take them to the survivors of the Rise of the Three Suns. And Khayon?’

			‘Governess?’

			‘Don’t expect too much from any of them, my sorcerer. The Justaerin are not what they once were.’

			Niobia Halo’s medicae chambers were more akin to workshops than places of healing. We walked among them, and where the slaves and thralls bowed before me and made haste to scatter before my path, they watched Nefertari with nothing short of terrified hatred. The Imperium loathes aliens with a veneer of shallow hypocrisy, as rogue traders, void explorers, and desperate generals have dealt with the galaxy’s xenos breeds on the Imperium’s frontiers since our species first left Terra. But in the Empire of the Eye, inhumans are truly loathed beyond all else. This is the domain of man and daemon, born with the death of an alien empire.

			Hundreds of figures populated the medicae chambers, as might be expected on a station the size of Niobia Halo. Machines whose function I could only guess at rattled and thrummed in sockets and cradles throughout each room, connected to life-support engines, plasma cyclers, vitae infusers and a wealth of even less obvious equipment. Half of the machinery looked alive; veins showed instead of cables in living, contoured metal. The Gods alone knew what lore the Mechanicum was putting to use here.

			Valicar led us, earning prostrations from menials and minions as we passed. We moved through the communal chambers, room after room, into the guarded vaults beyond. Runes flashed on my retinal display as the temperature dropped. Lheor and Nefertari, who were both barefaced, breathed mist into the chill air.

			The moment we entered that vault, I had to stop and clutch the iron door frame. Hunger washed over me and through me, savage enough that it made me sweat. Gyre breathed a low snarl at my side.

			I smell Secondborn.

			‘What’s wrong?’ asked Lheor. ‘What in the Gods’ names is wrong with you?’

			‘Nothing, nothing.’ It took a moment to shield my mind against all intrusion, barricading myself from sensing the emotions of others. Doing so was sudden and stark, like closing one’s eyes or suddenly going deaf in a crowded room, but better that than recoil against the overwhelming sense of starvation in the chamber. Whatever was in here was dying. I was amazed it wasn’t already dead.

			Secondborn, Gyre pulsed again.

			We faced a long, high wall of upright immersion cocoons and stasis coffins. Things– humanoid but not human– thrashed in the reddened fluid of each pod. Appendages that resembled hands clawed uselessly at the reinforced, transparent ward-glass. Tortured smears of features that were once faces bubbled up through the murk, sticking to the front of the pods and staring out at us. Their jaws worked in futility, leaving scum stains on the glass where their fangs scratched and their long tongues lashed.

			Secondborn. Gyre was right. All of them were Secondborn. I felt the minds of the men they were, and the inhuman thoughts of the things wearing their bodies. A blend of mortality and the warp, no longer the former, not entirely the latter. Emotion given form in flesh. 

			To be psychically gifted among a cluster of daemon-possessed souls is to hear the conflicting wants and hungers of countless conflicting essences. Yet I felt little of that here. The daemons at war within the bodies of the imprisoned warriors were so similar as to resemble each other down to their innermost cores, no different from mirror images of one another. It was as if they were all born of the same emotions, with the same lusts and cravings. That degree of symbiosis between even closely bound daemons was beyond rare. My skin crawled with the unnatural notion even as I drew closer, fascinated by the possibility. 

			I moved to the first tank, staring at the writhing shape within. Something crashed against the warding glass, its mandibles straining. The bones of its face were elongated and jagged, far beyond human. Whispery traces of its bestial hunger stroked at the edges of my mind, but I was well prepared to resist this time.

			It still wore its battle-damaged armour, cast in the charcoal black of the Justaerin. Vestigial wings trailed through the immersion fluid, too confined to stretch out wide. Things of dirty bone and leathery membranes, darkly majestic in their own way. They seemed to swell and grow in rhythm with the thing’s heartbeat. 

			Behind me, Lheor asked, ‘How many did you pull from the Three Suns’ wreckage?’

			Valicar gestured to the tanks lining the walls, each one hooked up to chemical filters and vitae sustaining engines.

			‘These twenty. Another few in the next two vaults.’ He was passionless as he reported. ‘The human crew was slain. Falkus said they were devoured when the warp core ignited.’

			So that was the flash of energy we’d seen in the storm’s heart. Falkus and his warriors had managed to escape to the Rise of the Three Suns, only to meet with disaster when the ship sought to flee. It was all too easy to imagine the flood of Neverborn drawn to the beacon of the warship’s detonating warp core, and the thousands of unprotected human souls aboard. Had Sargon anything to do with this? Had he tried to guide the ship here? Gallium was Falkus’s most obvious point of call in such an hour of need. 

			‘We’re keeping them numbed with alchemics,’ Valicar added. ‘Some of them are lost– others still show signs of who they were.’

			I was reluctant to ask after the Word Bearers prophet. I trusted Valicar as I trusted Ceraxia, but I was not sure I wanted either of them seeing how deep my interest really ran. And the less they knew, the less they could reveal if it was forced from them.

			We walked on. Several of the Sons of Horus had been pulled from their armour. Several had not.

			Falkus, I sent into the flesh tanks. 

			Khayon?

			My brother’s voice, though only barely. Coming from a pod by the western wall. We drew nearer to him. Nefertari whispered something I didn’t hear in my distraction, and Lheor cursed in his Legion’s ugly, contrived tongue.

			When warriors of the Legiones Astartes take crippling wounds, they tend to react in two ways. The first of these is shame. Not melancholy or sorrow, but an honest and savage shame. The shame of surviving when your battle-brothers have fallen. The shame of being unable to hold the line again until your wounds are tended. It isn’t a whining sense of mawkishness but a wound to the psyche as much as the body. When you can no longer fulfil your sole purpose, the very reason you were elevated above mortal men, there will always be a sliver of shame. Doubt cuts into your core.

			The second reaction, much more visible, is rage. Sometimes this is artificial or carries a theatrical edge to quench the feelings of shame. More often it is simple anger– anger at yourself for allowing this to happen, anger at your worthless luck, anger at your foes for whatever treacherous movement slipped beneath your guard. The rage can be stained by humour, or defiance, or vows of retribution sworn to the brothers at your bedside. Inner strength will manifest any number of ways, but anger lies at the emotion’s core. 

			When I reopened my senses to bond with Falkus once more, I sensed neither of the customary soldierly emotions I had been expecting. Instead I sensed the volcanic, bitter presence sharing his form, and I sensed his own weariness as a shroud around his mind. 

			He was fighting for control of his own body. And he was so very, very tired.

			Khayon?

			I am here, Falkus. I approached the glass tank, looking in at the clawed creature my brother had become. I wanted him to feel my nearness, if such a thing was possible.

			Falkus was curled over, almost foetal in the bubbling suspension fluid, pinned at the heart of a web of chemical feeds and nutrition/excretion cables. Skinless muscle showed with strings of viscera still trailing away from the bare meat, muddying the surrounding liquid. Evidence of mutational lethality showed on his naked form: knives of yellowing bone pushed through joints and muscle groups in ivory spines.

			Neverborn, Khayon. Thousands of them. When we tried to run, we came under fire... The warp core... The ship was breached.

			The duality of his voice– a man’s sincerity and a daemon’s smiling whisper– added a malicious edge to his tones. 

			I understand, Falkus. What of Sargon?

			Gone.

			So. Sargon had fallen. Did that change anything? Could we sail into the unknown with no guide? Would we even wish to sail there at all, heading into a trap based on a dead man’s promise?

			Yes. I wanted Horus Reborn dead, and I wanted that ship.

			Without Sargon, though...

			No, Falkus pressed. He heard my thoughts and answered them. Not dead, Khayon. Gone. 

			I stared at the monster with its flesh in flux. Gone? You mean he vanished before the Neverborn attack?

			I cannot say for certain. We escaped to the Rise of the Three Suns, though it shattered our teleportation crucible. The ship ran. One moment Sargon was there, ready to guide us to safety. The warp core ignited. There was light and sound and burning metal. Then came the Neverborn.

			I said nothing, letting my suspicions form. Never in all my years– not then, and not since that night– have I met an altruistic prophet. Every seer is out to seek something for themselves, following their own agenda. I wondered just what this Word Bearer had intended, and what he had wrought with his power.

			I am getting you out of here, Falkus.

			I can still feel my fingers, the revenant told me, in a strained husk of Falkus’s natural voice. Its vicious talons scraped against the glass. I can feel every atom of my body shivering, changing. 

			Beneath his words, I could feel the same thing. The daemon inside his body was flowing through his bloodstream, mutating all it touched. A slow process, but an inexorable one.

			Bide, my brother. I will get you to the Tlaloc. 

			The revenant twitched in the murk once more. I hated hearing its rasping voice.

			The Vengeful Spirit, he said. Will you still help me find it? 

			You are fortunate to be alive at all. This quest has already cost you a fleet, hundreds of warriors, and thousands of slaves.

			The creature crashed against the front of its tank, claws reaching for me. The slit maw gnashed as though it sought to feed on my flesh. 

			I will find Abaddon I will find Abaddon I will f–

			Falkus...

			I will take the Vengeful Spirit it is the hope of my Legion I will–

			Be calm, my brother. I will aid you. Of course I will aid you. I am here, am I not?

			The revenant slowed in its thrashing. They keep us sluggish with cognition suppressors and adrenal nullifiers. Preventing escape.

			The Governess’s precautions, nothing more. 

			I had dealt with Secondborn before, countless times. I would not keep them restrained. I had no need to. 

			Free me, Khayon. 

			True to form, even his ravaged and harrowed form exuded annoyance at his trapped fate. But free him from what? The bonds of imprisonment here, or from the daemon within? Despite my strength, there are limits to any man’s power. Driving a daemon from mortal flesh was not a matter of simple exorcism, like some priestly prayer or shamanic chanting. The reality was almost always fatal to the host.

			I will free you, my friend. Once you are aboard the Tlaloc we will consider daemonic banishment.

			The broken man convulsed in the fluid, shaking, bleeding, writhing. At first I thought his anger had broken through at last, but it was an uncontrolled spasm that bent his body in painful wrenches. Was it critical organ failure? His bio-signs had neither peaked nor plummeted, yet he continued to shudder, the fanged hole of his mouth gaping and quivering. His mutated form bled and shook and thrashed in its suspension restraints, talons opening and closing.

			And then I heard it, across the tenuous link between our minds.

			He wasn’t dying. He was laughing.
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REBIRTH

			As I dictate these words to Thoth, I am aware of a growing unrest amongst my captors. These men and women who style themselves inquisitors would have me tell tales of the Black Legion’s victories– of the Black Crusades, the Sons of Horus reborn, the Heralds of the End Times. They crave some sliver of weakness within the words, praying that my honesty will betray a vulnerability within my Legion’s heart. 

			Yet they are deceiving themselves with those beliefs and making the very same mistake that the Nine Legions made when the Black Legion first began its rise. Our truth is not locked up in simple martial might or unbreakable will. It is the same with Abaddon. The Warmaster wields a blade that rends reality apart, and bears the claw that killed two primarchs, yet even these weapons are meaningless trinkets on the path of his life. Chronicles like these require a certain context. It is important to know where legends end and history begins.

			So we will come to the arrival of Moriana, handmaiden to the Emperor and seer to the Despoiler, known across the Empire of the Eye as the Weeping Girl. We will come to the Tower of Silence and the daemon blade Drach’nyen. We will come to the Krukal’Righ, forged in the oceans of unreality and called Planet Killer by the Imperium of Man. 

			The first of us– Lheor, Telemachon, Ilyas, Valicar, Falkus, Sargon, Vortigern, Ashur-Kai and myself, among so many others– have spoken of this very thing, many times. Just as the story of Abaddon is the story of the broken souls he remade as brothers, the story of the Black Legion is bound up in the tales of those exiles and outcasts he drew together over time. It is what makes us unique. It is why we conquered the Empire of the Eye, and why we will take the Throne of Terra.

			It will take many hundreds of pages to tell even a fraction of what has transpired over ten thousand of your years, and I will not brush aside the Black Legion’s prologue. This will all be told without the theatre of exaggeration or the comfort of lies.

			But first we will come to Ezekyle Abaddon. My Warmaster, my brother, burdened by responsibility beyond any other warrior who has ever lived. The man who watches the galaxy burn through eyes bleached gold by the light of a false god. 

			The journey to the Eleusinian Veil took almost half a Terran Standard Year in the time-lost flux of Eyespace. During that time of training and rebuilding, we settled into the dubious stability claimed by most warbands. 

			Falkus and his warped brethren joined us, bringing a new horde of difficulties. Ashur-Kai and I provided them with a section of the armament district where my battle company had once trained and prepared for battle. Within days, it was a hovel of filth and flux, with the walls themselves remade by the bitter fury emanating from the Sons of Horus survivors. Some of them ruled the Neverborn within their bodies. Others were almost entirely lost to daemonic possession.

			‘Control them,’ I warned Falkus when he brought them aboard. I did not add any warning beyond the obvious: I could unmake any of them if I chose.

			To be Secondborn is never a matter one can reduce to terms of black and white. Like everything touched by the warp, it is a continuum. Many hosts die within the first few weeks of their rebirth as their physical forms wither under the suffering inflicted upon their bodies, while others are subsumed by the daemon’s emergent consciousness. Even if the host survives the first changes, the final being cannot be predicted. A Secondborn might be the result of both consciousnesses sharing the same body at all times, or the daemon’s presence may only awaken in times of battle and high emotion.

			Falkus was one of the latter breed. His inner strength allowed for no other endgame. Not all of his warriors shared that fate, however, and even among those who did, the first few months comprised a period of severe unrest aboard the Tlaloc. The Sons of Horus hunted through the ship’s tunnels, screaming and massacring in the hunger for whatever prey had captured their metaphysical imagination that night. The eyes of a woman who had never walked on the soil of a world, the blood of a man who had killed his brother, the bones of someone who had never seen the stars... Their cravings made little sense to the uninitiated, but one cannot question the needs of daemons. They are fuelled by things of the strangest significance.

			My Rubricae guarded the ship’s most populous districts, and the Anamnesis summoned several cohorts of the Syntagma to watch over the Core. Beyond that, we trusted Falkus to work through the Time of Change without causing too much damage.

			Several of his men died during the journey. Some succumbed to the expected physical consumption. My Rubricae killed one when the warrior ran in a mindless massacre through a heavily populated region, and Nefertari killed three of the others when they made the moronic decision to consider her as prey. She brought me their tusked helms as evidence.

			‘I can see why the Governess kept them sedated,’ Lheor remarked as we discussed it. He considered the Secondborn as a pleasant distraction, in favour of their strength and sanguine about their lack of self-control. Many of the Nine Legions considered such union to be sacred in some way, or a sign of worthiness in the eyes of the Gods. The faithless members of the Legions, of which there are many, aren’t blind to the strengths offered by daemonic communion. To survive possession is to emerge with immense strength at the end of the torturous bond. 

			‘The only difference between them and us is that their daemons are literal,’ Lheor said. ‘They don’t pine over burned home worlds or lose themselves to pain engines latching on to their brain meat.’ Here he paused, tapping his dirty, armoured fingertips on his metal teeth. ‘Falkus is still Falkus, no matter what else is in his body.’ 

			He’d fought with Secondborn before. If they needed time to adjust and contain the changes wracking their new forms, he wanted to allow it.

			‘You can always replace humans,’ he added, referring to the butchered crew.

			Ashur-Kai looked upon the Secondborn as a plague. His objections weren’t founded on any delusions of Falkus’s corruption, but because the White Seer was not the kind of soul who enjoyed unreliable, unstable allies. He had always despised Lheor for the same reason.

			‘Tokugra has spoken ill of them,’ the albino said to me during one of our rare exchanges on the subject of the Secondborn. I thought of Ashur-Kai’s raven familiar– an irritating, babbling thing that did nothing but roost in my brother’s chambers and caw meaningless rhymes.

			I did not care what Tokugra had said of Falkus. I never cared what Tokugra said about anything.

			When the Secondborn were loose and acting upon their predator instincts, they were at least predictable. Soon enough Falkus ceased responding to vox hails. When I reached for him with my senses, I met nothing but fluctuating spite and rage. Whatever internal war wracked him, it was now being fought in earnest.

			‘Leave them alone,’ Ashur-Kai advised. ‘For now, at least.’ I heeded that advice.

			‘Did you sense the kinship between the daemons riding inside their skins? They felt like mirrored reflections of one another.’

			Ashur-Kai confessed that he had sensed no such thing, nor did the possibility interest him as it did me. His talents in manipulating daemonkind had always been erratic at best.

			‘I don’t see how it matters,’ he pointed out. ‘Even the possibility is hardly tantalising.’

			‘I am a curious soul,’ I replied.

			‘A trait our Legion used to consider a virtue. And look what happened.’ He gave a rare, thin-lipped smile, and we let the matter lie. 

			During the journey, Nefertari was ever my shadow. Ashur-Kai was long used to her presence at my side, but Lheorvine and his World Eaters found her nearness discomfiting at best and grating at worst. She never missed an opportunity to bait Lheor into a spitting match of exchanged insults, who in turn never resisted the urge to answer back.

			‘Wasn’t it our charge to cleanse the galaxy from the imperfection of alien life?’ he asked me one day on the bridge. As usual, he said such things in front of Nefertari, seeking to work away at her temper.

			‘Our charge was also to serve the Emperor, in a reality where daemons were myths and gods were legends. Things change, Lheor. I take my allies wherever I can find them.’

			‘What do you even need her for? Eldar are weak. There’s a reason we broke their backs in the Great Crusade, eh?’

			None of us saw her move. Even with our heightened senses, Nefertari was that fast. The whip took Lheor around the throat, coiling with a lashing crack and pulling him from his feet in a sharp jerk. One moment he stood before me. The next he was on his hands and knees before my throne.

			‘Alien... witch...’ he breathed, struggling to rise back to his feet.

			I looked at her. ‘That was unnecessary, Nefertari.’

			She walked forwards, her sculpted armour plating not humming like Imperial power armour, but purring with the softer, exotic false-muscles of xenos technology. Her head was bare that night, showing her porcelain features lined with unhealthily stark veins, and framed by a tumble of hair the same shade as night itself. She was beautiful the way a statue can be beautiful, revolting the way all aliens are revolting.

			Her reply came in her heavily accented eldar dialect, all clipped edges and clicks of her tongue.

			‘I do not like this one. I have watched him. I have tolerated him. And now I want to taste his pain.’ 

			I watched for any sign Lheor understood her language but saw no flicker of comprehension in his eyes. He was already shivering with the pain of his cerebral implants flooding adrenaline through his bloodstream. Looking into his mind was like trying to see beneath an ocean’s surface. His thoughts were shrouded by artificially heightened rage.

			‘Hold your ground,’ I said to him. 

			‘Witch,’ he cursed her. But he obeyed. I respected him even more in that moment. To resist his killing urge showed incredible self-control. Perhaps it was nothing more than survival instinct, knowing I could kill him before he even touched the alien, but I chose to believe otherwise. 

			With a growl, Lheor pulled the coiled whip from around his throat and tossed it onto the deck.

			‘Why do you keep that creature by your side?’

			‘Because she is my bloodward.’ Which was true, but not the whole truth. 

			‘She is a filthy alien born of a dying breed. The daughter of a dead empire.’

			The daughter of a dead empire. That was poetic, for one of Lheor’s Legion. 

			Nefertari spoke in her alien tongue once more, replying to Lheor’s words. She called him a blind fool enslaved to a hateful deity that grew fat on mindless violence inflicted by stupid, ignorant souls. She said he was the corrupt legacy of a deluded emperor’s dream to create the perfect being, only to realise the end result was a million idiot children clad in the armour of godlings. She said she saw the death of sanity in his mutilated brain, knowing that one day there would be nothing left of him beyond a drooling husk screaming in blood-soaked worship to an uncaring god. She called him the excrement that runs through the primal gutters of the Dark City, where mutants and monsters empty the sludge of their poisoned bowels.

			This went on for almost a minute. When Nefertari finally fell silent, Lheor looked back at me.

			‘What did she just say?’

			‘She said she was sorry for striking you.’

			Lheor looked at us both once again, confusion etched upon his features. His sudden laughter rang out across the command deck like a gunshot.

			‘Fine, then. Let her stay. Just tell me why she’s here.’ He meant the Great Eye, not the Tlaloc. ‘She’s in more danger than any of her race, this close to the Youngest God.’

			She answered for herself. ‘I am here because this is the one place where my kindred will never follow.’

			‘So you’re guilty of something, eh? Some heinous sin in your past?’

			‘You will never know.’ And with those words, against all expectation, she smiled with silken, unlovely beauty.

			Strangely, the one warrior aboard that took deepest pleasure in Nefertari’s company was Ugrivian, Lheor’s sergeant. He and my bloodward duelled for hours each onboard dawn, matching chainaxe against crystal-clawed gauntlets, as well as whatever other weapons caught their eyes that particular day. I often watched them, sat on metal crates of ammunition with Gyre at my side, enjoying the viciousness of their running battles. 

			Their fights were always to first blood. Nefertari held back– if she had not, then Ugrivian would never have survived the first duel– but what interested me most was that the World Eater seemed to be restraining himself, as well. He was using her not just to test his skills but to test his ability to master the cranial bite of implants forever spiking his aggression. He didn’t regard the Butcher’s Nails as a flaw to be overcome, for they flooded his bloodstream with pleasure and strength whenever he went into battle. Yet nor was he content to simply let the Nails influence his mind unchecked. Ugrivian, unlike many of his brethren, approached the implants from a more philosophical standpoint, seeking to understand the perfect point between how they altered his physiology over time, against the notion that he was effectively controlled by them. Where, he asked me, was the border between neurological enhancement and the depletion of his personality in favour of war-lust?

			I was captivated by the fact he even asked the question. Such introspection wasn’t uncommon among the warrior-scholars of the Legiones Astartes, but it rarely found root in the XII Legion. 

			During Ugrivian’s duels with Nefertari, in moments of highest emotion and boiling adrenaline, the air shimmered around them with the threat of unformed spirits, weakling Neverborn feeding from their feelings without quite gaining the strength to manifest. Seeing those shades out of the corner of your eyes was merely part of life in the Eye, but Nefertari and the World Eater drew more spiritual attention than most of us.

			Such creatures avoided me. Gyre’s presence saw to that. The Neverborn sensed an apex predator in her and never manifested too near, no matter how bright my soulfire burned. The Syntagma was more than capable of purging our decks of the daemons that sought to claim the lives of my crew, and our long-roaming hunts through the Tlaloc’s bowels saw to the rest. 

			In the past, Nefertari, Gyre and I had hunted with Djedhor and Mekhari. Now Lheor joined us over the course of the journey to the Eleusinian Veil. The Neverborn we encountered were endemic of life in the Eye, and always of a more powerful breed than the weaklings spawned from momentary acts of emotion. These were daemons born from the reflection of a knife that claimed a dozen lives, or the sorrow of an entire mutant bloodline devastated by disease. Wherever suffering is rife, the Neverborn will appear. No ship in the Eye, no matter how well it is run, is free of such hauntings. Most warbands encourage them. It is a fine way to make strong, Eyeborn allies, or add glorious deeds to a warband’s roll of honour.

			One of our hunts resulted in cornering a particularly rancid creature of fatty, infected flesh, attached to the walls in one of the waste-reprocessing chambers. It was glued by sweat and sticky skin to the half-melted walls, quivering in rapture as it feasted upon the pain of a nearby mutant clan ravaged by plague. The tribe’s funerary priests were dumping the bodies of their plague-slain kin into the waste grinder-filter engines, moronically spreading the disease even further through their subdistrict. After I executed the clan-lords for not incinerating their dead as tradition demanded, we moved on to face the daemon their ignorance had created.

			The shivering mass of flesh clung high upon the veined, warped wall. Its many eyes moved across its boneless body like drifting sunspots. Mouths formed from the fleshy bulk, clacking together malformed teeth in mimicry of speech. The thing was the size of a Land Raider. 

			‘Stay back from it,’ I warned the others.

			It recognised me. At least, it recognised what I was capable of, for it greeted me with a pulse of bloated, lazy fear. It was too well fed to even flee. 

			Sorcerer, it sent. Its silent voice was sickly and greasy. I will serve. Yes, yes. I will serve. Do not break me, I beg. No, no. Bind me. I will serve.

			I tried to consider what this amoebic creature was capable of. What possible use could it be to me? It could alter reality like any of its kind, and perhaps better than many of them. But I could do that myself, and I held my bound Neverborn to exacting standards. I did not collect them at random like a nameless army. I preferred to pursue less common and more esoteric examples.

			I will serve, the thing insisted.

			I have yet to meet a daemon worthy of binding that actually wishes to be bound. Only the weakest of your kind give their freedom away to avoid destruction.

			But I will serve! It strained to project some vitality into its queasy voice. I will serve! 

			‘You want me to shoot it?’ asked Lheor, looking up at the thing. He was deaf to its psychic promises.

			‘No, thank you.’ I reached out with my senses, gripping its bubbling, gelatinous edges in an invisible grip. The daemon renewed its quivering. Several orifices opened on its front, vomiting black sludge as some kind of defence mechanism. The ooze slopped onto the deck some way ahead of us. We weren’t foolish enough to stand directly beneath it. 

			No! it squealed, desperately porcine. Master! I beg! 

			I pulled. The thing came free with a disgusting sound of suction, leaving a bloody smear in its wake. Its entire underside was speckled with opening and closing sphincters, seeking to grip on to something, anything.

			‘Ugly bastard,’ Lheor noted. He wasn’t wrong.

			‘Nefertari,’ I said. ‘This one is yours.’

			She cast an amused smirk at Lheor before leaping up, taking to the air with a single beat of her wings. She’d seen the creature vomiting its poison bile and knew to be careful. I didn’t need to warn her.

			My bloodward was a black spear cast from my hand, shooting skywards with a wild cry. Such was her speed that all I saw of her weapons was a flash of red from the extending crystal claws. 

			She leapt high and struck. It was that fast. With the sound of ripping leather, the bloated creature fell in two pieces, its final psychic shriek echoing in my mind as the bisected daemon dissolved on the deck, melting away into a puddle of diseased slime. 

			Nefertari’s wings beat a breeze in the thick air as she floated there, a valakyr spirit above the battlefield. Wet foulness dripped from her crystal talons. Her mane of black hair stirred in the soft wind of her wings. She was divine in that moment, despite her alien coldness. I always loved her most when she killed for me. 

			Onward, we hunted. No two daemons were ever wholly alike, nor were they uniformly malign. One took the form of a robed peddler, its skin bandaged, moving from tribe to tribe in the bowels of the ship in its quest to end the lives of the mortally wounded and terminally ill. The thing would appear in a crewman’s last moments, offering to breathe in the victim’s painful last breaths and allow the soul to pass peacefully into the warp.

			Gyre destroyed that one– it called itself the Bone Collector– after a brief battle. It died a strangling death with its throat in her jaws, and the bandages unravelled to reveal a desiccated humanoid with a mouthless face on each side of its head.

			Such was life on the Tlaloc. 

			And then there was the prisoner.

			Ashur-Kai had taken several of the Emperor’s Children alive when they boarded us on the edge of the storm, and a handful were still alive– those we had not fed to Nefertari to let her feast on their torment. But only one was ‘the prisoner’.

			We kept him in isolation, bound in silver-threaded chains at his ankles and wrists, forced to kneel while leashed to the wall behind him. Four of my Rubricae stood against the opposite wall, their bolters levelled at his head. I’d left them here with orders to open fire if our captive struggled or sought to burn a way free with his acidic saliva.

			The first thing I felt from Telemachon was the crunching ache of cramps in his thigh muscles. A human would be in wailing tears at the crippling pain, but he met me with a grin. The second thing I felt was his amusement.

			‘At last,’ he said in his mellifluous voice. ‘You come to speak with me. And you brought... her.’

			Nefertari’s dark, slanted eyes glinted with the cold mirth that failed to grace her lips.

			‘Greetings,’ she said to him. ‘Slave-child of the Goddess That Thirsts.’

			Telemachon showed white teeth in the melted ruin of his face. He was plainly amused at the eldar race’s belief that the Youngest God was actually a Goddess. His handsome eyes never left the alien maiden. 

			‘My angel. My lovely angel, you know nothing of what you speak. You’ve spent a lifetime running from the Youngest God. But he loves you, sweetling. He adores you and all of your kind. I can hear him sing each time you breathe. And one day, when you leave your flesh behind, you will be his. A concubine of spirit and shadow, claimed by your true love at last.’

			If Nefertari felt any unease, she showed none of it. Ruthlessly smooth armour joints purred softly as she crouched before the prisoner, her too-white skin a match– at least in shade– for the stretched white mess of his. Grey-black wings shivered, stirring the air inside the modest chamber.

			‘We were like you once,’ she told him.

			‘I doubt that, lovely one.’

			‘But we were. We were slaves to sensation. We knew no pleasure beyond decadence that raked our nerves to the limits and beyond.’ She sounded gentle, though condescension ripened her weak aura. 

			Telemachon closed his eyes, breathing in her breath, drinking her every exhalation. Being near her was rapture.

			‘Let me touch you,’ he said, shuddering. ‘Just let me touch you once.’

			‘You would like that, wouldn’t you?’ She made to stroke her crystal-clawed fingertip down the side of his face, but no contact came. The glassy talon tip hovered a centimetre above the prisoner’s tormented flesh. He strained against his bindings, aching to lean forwards so Nefertari might lacerate his face.

			‘I can smell your soul, eldar.’ He was trembling now. ‘The Youngest God shrieks for it, crying from behind the veil.’

			She leaned even closer, close enough that I could barely hear her whisper. ‘Then let the Goddess shriek. I am not ready to die.’

			‘You live in defiance of his hunger, lovely angel... Let me taste you. Let me bleed you. Let me kill you. Please. Please. Please.’

			Nefertari rose in a silken motion, pacing back to me. ‘Your plan will work,’ she said, not even looking back at the shivering Telemachon. 

			Composure snapped back across the prisoner’s features, but the air was pregnant with his thwarted need. He didn’t just hunger for Nefertari, he yearned for her. The strength of his denied cravings emanated from him in a queasy halo.

			‘What plan?’ he asked.

			I crouched before him just as Nefertari had, and this time there was no gentle rustle of feathered wings but a servo-born snarl of ancient armour joints. 

			‘Were you at Lupercalios?’ I asked him.

			He grinned with what remained of his mouth. ‘Thousands upon thousands descended upon the Monument– warriors from my Legion, from yours, from all Nine. Even warbands from the Sons of Horus turned on their kindred when it came to striking the final blow.’

			‘Were you at Lupercalios?’ I asked again.

			‘I was. And the pickings were deliciously ripe, I promise you that.’

			‘You took Horus’s body. Tell me why.’

			‘That had nothing to do with me. That was Lord Fabius and his laboratory ilk, ranting about the promise of cloning. My warband goes nowhere near their domain, and we share none of their passion for genetic perversion.’

			All true, so far. Honesty radiated from his sensation-bleached brain. One more question, though. The one that really mattered.

			‘Why did you abandon my forces on Terra?’

			The smile became a wet, burbling chuckle. ‘That old wound still hasn’t healed, “brother”?’

			Had it? I believed it had. No burning craving for revenge drove me, I merely wanted to know why it had happened. Just that, and nothing more. Were the Emperor’s Children truly so lost to their hunger for sensation even then? Had they sacrificed the battle at the Emperor’s Palace purely to slake their sick lusts on the undefended population?

			‘Your battle company was supposed to support mine,’ I said. ‘When you left us without reinforcement, I lost thirty-three men to Blood Angels guns in the Hall of Celestial Reflection.’

			Again the grin. ‘We had other objectives. There was more to Terra than the Imperial Palace, my dear Tizcan. So much more. All that flesh, all that blood. All those screams. Look how many slaves the Third Legion brought with them into the Eye’s tides. Our holds were full of man-flesh, and our foresight has served us well in the years since.’

			I said nothing.

			‘And what did those thirty-three deaths even matter?’ Telemachon pressed. ‘They’d have fallen to Ahriman’s Curse a handful of years later, anyway. They were dead men walking, whether my forces aided you or not. At least they died fighting, rather than to a traitor’s black magic.’

			I still said nothing. I wasn’t looking at him, I was looking within him.

			‘Nobody clings to the past like a Tizcan.’ When he said those words, they carried the resonance of old slang.

			‘You are mistaking my intent,’ I finally said. ‘I merely wished to look you in the eyes while I told you of my brothers.’

			‘Why?’

			‘To see the truth of your heart, Telemachon, and to judge you by it. If you were truly without remorse at your Legion’s actions, then you would earn execution.’ I reached to tap the battleaxe bound to my back. ‘If you had looked into my eyes without any shame, then I would take your ruined head with this stolen weapon.’

			His sharp laugh was closer to a snarl. ‘Kill me, then.’

			‘Have you forgotten that I can read the lies behind your eyes, son of Fulgrim? I will not execute you. I will remake you.’

			Again the melted grin. ‘I would keep mutilation honestly earned over the healing touch of a sorcerer.’

			I watched him through the Art, seeing not flesh and bone but the interconnected cartography of nerve and sensation in his mind. The unseen touch of the Youngest God was visible now, showing itself in the neural cobweb of feelings and emotions within his brain meat. What he enjoyed. What he could no longer enjoy. How every sensory experience was wired into its own revelation of pleasure. How rendering someone helpless before him was enough to leave his fingers trembling with rapture. How an enemy’s final breath was the sweetest scent, and blood from a foe’s final heartbeat was the finest wine.

			I watched his brain’s synapses fire and fade, each one a beacon guiding me along the pathways of how his mind worked.

			At last I closed my eyes. When I opened them again I was looking at him with my first sense, not my sixth.

			My gloved fingers rested upon the ruin of his face with deceitful gentleness. He grunted at the first whipcrack of pain behind his eyes.

			‘I don’t want your healing, Khayon.’

			‘I did not say I was going to heal you, Telemachon. I said I was going to remake you.’

			Nefertari crouched next to me, her feathered wings folding tight to her body, smelling of night itself. She wanted to be close. She wanted to taste what was coming next.

			I closed my eyes again, and with the prisoner’s nervous system as my canvas, I began to redraw the cartography of his life.

			He never screamed, I will grant him that. He never screamed.
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WEBWAY

			Reaching the Eleusinian Veil meant passing through the Radiant Worlds. Only a fool would take his ship directly into them and face the destructive waves of the phenomenon we called the Firetide, but fortunately there was another possibility. We would not sail through that region of psychic flame. We would cut past it. To do so we would need to drift into the webway.

			Kingdoms fall. Empires die. It is the way of things. We now look upon the declining eldar as one of the galaxy’s most ancient species, yet they were nothing more than slave children to the First Race, known to us now as the Old Ones. 

			Of the Old Ones, we know almost nothing. Their blood was cold, their skin scaled, and all else remains myth and mystery. Their ambition, influence and power are beyond the minds of anyone still living. All we know for certain is that they understood the nature of the warp millennia before most species were even born, and knew its threat better than any of us can comprehend even now.

			We call it the underworld and the Sea of Souls, but this is ignorant human poetry grafted onto cold metaphysical truth. The empyrean is made of souls the way texts from the Dark Age of Technology tell us water is made of three atoms: one of oxygen and two of hydrogen. 

			Aetheria, ectoplasma, the fifth element. Call it what you will, we are speaking of the very material substance of souls. The warp is not a realm where souls go to dwell. It is a realm made entirely from soul-matter. Souls do not exist within the warp– they are the warp.

			The Old Ones knew this. They knew it and rose above its damning touch with the creation of a method of galactic travel that bypassed any need to sail through the underworld. Even my father Magnus the Red knew little of it, and named it the Labyrinthine Dimension. To those of us aware of its existence now, including the eldar, who still make great use of it, it is more commonly called the webway. 

			Behind reality and unreality alike, this dimension of hidden avenues stretches across our galaxy. On one planet it may be nothing more than a portal that opens on one landmass and leads to another, large enough for one man to pass through. Elsewhere, in the darkness where no stars shine, entire eldar fleets and craftworlds sail through its unseen reaches. Here is where hundreds of thousands of otherwise doomed eldar took shelter from the Youngest God’s genesis and the death of their empire. Commorragh, the Dark City of Nefertari’s birth, is the greatest alien port within its depths, but not the only one. 

			Time and endless war have not been kind to the webway. Daemons flood whole regions of its maze-like passages, and what was once a galaxy-spanning construct of inconceivable vision is now a hollow shell of its former majesty. So much of it is silent, cold and forgotten. The rest is largely unmapped by human hands, and its billion gates go unnoticed by human senses. It is not a realm for our kind.

			Those of us in the Empire of the Eye see more of its legacy than any Imperial. It exists within our realm just as stone ruins of bygone civilisations may linger on any primitive Imperial world. Entrances into the broken labyrinth exist just out of sight, or show at the edges of our perceptions. On daemon-claimed worlds and in deep Eyespace alike, those of us with keen enough senses will feel these holes in our warped reality. Sometimes it is something as shadow-shrouded and darkly majestic as a rift in space– vast enough to allow a whole fleet through– showing the tenebrous image of an alien planetscape suspended in nothingness. Other portals are as simple and small as an arched wraithbone doorway, buried beneath a planet’s surface. There is no unity to the webway’s entrances and exits.

			As you would expect, most of the webway’s pathways inside the Great Eye’s borders are worthless and shattered from the Youngest God’s devastating birth-scream. Functional or broken, most of those that remain are flooded with Neverborn seeking a way deeper into real space, hungering for the blood and souls on offer aboard eldar craftworlds. Only a rare few are considered viable avenues through our purgatorial domain, and even these lost routes are rarely sailed. Some are simply unnecessary– it is a crumbling remnant of a network, after all– offering passage from nowhere of relevance to nowhere of use. 

			Those that still function cleanly– the truly useful pathways– are some of the Eye’s most unquestionably valuable secrets. Individuals among the Nine Legions who manage to compile even fragmentary maps of worthwhile webway portals can name any price for their knowledge, and hundreds of warbands will willingly pay. 

			I learned of the Avernus Breach almost a century before, and the price of that knowledge was six years of service to an VIII Legion warband led by a warrior named Dhar’leth Rul. My services always came at a high price in Mechanicum artefact-automatons, but certain other offers were too precious to pass up. 

			Six years of binding daemons and destroying Dhar’leth’s enemies. Six years of my Rubricae serving in brutal raids against other warships, all to learn the location of a single reliable webway path.

			It was worth it. I now knew of several dozen still-functional thoroughfares within the Eye, and while I doubted I had the most complete map of any warrior among the Nine Legions, what I did possess was valuable beyond reckoning.

			There is no artificial marker or ancient gate denoting most entrances to the webway. We took the Tlaloc to a region of space that seemed no different from the rest of the Eye’s chaotic tides, drifting through the chromosphere of a cooling, dying white sun. There, in the shadow cast by the world’s pulsing core, we sailed from the Eye into... Elsewhere.

			Blackness enveloped us. The occulus showed not the black of the deep void, but the black of colourless, starless nothing. When I reached beyond the hull, I sensed only empty endlessness. It was a sensation I’d not felt anywhere else in the galaxy. Even deep space thrummed with the half-alive residue of starbirth and the quiet thoughts of distant mortals. This was the antithesis of life, of matter, of anything at all. We sailed outside reality and unreality alike.

			The engines flared hot, propelling us through absolute blackness. We felt becalmed, going nowhere at all. The Anamnesis assured us the Tlaloc was sailing ahead, and with our senses shrouded and our instruments mute, it was her word against the evidence of our eyes.

			The bridge crew were unsettled, with tempers flaring and blood being shed between mutants and humans over insignificant disagreements. These creatures were used to living in a nightmare where daemons might prey upon them without warning, but the Old Ones’ broken webway was too much for their senses to easily endure. The absolute nothingness of this section was sensory deprivation on a ship-wide scale. When I slept, I did not dream of wolves. I dreamed of nothing at all, waking after a couple of hours each time no more rested than I had been before.

			‘Was it like this the last time you sailed through?’ asked Telemachon. His handsome face mask, repaired by my armament priests, shone polished silver in the pale light of the command deck. He had a habit of resting his gauntleted hands on the pommels of the two swords sheathed at his hips. These he wore slung low, almost like a vain human gunslinger– a posturing fact that surprised none of us.

			I kept staring out at the infinite blackness. ‘Exactly the same. This is the only stretch of the webway I have ever seen that is truly, wholly empty.’

			‘What’s in the others?’

			‘Death,’ Nefertari answered for me, from where she stood by my throne. ‘Things that broke free from other realms and realities. Things even the Neverborn fear.’

			Telemachon, who stood casually on the dais’s stairs, kept his gaze on the occulus. His voice was contemplative.

			‘I’ve never seen the Radiant Worlds. Are the stories true?’

			‘There are many stories,’ said Nefertari. ‘The truth depends on which tales you listen to.’

			‘How foolish of me to expect a straight answer on this ship.’

			Nefertari’s reply was a soft laugh. Telemachon’s hunger for her was still a palpable thing, an aura that invisibly stained the air around him. He was imagining the salty richness of her blood on his tongue, and the thought made him shiver.

			‘Eldar blood does not taste of salt,’ I said to him.

			He growled behind the face mask, though the gentility of his voice made it sound closer to a murderous purr.

			‘I don’t like you reading my thoughts,’ he told me. 

			‘What a shame. I am sure you will get used to it.’

			Nefertari, who was much less impressed than us by the endless black on display, smiled at our petty bickering. 

			‘I am going to duel Ugrivian,’ she announced as she left the dais. Telemachon watched her leave, and in turn Gyre watched Telemachon.

			I want her, came the swordsman’s wish, as clear as if he’d spoken it aloud. He did not send the words to me, but his murderous desire was fierce enough that I couldn’t help but sense his thoughts.

			Gyre heard them as well. My wolf’s growl was a truer, lower snarl than that which had left the swordsman’s throat.

			Telemachon turned his helm to face the daemon, staring at her with silver-featured serenity. 

			‘Silence, dog. No one asked your opinion.’

			One of the bridge crew, a bestial mutant from Sortiarius’s clan-herds, approached me with the requisite three bows. The slave’s head was a thing of elongated, equine goatishness, and not made for careful speech. With his lolling, spotted tongue and the shape of his jaws, he couldn’t show his disapproval with any human expression. Instead, he gave a grunting bray, and shook saliva from his distended maw.

			‘Lord Khayon.’ The words left his feral face with a sound somewhere between a goat’s bray and an ursine snarl. A stringy stalactite of saliva roped down from his chin, spattering onto the deck.

			I gestured permission. ‘Speak.’

			‘How long in the Dark?’ His voice was a snarl through crooked, spit-wet teeth.

			I sat forwards, casting a brief glance over at the platform where the usual gathering of ragged humans, servitors and beast-mutants pored over the scanning consoles. They were watching us both with unusual focus, slipping glances our way. The silent, endless black was unnerving them. I could feel their unease, not quite rich enough to be fear.

			‘Trust the Anamnesis, Tzah’q.’

			The creature lowered his horned head in submission. He was clad in piecemeal armour of flak-plate over primitive chainmail, a clash of wargear looted from an officer of the Imperial Guard and tattered Iron Era protection for the tribal duels fought by our slave caste in the ship’s bowels. The mutant carried no sidearm as a Naval officer would; instead a battered lasrifle with an aiming spotlight was slung over one shoulder. More than one bridge thrall had felt the crunch of that rifle butt in the face over the decades. Tzah’q was an effective enforcer and veteran overseer. The grey fur of his face and clawed hands was frosted with ever more white, year after year. He was as worried as the others but showed no sign of his fears. Bestial eyes glared at the rest of the crew with the same animal challenge as ever. My reliable overseer. 

			‘Trust in the Queen of Ghosts. Hnnh. A true truth.’

			The Queen of Ghosts. The beast-mutant herds had the most entertaining beliefs. Their kind was barred from setting foot in the Core, and to them the Anamnesis was the goddess of the ship, always to be obeyed and appeased through worship. When they fought in the pits, they would sacrifice the hearts of their enemies to her. On nights given over to their tribal rituals, they sometimes sacrificed their young.

			‘Trust her,’ I repeated. 

			‘Trust, yes, but...’ 

			Gyre growled at his defiance. Tzah’q bared his teeth right back at her.

			Cease that, both of you. 

			Tzah’q bowed the traditional three times and turned away. Several of the other crew still cast their furtive glances towards us. I cleared my throat to catch the mutant’s attention.

			‘Why do I sense this... unease... in your thoughts, old one?’

			Tzah’q hesitated, flinching as if struck. ‘I not know, Lord Khayon.’

			‘Come here.’

			He walked back to me, iron-shod hooves clanking on the deck. ‘Your wish, Lord Khayon?’ 

			‘Look at me, Tzah’q.’

			More heads were beginning to turn towards us now, some sibilant hunger spicing their thoughts. Curious, curious.

			Few slaves ever made direct eye contact with either Ashur-Kai or myself, and Tzah’q was no different despite his rank above the others. The mutant lifted his monstrous head, cautiously regarding me with bulbous black eyes, one of which was hidden beneath the plastek lens of a targeting monocle. His bladed horns of dirty ivory gave him enough height to stand as tall as me, had I been out of my throne.

			There. The source of his recent unrest: a wispy whiteness just beginning in the black orb of his right eye. A cataract forming.

			‘Your vision is fading with age, Tzah’q. Is it not?’

			He bared his tombstone teeth in an instinctive growl, not at me but at the rest of the command deck. An unsubtle tide of mocking viciousness drifted from the nearest mutants. Several of them showed their teeth in amused snarls of their own.

			Attend to your duties, I sent into the mind of every living being on the bridge. The psychic compulsion overloaded the limited minds of several servitors, who either stood slackly by their consoles, or slouched and groaned wordlessly in their duty cradles, in need of a tech-adept’s ministrations. There would soon be another lecture from Ashur-Kai about my careless use of power.

			Tzah’q turned back to me, his thoughts flickering with images of bleeding fur and knives in the dark. I had shamed him with my words, giving voice to his weakness before many of the very creatures he would fight in the clan-warrior pits. Given the numbers of his kindred who had endured their overseer’s beatings over the years, many would now strike back in the aftermath of this public shaming. 

			He snapped his bestial jaws in defiance, careful not to spit his anger towards me. Sortiarius bred loyal, cunning slaves.

			I ordered him to his knees. Backwards-jointed legs made the task a trial, and his old bones didn’t help. This close to him, it was much easier to see the hundreds of scars crisscrossing his fur in lines where the hair grew back a lighter shade. Wounds on forearms, biceps, chest, throat, face, hands... all on the front. Tzah’q always faced his enemies. That was a crude courage that Lheor would admire, I was sure.

			Sealing and salving wounds is no effort at all. You merely encourage the flesh to perform its natural function– scabs form, scars heal closed, and so on. But to reverse time’s erosion of flesh and blood and bone? That takes more skill in the Art than many will ever master. 

			Imperial rejuvenat treatments mix chemical lore and surgical expertise, but still do not reach the Art’s heights. They only emulate its lesser effects. Physicians and haemators will engineer simple genetic deception, through cloned flesh, synthesised blood, or extracting the subject’s own blood and altering its nature through techniques of replenishment and enrichment. 

			The warp alone allows the remaking of flesh itself. But you must trust it, once you breathe it into the bloodstream. Its mutagenic touch is not always as kind as one hopes. As I have said before, in the Great Eye we all wear our sins on our skin.

			My gloved fingertips brushed Tzah’q’s forehead. I had no need to touch him, but the slave caste requires certain theatrics. And as with any display of authority, the trick lies in making power seem effortless to those who serve.

			‘Rise,’ I said a moment later, withdrawing my touch. ‘Rise and return to your duties.’

			He opened his bulbous eyes. Both black. Both clean, clear black. One goatish ear twitched. He brayed beneath his rancid breath, just like the beast that made up much of his genetic core.

			‘Grateful, Lord Khayon.’

			‘I know. Go.’

			He was far too useful to lose in a simple fight among his tribe. His kindred backed away from his approach or hunched over their consoles, threatened by his sudden vigour and the aura of my favour. Even his fur was darker, the frosting of white darkened back to grey. One of the taller, stronger males risked a barking bray at Tzah’q’s return, and was rewarded with a rifle butt to the cheek. He lowered his horns in submission and took his bloody face back to his duties. A challenge that would wait for another night.

			‘Awaken the vox-link to the tertiary crew district.’

			‘Awakening,’ said the Anamnesis over the bridge-wide speakers. At the sound of her voice, several of the beast-mutants ritually touched talismans of bone or dried skin on the cords around their furred throats. 

			‘Failing,’ she said. ‘Failing. Failing. Failed.’

			No reply from Falkus and his brethren. But of course.

			I leaned back in the throne of red iron and sculpted bone, watching the occulus reveal the endless offering of nothingness. At my feet, Gyre snarled softly, her white eyes watching as I stroked the unpowered blade of my force axe.

			What are you thinking, Gyre?

			No Neverborn has ever returned unscathed from the Radiant Worlds.

			Her words made me smile. We will sail past them, you have my word.

			Her pearly gaze drifted from the axe to the cobalt armour I wore. Your soulfire burns brighter, master. I see the axe melting in your fists, and your armour charred black.

			I ran my gloved thumb along Saern’s edge, soothed by the smooth scraping sound. At the time, I believed her words were nothing more than the inhuman vicissitudes of how she perceived the world around her. Unable to see mundane detail, forever staring at creation with a daemon’s twisted senses, seeing significance in all things, deserving or otherwise.

			She was still looking at me. 

			Your soulfire will soon burn bright enough to make the Neverborn kneel. 

			You sound like Tokugra.

			My wolf snapped her jaws at my teasing mockery. Laugh all you wish, master. But I see you in scorched armour, kneeling before another.

			‘I am done with kneeling,’ I said the words aloud, feeling them slip from my lips and regretting the lapse as bestial heads turned to me from across the deck. The Emperor is dead and my father is damned. And I will never kneel again.

			So defiant. So certain. So ignorant. The pride of those who have nothing worth fighting for. 

			When we emerged from the nothingness of the Avernus Breach, we sailed straight into a sky full of fire. One moment there was stillness and empty darkness, the next we were gliding through Eyespace as the void burned with golden light. Brightness scored itself across my retinas in a blur of pain. Mutants and humans alike recoiled from the sudden acidic light. We’d plunged back out of the webway into a region of the Eye scorched by the Emperor’s Astronomican. 

			‘Close the occulus!’ Ashur-Kai called down from his observation platform. The layered armour plating spiralled closed over the viewscreen before any of the crew could obey.

			‘Occulus sealed,’ said the Anamnesis across the bridge vox. We had several seconds of respite, before the ship lurched beneath us, brutally enough to hurl half of the strategium’s crew to the deck. Lheor crashed down the central dais’s stairs, smashing into a pack of helpless servitors and breaking the Gods alone knew how many of the slaves’ bones. Telemachon had drawn both blades, keeping his balance only by plunging them into the floor to grip and keep steady.

			The Firetide? Ashur-Kai pulsed to me as he picked himself up off the deck.

			‘Collision,’ crackled the Anamnesis in a spurt of corrupt vox. ‘Hull temperature increasing.’ 

			Shields! I sent to her, to everyone on the command deck. Shields!

			‘Void shields somnolent. Hull temperature increasing.’ 

			The Tlaloc gave another savage heave, throwing more of us from our feet in a tide of ceramite and flesh against the durasteel deck. Thunder echoed through the ship.

			‘Collision,’ the Anamnesis said again, still utterly calm. ‘Hull temperature increasing.’

			The ship started to roll, sending bodies skidding along the deck as the gravitic stabilisers fought to keep up. The Tlaloc groaned in an unwelcome singsong of straining metal bones.

			The Astronomican is tearing us apart! Ashur-Kai’s sending was as desperate as I’d ever heard him.

			It cannot be. We are past the Firetide.

			I reached outside the ship, casting my senses far and wide. It hurt, for pushing my mind into the psychic fire was no different from plunging your hand into boiling water. Past the shrieking song of the Eternal Choir ringing within my skull was a feral consciousness, vast and inhuman, drowning in madness and pain and panic. It clung to the Tlaloc, holding on to us as it dissolved in the Emperor’s Light. Torment projected in a stream from a mind drowning in liquid agony.

			THE LIGHT THE FIRE THE BURNING THE FIRE THE LIGHT BLIND THE BURNING

			The ship gave another heave, sending yet more crew to the deck. Alarms howled across the bridge as hololithic damage reports streamed across my retinal display. It wasn’t just hull strain now – whole sections of the spinal battlements were being broken away. Whatever was out there, it was breaking the Tlaloc’s back.

			Something has us in its grip, I sent to the Anamnesis. Kill it.

			That’s when the thing roared. If its grip had shaken the ship, its roar sent violent shudders coursing through every iota of the Tlaloc’s bones, bursting the crew’s eardrums across the lower decks where the creature’s cry echoed loudest.

			A more familiar tremor buried itself in the shaking as the Anamnesis fired the broadsides on both sides of the hull. Entire weapon decks spat their anger into the golden void. Fresh pain flavoured the creature’s silent screams, and its draconic roar rang out again, loud enough to shatter several console monitors.

			‘Hull temperature increasing,’ the Anamnesis said with infuriating calm.

			Kill it, Itzara!

			‘Second cannonade already priming. Firing now.’

			The occulus resolved into an image of burning, dissolving flesh wrapping the battlements in a living shroud. Pinkish skin melting in golden fire, millions of holes opening like pits of stretching sludge as the bright fire ate it alive.

			Even through the shaking of the ship coming apart, I was getting a better sense of the creature. Something vast, some daemon-dragon or void serpent, latched on to the hull in feral madness, clinging and crushing us as it died in the Astronomican’s light. Doubtless it had been fleeing for the webway, hitting the Tlaloc just as we emerged back into Eyespace. In its death-panic, it gripped us as its salvation.

			I reached for its mind once more...

			THE LIGHT THE FIRE THE LIGHT

			...and I pushed at its consciousness, shattering through its whirling thoughts to its broken brain. The Astronomican’s light, harmless to human flesh and cold iron, was incinerating the Neverborn. It was almost too easy to...

			THE LIGHT THE PAIN THE FIRE

			...break its dying mind apart. No different from putting down a wounded animal. No one could have conquered the thing if it was unwounded, but savaged by the Tlaloc’s guns and melting in psychic fire... I held its mind in my hands, and even as it was already dying, I crushed.

			It burst across the Tlaloc’s shattered battlements, blasting the ship with hissing gobbets of viscera, which still dissolved in the gold-drenched void. One final shiver rocked the Tlaloc. Then all was still.

			The sudden silence was almost deafening. Slowly, the ship righted itself. The crew regained their feet in the aftermath. It took several seconds for the omnipresent thrum of the engines to filter back into my senses. 

			Telemachon alone hadn’t lost his balance. He made no effort to help me rise. Instead he sheathed his swords, turning his serene gaze on the occulus. Outside in the gold-misted void, all seemed calm. We had emerged in the Radiant Worlds, past the Firetide where the Astronomican burned strongest and brightest.

			I breathed easier in the stillness. Gyre walked back to my side– she had been safely hidden in the shadows during the collisions. 

			Master, she sent.

			My wolf.

			‘Anamnesis, damage report.’

			‘Extensive,’ the Anamnesis replied at once. ‘Processing.’ Automated ink styluses on several consoles began to scratch out the specifics of the Tlaloc’s injuries on reams of dirty parchment. The machine-spirit’s mind at work. Lheor, who was overseeing several slaves at the auspex console, began to study the printed lore. I had no doubt there was a faster-updated stream of information playing across his eye lenses at the same time, but he was a man who craved simplicity.

			Men, women and mutants shuffled back to their posts. Telemachon was looking past me, over my shoulder.

			‘Khayon,’ he said gently, gesturing with a gauntleted hand. ‘Is that one of yours?’

			I turned to where he pointed. There, sat in placid splendour on my throne, was the ghost of a murdered god.

			The god’s face was covered by a mask of shining gold, its features wrenched into a rictus of crying torment. The expression– eyes open, mouth wide, even the parted teeth showing in detailed gold– was a man’s death-scream immortalised in holy metal. Bladed sunrays flared from the edges of the metal face, forming a crest of golden knives.

			The rest of his manifestation existed in contrast to the dark ostentation of his sacred helm. He was thin, cadaverously so, and wearing a plain toga of imperial white. His skin didn’t commit to paleness or duskiness – it seemed a caramel blend of both, perhaps born from genetics, perhaps stained by the light of a natural sun.

			I’d seen carvings of him on cave walls, scrawled by primitive men and women awaiting the coming of the Emperor. The Master of Mankind in his skeletal, ritual form as the Sun God, the Solar Priest.

			‘Men of flesh and blood and bone, sailing where fire and madness meet.’

			When he spoke, condescension laced the words, burning beneath the gentility. Yet for all its strength, it was a hesitant voice. Here was a creature unaccustomed to speech, confused by its nuances. The spirit regarded us, and its gaze fell last of all upon me. ‘A stain lies upon your soul. A blight that feigns life as a wolf.’

			‘She is a wolf,’ I replied. ‘And she is no blight.’

			‘I will remove its touch if you desire.’ 

			Gyre bared her black teeth at the spindly revenant and snapped her jaws once. Ghost. Touch me and die. 

			The thing spoke again in its unpleasantly inhuman tones. ‘A parasite clad in the flesh of the beast, suckling at the shadows of your soul. Blight. Taint. Sacrilege.’

			Gyre threw back her head and howled, issuing a challenge between the two spirits. I ran my fingers through her dark fur.

			Stay back from it.

			Yes, master.

			‘And you, spirit, will not touch my wolf.’ 

			The wraithly priest extended bone-thin fingers, gesturing to the others gathering around my throne. ‘So be it. Why are you here, men of flesh and blood and bone?’

			‘Because we choose to be,’ I replied. 

			Behind us, Tzah’q was one of several mutants snarling and braying at the enthroned figure. A pack of them were crying out in pain as they took up defensive positions. Whatever this thing was, its presence was hurting them. 

			Hold your fire, I sent to them, honestly unsure if they would obey. 

			‘Name yourself,’ said Telemachon. He hadn’t drawn his swords as he faced the thing on my throne. The question made it hesitate once more. It seemed to struggle with everything we asked, as though we spoke an unfamiliar tongue.

			‘I am what remains of the Song of Salvation.’ The spirit was breathing, which was a rare and false gesture of life among incarnated creatures. Within each inhalation, I heard the roar of faraway fire. Every exhalation resonated with the muted sounds of distant screams. 

			‘Get off our ship,’ Lheor said, ‘whatever you are.’ His heavy bolter was back in his arming chamber, but he had his axe ready in his hands.

			The Solar Priest linked his thin fingers in his lap. ‘Once you were His will, rendered in iron and flesh, sent forth to bring the galaxy to heel. I am His will rendered in silent light, sent forth to guide a billion vessels home. I am what remains of the Emperor now that His body is dead and His mind is dying. It is a death that may take an eternity, but it will come. And then I will fall silent with His final thought.’

			I could feel the ache suffered by the mutants and human crew, now. The Solar Priest’s nearness made my sinuses throb. I could feel my nose beginning to bleed.

			‘You are the Astronomican,’ I said.

			The golden mask tilted in a nod. ‘I stare into eternity and witness the dance of daemons. I sing forever into the endless night, adding my melody to the Great Game. I am Imperious, the Avatar of the Astronomican. I have come to ask you to turn back.’
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ASTRONOMICAN

			Any sailor within the void knows of the Astronomican, the so-called Ray of Hope. It is the psychic light by which millions of Navigator mutants from gene-forged bloodlines guide their vessels through the tumultuous warp. Without the Astronomican, there is no Imperium. 

			Less commonly known is its source. The Imperium at large believes the beacon is born of the Emperor Himself, but He only directs the power. He does not produce it. Beneath the Imperial Palace, where a thousand souls are shackled and sacrificed every day to the grinding machinery of the Emperor’s life-engine, the Astronomican is projected through the Hell behind reality. A psychic scream echoing through the night, giving mankind a light to sail by.

			We can see that light. Those of us within the Empire of the Eye can actually see it. The Astronomican reaches even to our purgatorial exile, and to us it is no mere mystical radiance illuminating the warp. It is pain, it is fire, and it plunges entire Neverborn worlds into war. 

			It would be a mistake to believe the Emperor’s power battles the Four Gods’ forces, here. It is not order against chaos, nor anything as crude as ‘good’ against ‘evil’. It is all psychic energy, crashing together in volatile torment.

			Most of the Radiant Worlds are uninhabitable, lost in the lethal crash of conflicting psychic energies. Armies of fire angels and flame-wrought projections wage war against everything in their path. We call this region the Firetide. What made the Avernus Breach so valuable was its path, not its destination. It cut through the systems forever bleached bare of life by the Firetide, and into the calmer Radiant Worlds beyond. These are the star systems bathed in psychic light without burning in it. 

			Entire centuries will pass without a single vessel sailing the region, for it offers little to us beyond yet another example of soul energies manifesting in ways mortals can barely control. On more than one occasion the Mechanicum has sought to use Neverborn spirits bound within arcane flesh-machinery to record the Radiant Worlds in an ever-shifting, evolving map. Such attempts have fared as poorly as you might imagine.

			The creature calling itself Imperious was another facet of the Astronomican’s power. An unconscious surge of psychic might manifest not as light, or flame, or an avenging angel– just a holy man on a pilgrimage of his own. A ghoul risen from the Emperor’s restless dreams. I confess, its gentleness unnerved me. I had expected rage and flame, not this odd echo of humanity.

			‘Why have you come?’ the creature asked. ‘Why sail in the winds of the Emperor’s chorus? There is nothing for you here. Your souls feed on conquest and thirst for blood. There is nothing to conquer within these tides. There is nothing that can bleed.’

			Across the strategium, the mutants and human crew were still recoiling, cowering, crying out in the wake of the avatar’s words. Tzah’q stood with a pack of several of his bridge enforcers, their antiquated lasrifles aimed at the ghost upon my throne. I saw blood running from his ears. He huffed bloody mucus onto the deck from his bestial snout, yet the rifle never lowered.

			Looking through Tzah’q’s senses revealed the source of his wounds. He saw an insubstantial aura of rippling light, the way the sun reflects from the surface of the ocean. Instead of the Solar Priest’s voice, he heard the screams of sacrificial psykers being fed to the Emperor’s soul engine.

			I will deal with this creature, I pulsed to the overseer. Hold your positions.

			‘You are harming my crew,’ I said to the Solar Priest. ‘These mortals cannot understand your words, and your power wounds them.’

			‘I have come as the Voice, not as the Warlord. Harm is not my intent.’

			It carried no weapons and I sensed no hatred within its mind. It felt nothing for us beyond passionless interest. We were curiosities to it, mere flickers of insubstantial life force. Its golden mask turned in a slow arc, regarding every one of us before replying.

			‘What brings you into the Emperor’s light, here on the shores of Hell?’

			‘A prophecy,’ said Lheor.

			‘Loyalty,’ I corrected him.

			Imperious stroked its fingers across my throne’s armrests, watching us with a tormented metal face. The thing’s voice grew soft and reverent. 

			‘My place is to ask you to turn back, and so I ask it once more.’

			We looked at each other, we warriors from a handful of rival Legions, not understanding the spirit’s words.

			‘Why?’ asked Telemachon. His face mask was a visage of serenity opposing the Solar Priest’s image of wracking pain. ‘What threat are we to you?’

			‘You are no threat to me, for I am simply a bridge in the Song. You are a threat to the Singer.’

			‘And if we don’t turn back?’ Lheor asked.

			‘Then the Song’s next verse will be fire and fury, not wisdom and mercy. It will come– not now, not soon, but in time and in force. The Fate you seek to engineer cannot be allowed to come to pass.’

			Ashur-Kai’s interest rippled over me, feeling almost feverish in his fascination. 

			It knows the future, Khayon. This creature is a vessel for true foresight. It must be bound!

			You cannot bind a shard of the Emperor’s power.

			We must try!

			Until that moment, I had never worried about my former master’s waning power. He had always hungered for every scrap of prophetic insight he could clutch to his chest, but that was the first time I began to doubt his own abilities to see through the mists of potential futures. He had failed to warn me of the ambush in the storm’s heart, but I had not paid much heed to that flaw. Prophecy is an unreliable art, and even those who claim to witness the future cannot agree on the path of events leading to it. With his sudden desperation, that failure was a sudden, sharper doubt.

			His own farseeing was growing ever more erratic and rare in recent years. Was he growing weaker as time passed in the Empire of the Eye? Could it be that he sought a crutch to bolster his own fading powers? 

			We drew closer, hands finding holstered weapons in the chill of the Solar Priest’s claims. Telemachon stood at my left shoulder, Lheor at my right, while Gyre prowled low to the deck, her ears flattened to her canine skull. The enthroned spectre was distracted, enraptured by something none of us could see or hear.

			‘Each of you has a verse and a chorus in the Song, sung from the throats of the Emperor’s Choir. Warnings of rising, of awakening, of murder and fire among the stars. Is this who you would be? These instruments of destruction? The Damnation of Mankind?’

			‘Mankind has already forgotten who we are,’ said Telemachon. ‘We’re exiles. Just tales to frighten children into behaving.’

			‘I ask you to turn back,’ the Solar Priest repeated. Its golden face was smeared with reflected light from the bridge’s red illume-globes.

			‘That will not be happening,’ I replied. Weapons, my brothers.

			Telemachon hefted his bolter rather than drawing his swords, It crunched to his shoulder-guard as he took aim. Lheor’s chainaxe gave a quick whine. Saern’s familiar weight was in my hand.

			Stop this aggression! Ashur-Kai pulsed. This is a creature of prophecy. We must bind it. We must learn from it.

			Irritation flooded me with the weight of yet another demand that I heed an unwritten future instead of claiming the freedom to make my own choices. Ashur-Kai. Sargon. Now this revenant.

			This is my ship, Ashur-Kai. I do not heed the whims of ghosts.

			No? His bitterness was almost a plea. Just the whims of daemons and aliens.

			I remember the Solar Priest’s eyes, above all else. A stare that should have been lifelessly metallic conveyed a wealth of emotion in cold gold. It was scared. Scared of us. Truly, it had come in a harmless guise only to be met with murder. This was no incarnation of the Emperor’s might. It was nothing more than the desperate last gasp of a dying man. The psychic soup had formed a cruel, cowardly minister to speak on the Emperor’s behalf.

			‘You would destroy us if you could,’ I challenged it, ‘but we are past the Firetide. All you can do is hurl burning Neverborn against the hull, resorting to begging when that fails. Now you appeal to our morality? You are preaching temperance to the wrong audience, shade. Why should we turn back? What awaits us here? What is it you seek to stop us doing?’

			In a slow ripple of robes, the spirit rose from my command seat. Telemachon and I held our weapons tighter in readiness. Lheor’s pistol kicked with a resounding boom, barely a half-metre from my right ear. The bolt took the revenant in the chest, blasting stained cloth and viscera against my throne. 

			No! came Ashur-Kai’s silent voice from his observation balcony above us. You bloodthirsty wretch!

			‘Sit back down,’ Lheor snarled at the spectre. The Solar Priest didn’t fall despite the hole bust open in its chest. A tremor showed in its thin fingers. Veins grew dark beneath the skin of its arms. The metal of its face began to tarnish and corrode, ageing before our eyes.

			‘You are the death of empires,’ the spirit told us as it rotted on its feet. ‘You will be the end of the Imperium. Is this what you wanted for yourselves when you first looked up to the night sky as children on your home worlds?’

			It pointed with a hand that dripped rank fluid from beneath blackening fingernails. The pristine white robes were soiled by blood and excrement, the stains appearing in slow spreads. Cracks cobwebbed across the gold face.

			‘The end of the Imperium,’ said Telemachon, musing.

			Lheor snorted. ‘A little theatrical for my tastes, but it has a pleasant ring.’

			The Solar Priest was down on his hands and knees, given over to the rot that ravaged it. A bone snapped in his thin forearm with sharp, dry splintering, casting him to the deck in a ragged heap. The reek of decay curled around us. Telemachon walked to the dying figure, resting a boot on its back.

			‘My fate is my own, little ghost, and I have no love of prophecy.’ That may have been the first thing he and I ever agreed on. He kicked the decaying priest in the side, forcing the apparition to roll onto its back. I could feel the thinness of his anger– the emotion was present, but starved of passion. Once he would have enjoyed this abuse, feeling the rush of dominating another being, but that pleasure was just one of many that I had stolen from him. He could feel little now, unless I allowed it. No finer way to collar him than to control the sensations he lived for.

			Ashur-Kai reached us at last, falling to his knees before the diminishing ghost. His red eyes were still watering from the Astronomican’s light, before we sealed the occulus.

			‘Are you crying, albino?’ Lheor laughed.

			‘Fools,’ the White Seer whispered. ‘To destroy a thing of such import... A manifestation of the Emperor Himself... Fools, all of you.’

			The Solar Priest couldn’t speak. White mist wisped from his open metal mouth. One of the cracks across his cheek split open, shedding half of the mask’s faceplate and revealing a skinless face beneath. The thing sought to stand again on shaking, stick-thin legs. Telemachon’s boot drove it back down to the deck. 

			Ashur-Kai looked ravaged. The look he gave Lheor was harrowed enough that I thought he would drag the World Eater’s soul from his body right there.

			‘Fools,’ he said again, softer yet fiercer.

			The Solar Priest collapsed, coming apart the way sand falls through loose fingers. Where it had stood lay a fluid-soaked robe and a spread of ash across the deck. Nearby mutants coughed on the dead ghost’s dust.

			None of us said anything. Had it been a weakling’s warning? A spirit’s prophecy? Or just another figure of incarnated madness among the Eye’s tides?

			It was Gyre that answered my unspoken thoughts. She padded closer to me as we stared at the spirit’s remains.

			Your soulfire burns brighter day by day, master. The Neverborn know your name, and more learn it each time you draw breath. Something is happening. A change comes. This... priest... retreated from us but It will come again. I know this. I promise it.

			I believe you, Gyre. I looked to Ashur-Kai. ‘Brother?’

			He was crouched, brushing his hand through the ashes by our boots. ‘The Astronomican is weak here, Khayon. Even projecting its image must have required immense force. And out of spite, you silenced it with a single shot fired in ignorance.’

			‘It had delivered its warning,’ I replied. Taking either side felt petty. I had not ordered Lheor to fire, yet nor did I hold the dead creature in the same reverence as the White Prophet. Both of my brothers were trying my patience– Lheor with his unreliable aggression, Ashur-Kai with his stubborn martyrdom.

			The fight went out of him as he sifted through the ashes. ‘This dust will be an invaluable reagent in my ritual work. I will harvest it, with your permission.’

			I looked at my former mentor, kneeling in the priceless dust of a dead avatar. I could sense his fury at me, that I’d been party to the destruction of a spirit potentially gifted with prophecy. Worse, I could sense his sorrow.

			‘Its remains are yours,’ I told him. ‘Use them well.’

			He did not answer.

			‘And if you can find out why it came before us...’

			Ashur-Kai sighed. ‘If you hadn’t killed it, perhaps we would already know the answer.’

			‘I did not kill it, Ashur-Kai.’

			‘You were a captain once, Sekhandur. You know the first law of leadership. If you take the credit when things go right, be prepared to take the blame when they go wrong.’

			I thought something in my expression or my aura must have discomfited him, for upon delivering that lecture, his white features froze in a stare. Only when I looked behind me did I realise what had made him uneasy. Telemachon and Lheor had remained nearby, their weapons still drawn, looking down with me at the White Seer.

			How different the ship had become in such a short time. It was no longer Ashur-Kai and myself overseeing the duties of slaves, thralls, weapon-priests and mindless Rubricae. Others stood with us– others with their own hearts, thoughts and visions. Their own agendas, creating conflicts. Balance was already strained, for we were all leaders of men. Ashur-Kai looked up at us, warriors and commanders from three Legions, and nodded at some unspoken decision.

			So be it, he said in silence. 

			Our eyes met in that moment, my former master’s and mine, and he did something he had never done before. Without another word, he gently severed the bond between us, refusing the touch of minds.

			We passed worlds burned clean of life even down to the molecular level, annihilated when the Eye of Terror first opened. We passed worlds with oceans of boiling liquid gold or clouds of impossible fire-vapour. We passed worlds where civilisations of blind things sensed our passing and shrieked at the ship with ten million weakly psychic voices. We passed worlds where the ghosts of dead eldar waged eternal war against what few daemons manifested in the Radiant Worlds, as well as against spirits that resembled men, women and Space Marines twisted almost beyond recognition. Every planet was bleached in the manifest light of the Astronomican as well as suffering the oppressive touch of the Great Eye.

			The Solar Priest’s memory haunted me. In my idle hours, I would find myself dwelling on the spectre’s words and musing on its intentions. Even here at the border of the Radiant Worlds, past the curling reaches of the Firetide, the Astronomican’s light was far from weak. Had it been a truly prophetic vision? Was it an apparition that spoke for the Emperor and the Astronomican itself, or was it simply another ghost-flicker of psychic whim, forming and disintegrating from the Eye’s turmoil with no bearing on any greater destiny?

			Few of the others shared my concerns. 

			‘Shut up,’ Lheor said to me on the bridge when I asked him. ‘What’s wrong with you? Worrying about a thousand matters over which you have no control. Who cares what it was? It’s dead now.’

			This was on the third day after our emergence from the webway. We were looking through the occulus, at the gold-misted void ahead. 

			‘Life is so simple for you. What you can kill, you kill. Any threats that you cannot overcome, you simply ignore or run from.’

			‘We call that “survival” in my Legion.’

			‘But the Solar Priest–’

			He threw up his hands. Weary resignation showed across his brutal, ruined features. ‘Tell me why you care.’

			‘Because it feels to me that the confrontation was a test. A test we failed.’

			‘Who is there to test us, out here? What was it you said to Falkus back aboard the Chosen? We live in the underworld. Ghosts and visions outnumber us by a hundred to one.’

			I hadn’t said those exact words but the sentiment was true. He was right, just as I had been right when I’d expressed similar sentiments before.

			‘If it comes back to trouble us,’ Lheor finished, ‘then we’ll kill it again. How many daemons and spirits have our warbands dealt with over the years? You’re sweating blood over a meaningless spurt of psychic energy. You should be more concerned with the fact we’re lost.’

			‘We are not lost,’ I replied. ‘We will be through the Radiant Worlds in a few more days, and on the edge of the Eleusinian Veil.’ 

			‘Whatever you say, sorcerer. Any word from Falkus?’

			‘He is still unresponsive over the vox.’ I was still not truly worried. The Change from mortal to Secondborn could take days, weeks, months... As long as Falkus’s warriors kept their predations limited to worthless members of the crew’s slave caste, they were free to do as they wished while in the throes of possession. On the occasions I had reached out to brush against Falkus’s senses, I met a seething wall of poisoned memory that had no place in a human mind. Even with his will of iron, the battle in his body was not yet over. 

			‘And where’s your new pet?’ Lheor scratched at his scarred face with dirty fingers, then spat a corrosive gobbet onto the deck. He did it no matter how many times I asked him to stop.

			‘I do not know where Telemachon is. I have given him the run of the ship.’ 

			The World Eater gave a guttural chuckle. ‘I’m not sure history will remember that as a wise decision, Khayon. I wouldn’t trust one of the Third Legion to burn even if I set him on fire.’

			‘I said that same sentiment to Sardar Kadalus when the Emperor’s Children ambushed us. Please do not repeat my own witticisms back at me, Lheor.’

			Lheor only grinned, showing a mouthful of reinforced bronze teeth.

			It took another stretch of days to reach the Eleusinian Veil itself. The hell in which we make our home is vast, with tides and eddies just like any ocean, including storms of impassable ferocity and islands of relative calm. Reality and unreality meet here, but never balance. The most obvious manifestation of that imbalance is that it’s almost impossible to sail a fleet in or out of the Eye’s borders and hope to maintain any cohesion. Keeping a fleet together while sailing anywhere inside the Eye was already a trial for even skilled sorcerers, Navigators, or Neverborn. But to leave the Eye– to sail from its restless, brutal borders– that took talent beyond easy reckoning. That is what made our sanctuary so perfect. We could not easily leave, but the Imperium had no hope of entering. Not that it feared us, of course. The Imperium of Man scarcely even recalled our existences at that point in time. 

			Some rare, serene regions of the Eye are given over to cold, soul-aching silence. Standing at the edge of the Eleusinian Veil reminded me how an entire species died here. We spent our existences not only sailing in the echo of the Youngest God’s birth, but through the interstellar tomb of an alien empire. 

			The Veil was a great red-black dust cloud choking several long-dead star systems on the edge of the Eye. Scans failed to penetrate deeply and revealed nothing worth mining. Ships that went in– few as they were over the centuries– rarely returned, and when they did they relayed nothing worth returning for. What few reports I had seen did not even mention encountering any worlds. It was possible they had been swallowed whole when the Youngest God was born.

			Our months of sailing had brought us to the Veil’s edge, and the Tlaloc drifted with its auspex scanners cast far and wide. The Anamnesis heard nothing, sensed nothing, felt nothing from within the shroud.

			‘Take us in,’ I ordered the bridge crew. 

			The Tlaloc entered the Veil, scanner-blind and shrouded in darkness. We had no destination. We had no true direction from Falkus, nor from the fragmentary descriptions given by Sargon. We simply sailed into the dust with shields raised and weapons armed.

			Nothing on the first day. The same on the second, the third, the fourth, the fifth. On the sixth day, we drifted through an asteroid field that we could scarcely see. Its size and density was a mystery to us, until Ashur-Kai and I reached forth with our senses and guided the ship as best we could in the cloying dark.

			This was once a world, he sent to me after a few hours.

			I sensed no resonance that suggested he was right. How can you be sure?

			I felt it, when one of the rocks crashed against the void shields a moment ago. I felt the echoes of life. This asteroid field was once a world.

			What killed it? What shattered it into pieces?

			We shall see, won’t we?

			‘Gravity haul,’ called one of the servitors slaved to the helm. The pull of gravity meant a large astral body nearby. The remnants of the broken world? The largest chunk? 

			My suspicions ultimately meant little. Following the gravity haul was impossible, for it dragged us this way and that, obeying no natural law, revealing no source. It was as if the planet’s remains were moving, and the asteroid field drifting with it. 

			‘Now we’re lost,’ Lheor remarked after the first week. All I could do was nod in reply.

			On the tenth day I surrendered to the need for sleep, and dreamed as I always dreamed – of wolves howling through the streets of a burning city.

			But for the first time in decades, the dream melted away from old memory into something more. I dreamed of rain. Rain that burned my skin in prickling stings. Rain falling from a dirty marble sky, down onto a frozen expanse of glassy white rock. When the rain washed over the ground, it hissed with steam as it bit into the ice. When it ran over my lips, it tasted of engine oil. When it ran into my open eyes, it ate my sight in itching bites, turning all I saw from occluded white to clearest black.

			I woke, running fingertips across my closed eyes. 

			‘Did you feel that?’ I asked aloud.

			From across the room, my wolf growled in answer.

			‘Aas’ciaral,’ Nefertari said, giving the world its eldar name. Telemachon chuckled at that. He spoke my bloodward’s alien tongue as well as I did, though I had no wish to know how he had learned it.

			I could see why he’d laughed. ‘Heart’s Song’ was a name the planet no longer deserved. Its face was cataracted by turgid storms covering the entire world in milky clouds. Lightning wracked the occluded skies in random dances. 

			It is a belief among some of my more spiritual brethren that all worlds have souls. If that is true, Aas’ciaral’s spirit was a bitter and blighted thing that welcomed no outsiders. Its most drastic wound was the source of the asteroid field, for an entire half of the planet was simply gone. Such horrendous damage to an astral body should have destroyed the world completely, yet Aas’ciaral still lived, deformed as it drifted through the vast ash cloud. A broken world unable to see its own sun. 

			We stood by the command throne, watching the grey-white world on the occulus. What was left of the planet could not exist anywhere else but in the Great Eye, where the laws of reality were enslaved to the whims of mortal minds. Our naked eyes told us nothing of what lay in wait on its surface. Our scanners told us nothing. A sensor probe launched into its curdled atmosphere told us, as you might imagine, nothing.

			‘What of other ships nearby?’ Lheor asked.

			‘This is the Eleusinian Veil, brother. You could sail through the dust cloud for three thousand years and not see a thing until you collided with it.’

			He grunted in displeasure– a sound I was becoming used to. ‘Is there no way to read plasma traces in the atmosphere, to tell if any vessels have been in near-orbit?’

			‘There is no way to do anything of the kind,’ said Ashur-Kai. ‘Better minds than yours have already tried.’

			I watched the asteroids, what few of them I could see, hanging in the eternal gloom. We were in orbit around a malformed world with a thousand rocky moons.

			‘It looks like a half-eaten apple,’ said Ugrivian. When I turned to him none the wiser, he shrugged. ‘An apple is a fruit. They grew on Nuvir’s Landing.’

			‘Why would anyone come here?’ Lheor struggled to see the worth in this retreat, because it didn’t match his needs. Thousands of worlds in the Eye were inhabited by hordes of Neverborn waging war upon each other, all part of the Great Game of the Gods. Claiming a world was often the endgame of many warbands, and what better way to spend eternity than on a planet you could reshape to your own desires?

			Aas’ciaral seemed a hollow prize, no doubt there.

			‘It is somewhere to hide,’ I said.

			Lheor spat onto the deck, still not convinced. ‘And the signal definitely came from here?’

			‘It was not a signal,’ Ashur-Kai corrected him.

			‘The vision, then.’

			‘What an amusing savage you are. A somnus-cry is a not a vision.’

			I saw Lheor’s aura flare with irritation, but he otherwise ignored the albino. 

			‘Khayon?’ he asked. 

			I didn’t look at him as I replied. ‘It was a somnolent astropathic reaching.’

			‘Well,’ he forced a nasty smile. ‘That answers everything.’

			He wanted clarification, but like so many manifestations of the sixth sense, astropathy is almost impossible to describe to those who have never felt its touch. Even many of those in the Imperial Inquisition– who may be the only witnesses to this archive– know next to nothing of the myriad disciplines possible within the Art. Few astropaths directly serve in the Holy Ordos, and even the psychically gifted warriors and scholars among the Inquisition cannot commit to the decades required to learn how to speak as astropaths speak.

			Astropathy is a realm beyond the silent sendings of impulse and emotion that pass between many bonded psykers. When astropaths on distant worlds ‘speak’ through the warp, they do not send words, or even language. They are hopelessly unable to make any attempt at precise communication. Those trained in the Art know the pointlessness of even trying such nuanced work. 

			Skilled astropaths send impressions of their own minds, projected templates of experience and triggers of memory. It might be a moment’s emotion, or hours of sensory revelation. This, consciously or unconsciously, is little different from reaching with one’s senses, though it is infinitely more exhausting. Consider the way a whisper is nothing, but a scream leaves you breathless.

			What reaches a receptive mind is never what the transmitting soul sent. If sending and receiving were all it took to form such a communion, the Imperium would be a vastly different place. Most of the skill in astropathy lies in interpreting the visions one receives, and tracing them back to the source. Entire orbital installations are given over to shackled psykers leashed onto surgical tables with pens in their trembling fists, while their mnemocrafter overseers pore over endless reams of parchment paper darkened by scrawled visions. These hubs of the Adeptus Astra Telepathica make such beautifully ripe targets for our crusading hosts. No better way to silence a system than to cut its throat before it can cry for help.

			Sending the message is the easier portion of this psychic discipline. Interpreting the dreams is significantly more difficult. When is something a gift from a distant mind, and when is it simply a natural nightmare? When is something a warning of blood to come, and when is it a message centuries late, only reaching another mind dozens of decades after its sender is long dead?

			Ashur-Kai once dreamed of a city of screaming children who vomited back foulness into the streets. Such visions are common enough among those of us living in the daemon-haunted Eye, yet he held on to it, believing it to be a message. And so it was: a vision from the sorcerers among the Chapter of the Onyx Maw, a Word Bearers warband destroyed by Lheor and the Fifteen Fangs. The albino had heard their astropathic death-cry.

			These are the realities we deal with. One learns, over time, to sense flavours and signifiers in the sendings. To feel if something is recent. To know if it’s true. Yet you can never be wholly sure.

			And if one does not learn such insight? Many do not. The Imperium has a ten thousand-year history of those who lost their minds and souls to the things waiting in the warp.

			‘I believe it was a message,’ I said to Lheor. ‘That is the bluntest and truest explanation.’

			He grunted, which wasn’t much of a show of trust.

			‘Allow me to rephrase,’ I amended. ‘I know it was a message. It guided us here, and though I cannot be certain of the message’s source, this is the world in the somnus-cry.’

			‘That still tastes like “maybe”.’

			Trust me.

			He shook his head, not in disagreement but in rejection of me touching his mind. His left eye began to twitch closed, in a painful tic. How strange. A simple brush of my mind against his had stirred his cranial implants into some kind of irritation. He never liked to be touched mind to mind, but there was an amplifying factor at play, here. Was it the world beneath us?

			‘Don’t do that,’ he said, and licked blood from his bleeding gums. The air shivered around him as pain-spirits stroked his armour in loving caresses, waiting to be born.

			‘My apologies, brother.’ I looked back at the broken planet on the occulus screen. ‘I sense little in the way of life on the planet, though there is a shred of sentience.’

			Ashur-Kai’s silent voice was drily amused. A shred of sentience. Firefist will be entirely at home.

			My reply was just as dry. You are Prosperine dignity incarnate. Now let me focus.

			‘A shred of sentience...?’ began Lheor. 

			I looked at him. His dark, patchwork face was perfectly serious– not struggling with the concept, but needing more clarification. I heard Ashur-Kai’s laughter in my mind, but for all Lheor’s brutality, the World Eater was no fool. I’d been journeying with Ashur-Kai and Gyre for so long that it was easy to forget those with more mundane perceptions struggled to see the galaxy the same way we did. Lheor had nothing but his eyes and the ship’s scanners to rely on. Nefertari was the same, but she rarely cared enough to ask. 

			‘Whoever or whatever sent the message is a subtle creature.’

			‘Then just say that,’ Ugrivian, standing next to Lheor, shook his head. ‘Tizcan formality grows tiresome, sorcerer.’

			‘I shall bear that in mind.’ 

			‘I’m coming with you,’ Lheor stated. I’d not expected anything else.

			‘As am I,’ said Nefertari. My alien maiden was standing by the arm of my empty throne, running a whetstone along the edge of her flensing knife. The others shared glances at my bloodward’s declaration.

			‘You will remain here,’ I told her. ‘There is grave atmospheric instability, and I would need to keep you shielded the entire time. This is a mission for void-suits and sealed armour.’

			She exhaled a purr that dripped with displeasure. ‘Why?’

			I thought back to the dream message, with the hissing rain that burned my skin and milked over my vision with stinging pain.

			‘It is raining acid down there.’
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VENGEFUL SPIRIT

			I did not wish to land at random. Something had called us here and I meant to find it before making blind planetfall. Our attempts to vox through the cloud cover went unanswered, as did any psychic reaching attempted by either myself or Ashur-Kai. We spent two days and nights looking for where to land. The dream was no aid, for it never came again. 

			Two days. And we were fortunate to have managed it even that quickly. Gunship sweeps and fighter reconnaissance across the planet’s continents were our only options, with the atmosphere too dense to allow for reliable scanning. At first we found nothing but low-hanging storm clouds and dead, frosted rock. The world seemed locked at a single point in time, with the clouds never moving on, and the acidic rain never dissolving the ice-rimed ground. The snow would hiss and burn away, only to freeze over again almost at once. 

			We were a new element to that supernatural formula, and the rain certainly affected us. Our fighters returned after every excursion, freshly ravaged from the acid storms. Our gunships fared even worse.

			After one such run, I met Ugrivian on the deck as he clambered down the ladder from a Prosperine Sun Dagger’s cockpit. Servitors and hangar crew worked around us in a mumbling storm.

			‘This world is a tomb, sorcerer,’ he said. 

			I feared he was correct. We sought anything at all: a settlement, a city, a downed vessel, anything that could have been the source of the astropathic cry. Descending below the cloud cover made no difference to our instruments. The tormented world wreaked havoc on every auspex sweep. 

			At last, we found it. One of the servitor-piloted fighters docked back aboard the Tlaloc, exloading grainy pict captures of a downed ship, half buried in the snow at the bottom of a deep ravine. From the worthless image quality, there was no way of telling what the vessel was, nor how long it had been there.

			‘To give you an example of scale, that canyon could house a city of nine or ten million people.’ Ashur-Kai said those words as we gathered around the command deck’s central hololithic table, trying to coax detail from the poor quality images. 

			Telemachon had joined us, watching with disinterest. Falkus and his brethren were still silent, shut away in their sanctuary.

			‘I’ll fly the gunship,’ Telemachon offered. 

			You can’t trust him, sent Ashur-Kai.

			He is mine now. I trust him as I trust you. Let that be the end of it.

			Very well. I will remain on the bridge and be ready to open a conduit if necessary. No guarantees, however. Psychic contact will be unpredictable at best. The world is a turgid mess.

			Everyone knew what to do. I sent them to their duties, and arranged to meet Telemachon and Lheor at the gunship within the hour.

			Nefertari refused to let me leave without a final demand to join me. She intercepted me in one of the starboard mustering halls, soaring down from the high gothic ceiling of a chamber lit only by the dust-shrouded stars outside the observation windows.

			She landed with a purr of armour joints, as gracefully as a human would descend the final stair of a staircase. How she gained those wings was a tale in itself, for though she had mastered them, she had not been born with them. 

			Her closeness brought the blessed silence of a mind I couldn’t easily read, and I treasured her for that. Inside her head was an aura of cold, exotic silence rather than the rolling murmurs of memory and emotion that made up the minds of living humans. Even worse was the yearning, whispering void in the souls of all my Rubricae. Nefertari’s mere presence soothed me, as it always did.

			‘Voscartha,’ she greeted me with her kind’s word for ‘master’, though she never used it with a smile. ‘I’m coming with you.’

			‘Not this time.’

			‘I am your bloodward.’

			‘There is nothing in there capable of harming me, Nefertari. My blood needs no warding.’

			‘And if you are wrong?’

			‘Then I will kill whatever lies in ambush.’ I rested my hand on the skin-bound case of tarot cards chained to my hip. She didn’t nod, because nodding is a human gesture, but I sensed her give in.

			‘It is a time of change,’ she said, and the words prickled my spine. She was unknowingly echoing Gyre’s warning from before.

			‘What has changed?’

			‘I have been watching. Watching the wolf, watching your new brothers. Watching you. Why are we really here, Khayon? Why bring us to this place on the Gravebirth’s very edge?’

			‘I sense this is a rhetorical question.’

			She tilted her head as she met my stare. Nefertari had the most arresting black eyes. Despite their alien slant, or perhaps because of it, they forever suggested more than she let leave her lips. Ashur-Kai once told me that I was imagining mystique, purely because I couldn’t easily read the alien maiden’s mind. He was ever dubious of my bond with my bloodward. 

			‘Rhetorical,’ she said in her knife-unsheathing voice. ‘I do not know that word.’

			‘It means to ask a question when you already have the answer, for the sake of proving a point.’

			As she paced she stroked her gauntleted fingers across the nearby wall. The clawed nail ending each finger was a thing of bioluminescent, living crimson crystal. They scraped along the metal with the sound of distant screeching.

			‘No. The question was not rhetorical. I wish to know why we are here.’

			‘To help Falkus.’

			‘And why does that matter to you? Do you also seek the warship he sought? The Archtraitor’s flagship?’

			‘It was called the Vengeful Spirit. The Tlaloc’s entire crew is a tenth of what a Gloriana battleship would require.’

			She sneered at the name. ‘And is that what lies at the bottom of this canyon?’

			‘I do not know, Nefertari.’

			Gyre prowled closer to the eldar maiden. Nefertari ran her gloved fingers through the wolf’s fur, whispering for a moment in her serpentine tongue. They were my closest companions, yet their newfound closeness still set my teeth on edge.

			‘You are lying to me, Iskandar,’ she said softly. ‘Not about what you know, but about why we are here and about what you want. You want that ship.’

			‘I told you, I have no way of crewing it.’

			Her black, black eyes met mine. ‘But you do, for you have something possessed by no other warlord. You have Itzara.’

			My silence spoke for me. My heart was an open book to her, and she needed nothing more to see the truth. I stared at Nefertari. She stared back. 

			‘Gyre and I can feel the change within you,’ she said, ‘even if you can’t feel it yourself. In ignorance, my people gave birth to the Youngest Goddess, called She Who Thirsts. With her birth-cry she burned our empire. With her first breath she swallowed our souls. She craves them still, suckling upon our spirits from the shadows. So I sacrifice the souls of others to this Goddess, drinking their pain to ease my own. Their shrieks become songs. The sticky rattles of their final breaths are the lullabies that let me sleep. This is the fate of my people, who hunt me still, even in my exile. I understand what it means to be alone, Khayon, and I smell the scent in others. You are so very alone. It is killing you.’

			‘I am not alone. I have Ashur-Kai and Lheor. I have Telemachon. I have Gyre.’ 

			‘Your albino former master. A brain-damaged fool who follows you without knowing why. A degenerate enslaved to you by sorcery. And a daemon in the body of the beast that almost killed you.’

			Silence passed between us once more. ‘I have you,’ I said at last.

			That made her smile. She was centuries old by that point– older than I or any of my brothers– yet she seemed scarcely on the cusp of leaving her alien adolescence.

			‘You have me,’ she allowed, ‘but let us not pretend that is enough. You aren’t human, no matter that you possess a human core. You are a weapon, made to be bonded with brother-weapons. That is the bond you were born to feel and you are diminished without it. That need is why you welcomed Firefist and Ugrivian into the crew. It is why you saved Falkus and his men. Your heart is poisoned and you are alone, yet you were born to exult in your brotherhood. So, finally, you fight. You feel the stirring of ambition and seek the grandest ship of all. At last you fight the solitude that has threatened you for so long. But will it be enough?’

			I was held rapt by her every word. Gyre had shared her feral perceptions of this change, but Nefertari’s lucid and patient explanation captivated me. She slipped closer in a fluid slink, opening and closing her hand, making the crystal claws click.

			‘Will it be enough?’ she asked again. ‘You were born into brotherhood, but weapons need to be wielded, do they not? And there is no longer anyone to guide you, Khayon. No Emperor pointing from His throne and shouting for His sons to claim the stars in His name. No King One-Eye, peering into the darkest depths of the Sea of Souls and demanding you dive with him into damnation.’

			‘I serve no one but myself.’

			‘Such blunt, stupid pride. I speak of unity and you fear that I speak of slavery. Unity, voscartha. To be part of something bigger, beyond yourself. Without your former overlords controlling your path, you should be free.’

			‘I am free.’

			She came closer. Too close. Had anyone else touched me as she did in that moment, I would have killed them for the discomfort. But she was mine, my Nefertari, so I allowed her the indulgence of running her gloved, clawed fingertip down my cheek. 

			Do not mistake intimacy for sensuality. There was nothing of lust in that moment. Merely raw, intimate closeness.

			‘If you were free,’ she whispered, ‘you would no longer dream of wolves.’

			My blood ran cold at those words. Without any way of reading my mind, she was still speaking my own thoughts aloud.

			‘Do you know what you are, voscartha?’

			I confessed that I did not.

			‘You are a warrior with no war, a student with no teacher, and a teacher with no students. You are content to exist, and existence without pleasure is no different from decay. If you remain passive, if you allow the galaxy to exert its pressure against you without ever fighting back... then you are no different from Mekhari, Djedhor and the other dead men who walk in your shadow. Worse, you will be no different from your beloved, mourned Itzara.’

			I felt my teeth clench. Both my hearts beat harder.

			‘Just like her,’ Nefertari smiled. ‘Floating in her tank of life-giving liquid, staring out at her tomb-chamber with dead eyes that know nothing of hope. She had a reason to become the Anamnesis. Had she remained mortal, a mindless life and a young death were all that awaited her. What is your excuse for sealing yourself in such stasis?’

			I did not trust my voice, in that moment. The hesitation made her smile.

			‘You threw off the chains that bound you. You cast aside the Emperor’s design for you, and for all your brothers. What have you gained, Khayon? What joy is there in this life? What have you done with the freedom you bought through blood and fire?’

			‘I...’

			‘Hush. One last matter remains.’ Her eyes locked to mine. ‘You are changing, but not all will change with you. There will come a day when you must kill Ashur-Kai. I promise you that. You begin this path together, but you will finish it without him.’

			‘You are wrong. He is my closest brother.’

			‘For now, he is, for now. I’ve made my promise. We’ll see how it plays out.’ Nefertari’s smile faded. She licked the taste of my sweat from her clawed fingertip. ‘Disgusting mon-keigh,’ she said softly. A last brush of eye contact was all the dismissal I had before she turned and took to the air once more.

			Once she was gone, my wolf regarded me with malignant white eyes. Did I sense another lecture in that inhuman stare? Or simply amusement? I moved on without a word. My wolf followed, as she always followed. 

			The night I walked the surface of Aas’ciaral, with the burning rain bleaching the cobalt paint from my armour, my attention kept drifting back to Lheor and Telemachon. Things had changed. I’d noticed it on the ship many times since Lheor and his warriors had come aboard, for the laughter and the clash of chainaxes had a way of echoing through the corridors of an otherwise silent ship, but on the world’s surface we were alone. Isolation sharpened my perception of the differences between how things were, and what they had become. The changes were that much clearer.

			Come, I had sent to them both, as I led the way down the gunship’s gang-ramp. Telemachon obeyed in irritated silence, but the World Eater was less sanguine. 

			‘I told you to stop doing that,’ Lheor growled, following me onto the snow. ‘Get out of my head.’

			I hadn’t even realised I was doing it, ordering them as though they were Rubricae. Nor did they follow in funereal silence as my Rubricae would, with dull movements matching mine. Lheor walked to the left, out of step with me, his axe hanging heavy in his hand and dragging through the snow. Telemachon’s tread was lighter, more careful, hands resting on the pommels of his sheathed swords. 

			Strangest of all, I could hear them both breathing over the vox.

			Lheor endured my glances for a while, then growled again. ‘Speak what’s on your mind, Khayon, or look elsewhere.’

			‘It is nothing,’ I told him. ‘You are just... alive.’

			At first I thought he would laugh, taking my words as meaningless sentimentality. Perhaps he wouldn’t understand, or not care. Instead, Lheor looked at me for several long seconds, and then nodded. Just a nod. No more, no less. Despite everything we would go through together in the years to come, I do not believe I ever appreciated his presence by my side as much as in that moment. The power of simple brotherly understanding. I heard a wet sound from beneath Telemachon’s helm as what was left of his mouth peeled back from his teeth in a sickly grin, but his mockery was easy to ignore.

			The snow crunched beneath our boots, hissing beneath the rain’s acidic kiss, refreezing as soon as it dissolved. The world was truly trapped in time, locked in a moment years or centuries before now. Temporal distortion is hardly unknown to the Eye’s worlds, but the place still made my skin crawl. Aas’ciaral was broken unto death, yet it still lived. If time ever laid its touch upon this planet again, what would happen? Would it fly apart in a storm of asteroids, finally surrendering to cataclysm?

			I did not bother to scan the snowy landscape with a hand-held auspex. It would only read as a hundred different frozen elements, or nothing remotely recognisable, in keeping with the maddening environments of all daemon worlds in the Eye. I’d long since abandoned relying on such scans. Physics didn’t apply with any consistency here, only the whims of whatever sentience shaped the Eye’s worlds to their own desires. Aas’ciaral felt like a world uncontrolled, a sphere with its guiding mind lost.

			We couldn’t communicate with the Tlaloc. The vox was scrambled by atmospheric interference, and my bond with Ashur-Kai was equally unreliable. Not long after we landed, I felt the kind of severance that usually comes with great distance. He was no longer with me in my mind. 

			We pressed on through the rain, beginning our descent into the canyon. By the time we were halfway down the ravine, our armour had been acid-washed to dull, metallic grey. Gyre walked in and out of the shadows, her black coat soaked in the stinging rain, though she was unharmed by the storm. The lightning storm flashing above the ravine cast an abundance of shade for her to melt into and rise out of elsewhere. Occasionally, she used our shadows, cast as elongated silhouettes against the iced rock.

			Below us, the ship was submerged in the ocean of grey murk that filled the canyon’s depths. Ashur-Kai’s summation had been accurate– the canyon could house a metropolis hive-city and its ten million souls. The scale of that ravine still chills my blood when I recall it, as does the sight of the drowned ship’s tallest spires along its spinal battlements thrusting defiantly above the mist.

			I knew then, before I set foot on the ship– before I even saw it fully– what I was looking at. The placing of the towers reaching up through the fog... Their positioning and distance from one another... The ship’s scale betrayed it even though we were near-blinded by the mist and several kilometres above it.

			Lheor made the same leap of logic in the very same moment. He swore in Nagrakali, calling my parentage into question.

			‘You were right,’ he said at the end of his maternally offensive tirade. ‘That thing’s the size of...’ he trailed off. ‘Something huge.’

			Telemachon gave a soft laugh. ‘Your primarch must have been so proud to know your intellect matched his, Firefist.’

			The World Eater made no reply. I admired his restraint, though I could not help but wonder if it was purely because he lacked any cutting rejoinder. 

			Lheor was above me as we descended a near-vertical patch of the canyon’s wall, punching handholds and kicking footholds in the snow-blasted rock. Loose grit clattered against my helm as Lheor kicked another foothold into the frozen stone higher up.

			‘Imagine making a home on this hole of a world,’ he voxed. Even the short distance was generating communication crackle between us. This world was brutal on our equipment.

			I dropped the last distance down onto a sloping rock ledge, digging in with my spiked boots. Telemachon was already waiting. Lheor was still three dozen metres above.

			‘This is taking forever,’ he added. ‘We should have used jump packs.’

			There were no jump packs on the Tlaloc. None still functioning, at least. When I told him so, it earned a fresh set of curses. These were free of any mention of my mother– a woman I scarcely remembered anyway. She had dark eyes and skin the same rich caffeine shade as myself and Itzara. Her name had been… Ejhuri. Yes. 

			Ejhuri.

			She’d died on Prospero with the coming of the Wolves.

			Lheor clambered down the rest of the way and dropped to the icy ledge alongside me. The shipwreck was still several kilometres below us, shrouded in the canyon’s shadows as well as the seething mist.

			Go, I sent to Gyre. Tell me if you find anything alive.

			Master, the wolf replied, and leaped into the darkness.

			I looked skywards, where the cloud cover was a poisoned grey caul over the heavens. Spots of acidic rain flecked across my eye lenses, but couldn’t dissolve any part of my armour beyond the paint. Without a word, I started down the next slope, breaking the rock to make footholds.

			Deeper we went, into darkness. Another hour down and the rain no longer fell upon us. We were almost in the mist.

			I mused on the World Eater’s presence as we descended. It was Lheor’s way to face whatever came with an axe and a twitching grin. He seemed to consider too much planning to be no different from worrying, and to him worrying was a lack of moral strength. From what I could tell so far, he also held the arrogant belief that death was simply something that happened to other warriors.

			‘Any word from your wolf?’ he voxed.

			‘Nothing yet.’

			‘You surround yourself with the strangest things,’ Lheor ventured. ‘The alien girl. The hell-wolf. That irritating albino. Now that traitor with the swords. What did you do to him, anyway?’

			I felt Telemachon’s flare of annoyance at being spoken of as though he weren’t here with us. 

			Lheor continued on as if I’d answered, giving a list of the reasons I could never trust Telemachon and how I should have killed him to spare myself the trouble to come. I paid his commentary no mind. 

			Gyre? I sent down towards the wreckage. Gyre?

			Nothing. Nothing at all.

			‘Be careful,’ I said to the others. ‘I believe something is wrong.’

			That made Lheor laugh. ‘It’s tragic how that surprises you, sorcerer.’

			He laughed so easily. I started at the sound every time, the way a coward flinches at the sound of gunfire.

			I knew the ship’s name the moment I walked on its ruined hull. A sense, at last, of nearby consciousness gripped me. All it took to confirm this twitch of my sixth sense was to place my palm against the ship’s iron skin.

			Vengeful Spirit. The concept resonated through the hull, toneless, lifeless. The ship’s machine-spirit, whatever was left of it, breathing its identity through metal bones.

			So the ship wasn’t dead. Powered down and almost silent, but not dead. It hadn’t crashed. From our first journeys across its surface, boots clanging on the ancient metal, we saw no evidence of lethal damage. The warship stretched for several kilometres, from cold engines to ramming prow, and the cloaking mist made our judgements more like guesses, but the vessel didn’t look as though it had crashed at all. No obvious damage to the superstructure, no toppled battlement spires...

			‘I’ve had an unwelcome thought,’ Telemachon voxed as the three of us traversed the external hull. Shadows of towers rose in the fog before us, like the promise of a city on the horizon. 

			‘Go on.’

			‘What if this ship didn’t crash? Is it even on the canyon’s bottom? What if it’s simply drifting here?’

			I had shared the same thought. The vessel was powered down. There was no way it could maintain position in an atmosphere without propulsion to counter the pull of gravity. If the ship was floating here as though in a void, that would mean it was somehow immune to the broken planet’s gravitic pull.

			But the impossibility of the idea was no reason for it not to be real. Given the random and fluctuating nature of Aas’ciaral’s dust-choked star system, I was counting on the evidence of my eyes, not the expectation of physics. The planet’s unpredictable gravity was so unshackled by natural law that we hadn’t even been able to pinpoint the planet’s location in space. This was the Empire of the Eye– it was entirely possible that here, deep in the crust of a world frozen in time at the moment of its death, gravity had been cast aside along with temporal reality. 

			‘Abaddon,’ I said in soft awe. ‘Of all the hiding places...’

			Lheor stood with me, looking at the spinal towers rising up through the mist. ‘We should head inside.’

			‘Khayon,’ said Telemachon behind us.

			I didn’t answer either of them. I was still playing out the possibilities in my mind. Abaddon had taken the Vengeful Spirit past the Firetide of the Radiant Worlds, into the unscannable depths of the Eleusinian Veil, and powered the ship down beneath the surface of this broken world. The audacity of the plan took my breath away. No wonder the warship had remained unfound for so long.

			‘Khayon,’ Lheor said this time.

			‘A moment, please.’

			My hand against the hull trembled with echoes, teasing my mind with the scent of smoke, the sound of bolter fire, and the lurching sensation of the vessel’s cannons firing in the skies above Terra. 

			‘Khayon!’ 

			I lifted my palm from the metal. ‘What is it?’

			Lheor gestured with his pistol. I followed the motion to where a servo-skull drifted further down the hull, bobbing in the mist. I just stared at it for several moments, unsure whether to believe my eyes. It kept coming closer, gently hovering.

			The merest expression of psychic influence dragged it through the air to land in my hand with a dull smack. An actual human skull, mounted with a tiny anti-gravitic generator, which allowed it to float, with both of its eye sockets filled by pict-recorders, sensor needles and focusing lenses.

			A chromium spinal cord quivered in an obscene parody of life, thrashing helplessly at my arm as I clutched the skull probe in my hand. Its mechanical eyes clicked and whirred as they refocused on my faceplate.

			‘Greetings,’ I said to it. 

			Its reply was an alarmed blurt of distressed code from the miniscule vox-speakers lodged in place of its upper incisors. The thing’s articulated spinal column thrashed harder, a serpent coiling and uncoiling in a way no natural spine ever should. 

			I wondered who was watching us through its eyes. Assuming anyone was alive inside the ship at all.

			‘I am Iskandar Khayon of the Kha’Sherhan. I come with Lheorvine Ukris of the Fifteen Fangs and Telemachon Lyras of the Third Legion. We are with Falkus of the Duraga kal Esmejhak. We seek Ezekyle Abaddon.’

			Still, it thrashed in my grip.

			‘Let me see that,’ said Lheor.

			I tossed the augmented skull to him, expecting him to catch it. Instead, as it laboured in the air, trying to right itself on its weak anti-grav motor, Lheor smashed it aside with a swing of his chainaxe. Skull shards and metal shrapnel clattered across the shadowed hull.

			I looked at my brother for several moments. 

			‘Another glorious victory,’ I said at last.

			He grunted what may have been a laugh. ‘Was that a joke, Khayon? Be careful, else I’ll begin to believe there’s a soul trapped in that armour you wear.’

			Before I could reply, he tapped his toothed axe onto the hull beneath our boots. ‘Shall we go inside?’

			‘The ship has several thousand access hatches,’ Telemachon pointed out. ‘You don’t need to cut i–’

			Lheor triggered the chainaxe. Sparks sprayed as he started carving.

			Despite time’s light touch on this world, the Eye’s influence showed throughout the Vengeful Spirit. The mist hid its external monstrousness, but the cold, cold threat of the flagship was perfectly evident inside. 

			Many of the ship’s corridors were calcified into a labyrinth of bleached bone architecture. Grey formations of lustreless crystal knuckled up from the joints and cracks in the bone walls. The entire vessel rang with the sense of journeying through the corpse of some great beast, dead for centuries.

			Sparse power still flowed through the downed warship, manifest in overhead lights and wall consoles. The former occasionally flickered. The screens of the latter were drowned by quiet static. The ship’s main generators were still and lifeless, that much was obvious from the silence. What power existed was localised and faint, limited to a handful of systems.

			On several occasions, we were confronted by drifting servo-skulls. I greeted them each time, repeating our names and our business aboard the Vengeful Spirit, hoping that whoever maintained them would witness our presence through the skulls’ eye lenses. Most scanned us or recorded us, then immediately sought to flee on their chittering anti-grav motors.

			Lheor let most of them drift away, though he shot three of them, claiming that if Abaddon cared about us breaking their toys, the First Captain could damn well come and discuss it face to face. I found it hard to argue with such blunt initiative.

			Gyre remained silent all the while. After reaching for her once, I’d sensed her viciousness at my mere presence. Wherever she was, she was hunting alone.

			Metal remembers everything. Exposure to the Eye’s tides had drawn forth memories from the ship’s hull, manifesting echoes of the crew who had died serving aboard the flagship through the decades of the Great Crusade. Ghosts they were, formed from glass. Crystal faces leered from the bone walls, each one showing expressions of ugly harmony. The faces, so detailed as to be beyond even the work of a master sculptor, were masks of closed eyes and open mouths. If you moved close enough, you could see the crease lines on their lips. Even closer than that, and you could make out their pores.

			‘Even their ghosts are screaming,’ Lheor said.

			‘Don’t be simple,’ Telemachon chided him. ‘Look closer.’

			The swordsman was right. Each face was unmarked by strain lines of torment around the eyes that one would expect from a shouting visage. These men and women may have died in pain, but their echoes were not screaming.

			‘They are singing,’ said Telemachon.

			I ran my gloved fingers down one of the visages, almost expecting its eyes to open and the song to rise from the glass mouth. These statues held life, of a kind. A dull presence drifted behind their closed eyes, not entirely dissimilar to the weak life within my Rubricae. But not quite the same.

			As I examined a crystal tongue, then the closed crystal eyes, I realised why the feeling was so familiar. It was the same spreading faintness of a soul leaving its fresh corpse, in the maddening seconds before the Gods pulled it into the warp.

			‘These things make my skin itch,’ said Lheor. ‘I swear they move when you don’t look at them.’

			‘I wouldn’t rule out the possibility,’ I replied. I touched one of them again, laying my fingertips against its forehead.

			I am Khayon. A wordless pulse, a focused sense of my own identity.

			I am alive, it sang silently, in a melody made of whispered shrieks. I screamed as the ship burned. I screamed as the fire sloughed the flesh from my bones. And now I sing.

			I lifted my hand away once more. How captivating, to see these serene faces as tomb markers for deaths of such agony. We had a similar custom on Prospero, forging exquisite burial masks for our fallen rulers. No matter how they died, we entombed them in a masquerade of golden serenity.

			Next I touched the outstretched fingers of an arm reaching from a joint in the ivory wall.

			I am Khayon, I told this one.

			I am alive. When I choked, I breathed the flames into my body. Every gasp sucked the fire into my throat. Blood filled my cooking lungs. And now I sing.

			No more. That was enough. I lifted my touch away. 

			At a sudden glassy crack, I turned to see Lheor idly swatting at the crystal hands reaching out from the bone walls. They shattered as he slapped them with his gauntleted palm.

			‘Stop that,’ I said. Each one he broke sent a lance of nasty, buzzing heat through my temples. 

			‘What? Why?’ He backhanded another straining arm, breaking it halfway along its length. The crystal stump remained, severed at the forearm, while the hand and wrist shattered on the bone deck in tinkling shards. For a moment, the pain in my head went from heat to fire.

			‘They are psychically resonant. You are making them sing, and the song is not a pleasant one.’

			He stopped. ‘You can hear them?’

			‘Yes. Be glad you cannot.’

			We moved on to yet another T-junction. Lheor gestured left with his axe. ‘The median longitudinal corridor is this way.’

			‘We are not going to the bridge.’

			He was still looking down the hallway leading to one of the vessel’s main spinal thoroughfares. ‘We should go to the command deck,’ he said.

			‘We will. But I am going this way first.’

			‘Why?’

			I aimed Saern down the opposite hallway. A veritable forest of grey crystal limbs was motionlessly reaching from the corridor’s walls, ceiling and deck. I didn’t need to touch them to hear their whispers. Clustered together, their weak psychic resonance was amplified enough to make my teeth itch.

			‘Admittedly,’ Lheor replied, ‘that does look promising.’ We walked onwards, careful not to touch the crystalline hands. 

			Damage stood out in stark contrast where the walls were still dark iron and clean steel. The ship had fought in the skies above Terra, boarded in the Siege’s final hours by countless strike teams of the Emperor’s elite. Their legacy was written on the cold metal in pockmarks of bolter-shell impacts and burn smears of laser scorching.

			‘Do you feel anyone?’ Lheor asked.

			‘I will need clearer context before I can answer that.’

			‘Feel them. Sense them, with magic.’

			Magic. Again…

			‘The ship’s machine-spirit is in coma-somnolence. There is life elsewhere, but I cannot be certain of its source. It may be nothing more than the ship’s crystal ghosts, or the sentience of the world itself dripping into the vessel’s bones. Everything feels alive, but it is a distorted, unfocused thing.’

			Lheor swore as his elbow cracked off a few reaching fingers. I winced, but said nothing.

			We moved on. Lheor was twitching every few steps, his fingers clenching and teeth grinding. I kept hearing him whisper over the vox.

			‘It’s these crystals,’ he said when he saw me staring. There was a porcelain squeal as his teeth clenched again. ‘That’s why I was breaking them. They make the Nails bite.’

			Pain haloed him. He wore an invisible crown of it, and unborn daemons too weak to take form caressed his armour as he passed. More, they begged, desperate for sustenance, pleading for the fuel that would allow them to exist.

			I doubted most Neverborn felt Telemachon’s presence at all. He felt almost no emotion since I’d stripped his nerves and brain clean of sensation. I had seen him through Gyre’s eyes many times since his remaking, and his soulfire was a weak and insignificant thing when he was away from me. He would stand idle in chambers, almost as motionless as a Rubricae, breathing and staring, at one with whatever thoughts remained in his skull. Only when he was near me did sensation return to his mind. By such temptation was his loyalty secured. He hated me as much as he needed me.

			Time moved strangely in the Vengeful Spirit’s cold halls. My retinal display tracked the seconds passing in a brutally slow crawl, while Lheor reported that his chronometer settings were running in reverse. More than once I saw the crystalline echoes of the dead crew move at the edge of my sight. They were not all human– many were warriors of the Legiones Astartes, reborn as echoes aboard the flagship where they had died. Custodians in exquisitely detailed armour and battle-scarred Imperial Fists reached from the walls, the ceilings, the floor decking... All singing silent funeral songs of flame and fury. Some carried war spears, others hefted boarding shields – most clutched bolters in fists that would never fire a weapon again.

			One of them– a manifestation of a helmeted Imperial Fists legionary cut from grey glass– shattered into jagged shards as I drew near. It sent a buzz of pain through my temples, yet I heard Lheor grunt in something like relief. His cranial implants had been biting hard into the meat of his mind as we approached the glass revenant, and they eased with its shattering. 

			When I think of the Vengeful Spirit now, I remember what we made of it after so many millennia of living aboard and sailing it to war. It was so very different that night when the three of us first walked its powered-down chambers. Even with its systems offline and the machine-spirit starved of all life, the cloying darkness was oppressive rather than barren. The legends stated it had been abandoned but it felt hidden, waiting. Not hollow, not empty.

			I cannot tell you how long we walked in that pregnant darkness. An hour. Three. Ten. Time had no meaning there, on that night. I remember that we passed through a power crucible, a chamber of inactive secondary generators leering at us from the shadows with the malice of slumbering gargoyles. It was on the other side of the chamber, as we entered the labyrinth of corridors once more, that a sine wave rose and fell at the edge of my retinal display, tracking a new sound. Footsteps, heavy and slow. Ceramite on the bone deck.

			‘Khayon,’ Lheor warned, raising a hand to stop our advance.

			‘I hear it.’

			A target lock immediately played over the newcomer as he rounded the junction ahead of us. He wore weathered and colour-faded armour scavenged and cannibalised from warriors of all Nine Legions, with a long fall of ratty, snarled black hair stringing across his features, half hiding his face. Even from this distance, I saw gold in his gaze. Unnatural, inhuman gold, turning his irises a metallic shade. In his fists he carried a bolter– just as plain and just as battered as his war-plate. Rather than take aim, he kept the weapon lowered, loose in his hands. The vox crackled as his suit’s systems auto-cycled into our shared channel.

			‘I’ll thank you to stop breaking my servo-skulls.’ A resonant voice, gravelly but without rawness feigned for effect. A smiling voice. 

			‘I am Iskandar Khayon, and this–’

			‘I know who you are. I knew even before you repeated your name to every servo-skull that found you.’

			‘We have given you our names, cousin. What is yours?’

			The Sons of Horus legionary inclined his head before replying. ‘What exactly was the purpose of destroying those servo-skulls?’

			‘It seemed likely to get someone’s attention,’ said Lheor.

			‘Blunt logic is the hardest to argue. Try not to break anything else while you’re aboard. Really, brothers, civility mustn’t break down, else we’ll have nothing left.’ 

			He seemed to be paying us little attention now, looking down at an auspex built into his vambrace. I heard it giving the heartbeat thud... thud... thud of echolocation tracking.

			‘The three of you came alone?’

			‘Yes,’ I said.

			‘Where is Falkus? Ugrivian? Ashur-Kai?’

			‘Aboard my ship, in orbit... Who are you? Name yourself.’

			‘I used to be on thousands of hololiths across the length and breadth of the Imperium. Now you’re telling me I’m not even recognised by warriors of the Legiones Astartes.’ Our silence in response made him chuckle, dark and low. ‘How the mighty have fallen,’ he added. 

			The warrior raked his armoured fingers through the mane of filthy hair, revealing a pitted, pale face that defied any attempt to discern his age. He could have been thirty or three thousand. War was written across his features in a lattice of old cuts and the pockmarks of heat-scarring. Battle marked him even if age had not.

			Eyes of sick, slick gold watched us without blinking. Amusement flickered there, warming his cold, metallic stare. 

			And that was how I knew him. He no longer wore the great black war-plate of the Justaerin, nor was his hair bound up in the ceremonial topknot of the Cthonian subterranean work-gangs. He was a hollow shadow of the invincible warrior who once graced victory hololithics and Imperial propaganda transmissions, but I knew him the moment he met my eyes and shared his dry, bladed amusement. I had seen that glance before. I had seen that expression on Terra, as the Palace burned around us.

			He looked at the three of us as we wordlessly stared. Lheor was the one to break the stalemate, doing so with an absolute failure of diplomacy.

			‘Drop your weapon, Captain Abaddon. We’re here to steal your ship.’
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			In another age, the chamber had housed ten Battle Titans of the Legio Mortis, including towering structures of ammunition crates, loading gantries, repair cranes, and the arcane engines required by the Mechanicum in the maintenance of its god-machines. The Titans were gone, as was all evidence of their presence, but the huge chamber was far from empty. Part memorial, part archive, part museum– the hangar was now a monument to Abaddon’s journeys across the Eye and a testament to the inner workings of his mind. 

			I felt Telemachon’s subtle awe and Lheor’s hesitant wonder. I knew my own surprise would show just as plainly, had the others been able to read my mind as I could theirs. 

			Never before had I seen a chamber like it. Abaddon had led us here after our meeting in the corridor, evidently unimpressed with Lheor’s promise of thievery.

			The bones of an immense serpent creature were bound to one wall, displaying a beast large enough to swallow a Land Raider without chewing. The shortest fangs in its three-horned skull were the length of a chainsword, the longest were the height of a Dreadnought. Every tooth’s outward curve showed a ravine of sorts gouged into the ivory. Grooves, to let blood spurt from a bite and to prevent the fangs remaining stuck in prey. I did not want to know what a beast like this hunted that required it to bleed its foes rather than devour them whole.

			Several of the skull’s foremost fangs were shattered in the uneven breaks of blunt force trauma. 

			‘I met that on Skorivael,’ Abaddon explained, noting my interest. ‘They live beneath the largest ocean, in hives of poisonous coral.’

			‘The shattered fangs?’ I asked, still staring at it.

			‘I broke them with a power fist,’ he said. ‘It was trying to eat me.’

			He walked through the chamber without touching anything, and we all followed suit. Order was a myth amidst that mess. Rotting corpses from more species than I could quickly count hung from chain meat hooks, while whole and partial skeletons were bound to the walls or left in heaped piles among the chaos. Scrolls of parchment filled whole crates, while hundreds of datapads blinked in and out of battery-charged consciousness. Dozens of machines rumbled and hummed as they went about their function– on the deck, on the walls, on the ceiling. 

			Machine parts and weapons were scattered across the deck in disarray. Salvaged suits of armour lay here and there without any semblance of organisation. Every Legion’s colours showed in the cannibalised disorder, including a dozen in the cobalt of the Thousand Sons. Weapons from hundreds of cultures and eras were either preserved in shimmering stasis fields on marble plinths, or left to rust and corrode on the deck.

			I picked up the golden halberd of an Imperial Custodian, turning it over in my hands.

			‘It’s gene-locked to the warrior who once wielded it,’ said Abaddon, ‘but I can activate it for you, if you wish.’

			I dropped it back onto the deck, still lost in what I was seeing. It looked as though a storm had swept through a war museum. The treasures of Abaddon’s pilgrimage across the Eye... A fortune in relics and cultural treasures, as well as a world of scrap and junk that held no obvious significance. 

			Abaddon, with surprising courtesy, gestured one of his mismatched gauntlets straight up. Hundreds of generators rattled far, far above us, bolted to the gothic arch ceiling.

			‘Do you recognise it?’

			I didn’t. Not at first. The room was too overwhelming. Most of the walls were bone, transmogrified along with the rest of the ship, but struts of browned iron and black steel worked in artificial synergy with the ivory architecture. They supported and reinforced the arching bone structure, providing the foundations for new machinery to be bound to the chamber’s deck, ceiling and sides. 

			I saw turbine reactors, heat exchangers, even what looked like a plasma cradle– though it was far too small to be a true plasma-fuelled generator. Three of the installations along one wall were plainly torture racks, complete with manacles and neural needles. There seemed to be no unity of form and function to the machines– the collection was eclectic to the point of seeming random.

			Everything was linked by bound cables and threaded through with grey crystals. Each machine held court over a cluster of lesser engines, cogitators, monitors and generators. The entire left wall was given over to surgical tables and wall-mounted servitors armed with tools for bionic augmentation and the necessary microsurgery that always accompanied it. 

			I looked at them all, at the chamber in its entirety, at the formation of the clustered machines. Most of all, I followed the lines of power cables running between them. They formed shapes. Familiar shapes.

			Each machine held the position of a star. When viewed together they were... constellations. 

			Skorpios Venenum, the poisoner. Feraleo, the great beast. Jeima and Inaya, the Emperor’s Handmaidens. And there, Sujittarus the Hunter, with his skirted consort, Orienne the Huntress. I could only guess what astral significance the machines’ alignment would produce if used in psychic ritual work. Abaddon had created a nexus of energies in more ways than one.

			‘This is the night sky,’ I said. ‘These are the stars from the surface of Terra.’

			My answer pleased him, if his slight smile was anything to go by. Yet he offered no further explanation.

			‘Would you care for refreshment?’

			Who was this disarming, unassuming pilgrim? Where was the choleric battle-king who commanded the warrior elite of the most respected Legion? I was at a loss for words. His inner sanctum was the hovel of a rabid collector, the workshop of a trained Techmarine, the sombre haven of a scholar, the armoury of a desperate soldier. All of it and none of it. He had seen more in his isolated travels than any of us, and it showed here in this shrine of memories. 

			The refreshment he offered turned out to be a clear spirit that left a faint burn on the back of the tongue. I am being generous when I say it had the raw chemical taste of engine coolant. 

			This ‘beverage’ came from a barrel with warnings of acidic toxicity, poured into flasks of twisted white metal. I had the uncomfortable feeling that Abaddon was actually making an effort to be hospitable. Telemachon refused to touch the liquid. I took a flask out of courtesy.

			‘This is good,’ Lheor said as he drank the clear liquid. ‘My thanks, captain.’

			I let my senses brush over Lheor’s mind, curiosity forcing me to seek any sign of deception. Unbelievably, the World Eater was telling the truth. He liked it.

			‘It is adrenochrome,’ said Abaddon, ‘harvested from the adrenal glands of living slaves, and mixed with several artificial compounds, including a formula that I developed while trying to synthesise ectoplasma.’

			I stopped looking at the false machine-constellations and stared at him.

			‘You tried to synthesise Aetheria? You tried to artificially recreate the fifth element?’

			He nodded. ‘Some time ago, now. I abandoned the endeavour as ultimately futile.’

			‘You... you tried to concoct raw warp energy? Out of chemicals?’

			‘Not just chemicals. I also used what you’d call “supernatural reagents”. This is the inert result, of course. The runoff, if you will, further filtered and blended with levels of alcohol that would kill an unmodified human.’ He paused, and looked at me for a long moment. ‘You seem to be struggling with the concept, Khayon.’

			‘I confess that I am. What materials did you use?’

			He grinned. ‘The tears of virgins. The blood of children. You’re familiar with the mysteries of the warp, so you’ll know how it always is in these matters. Symbolism is everything.’ 

			I removed my helm, just staring at him, unsure if he was telling the truth. The air carried the scent of rancid bronze.

			‘Funny,’ Lheor chuckled as he drained the rest of the drink. 

			‘I try, I try. There was also venom from one of the Neverborn that manifested aboard the ship several years ago, which troubled me until I deceived it into containment. Another few noteworthy ingredients would be the corpses of several psykers and Neverborn, left to slow-dissolve in cooled plasma cradles. I then siphoned the remaining slime through hexagrammically warded purifiers.’

			He spoke as if detailed alchemical transmutation was a matter of daily chores. I wondered if there was any forbidden knowledge he had not at least dabbled in during his isolation.

			‘I see,’ muttered Lheor. ‘How enlightening.’

			‘Sarcasm is unbecoming of a warrior, Lheorvine. If it bored me to do it, it’s just as boring to hear about the process. In truth, I’ve left all of those experiments behind me now. Curiosity forced me to try, but I took little joy in the work. Most of my time is spent off the ship, as you can imagine.’

			For the very first time, he took heed of the leatherbound deck of tarot cards chained to my belt. ‘That’s an impressive grimoire.’

			The word ‘grimoire’ was for more theatrical practitioners of the Art than I, but I didn’t correct him.

			‘Are you going to drink that?’ Lheor asked. I handed my flask to him without a word. ‘You should drink while you can,’ he chided me.

			He had a point. Oh, the battles we have fought in the Eye over something as simple and primal as thirst. I have spent entire years of my life subsisting on chemical compounds, cancerous lake water, and even blood. I have butchered brothers and cousins for a hundred sins, but you cannot imagine how many have died to my blade in wars over clean water.

			‘Strike me blind,’ Telemachon whispered from across the chamber. ‘The Talon.’

			We moved over to him, where he stood before an armour rack locked inside a shimmering white stasis field. The hulking suit of black Cataphractii armour was unmistakable, cast in blackened ceramite and decorated with Horus’s staring eye. The battleplate of the High Chieftain of the Justaerin. Abaddon in his age-bleached armour cannibalised from all Nine Legions looked a far cry from the warrior he had once been, wearing this ornate Terminator suit on the battlements of the Emperor’s Palace. Bolter scars and blade cuts showed across almost every centimetre of the ceramite. There was no question that Abaddon, before his pilgrimage, had always been found where the fighting was thickest. 

			Separate from the armour, an immense lightning claw rested on a plinth of its own. Its fingers were silver blades, subtly curved, each one a monstrous scythe in its own right. Adding to the weapon’s bulk was an ornate double-barrelled bolter mounted upon the back of the gauntlet. Its ammunition feed ports were sculpted as the wide mouths of hungering brass daemons. Scratches and dents marked the claw’s black surface,

			The Talon of Horus. In stasis, it looked almost mundane. Lethal, vicious, deadly, but just a lightning claw. Just a weapon.

			Telemachon’s shiver of pleasure was the strongest emotion I had felt from his mind since rewriting it. I sensed him salivating behind the burial mask. 

			Then I saw why. 

			Blood marked the Talon’s blades– dried patches of blood, smeared across the bright metal claws. Telemachon’s hand rested against the stasis field’s repressor aura, as though he could simply push through it and touch the Talon it protected.

			Abaddon joined us, his inhuman eyes resting on the shielded weapon. For him it held less mystique yet more resonance. He had seen his primarch father bearing the Talon into battle a thousand times, lending the relic an air of familiarity, but he had been the one to tear the claw from his father’s cooling corpse while its blades were still wet with the blood of... of...

			I exhaled softly, feeling the stasis field’s misty warmth against my face. ‘When did you lock it in stasis?’ I asked Abaddon.

			‘Within hours of taking it.’ Abaddon was staring as well, though I could not say what emotion curdled behind his golden eyes. ‘I never wore it in battle.’

			He started to key in a deactivation code to shut down the stasis cloud. My hand gripped his wrist with punishing force, but too late, too late. The restraining field quivered and failed.

			Weapons have souls. The Martian Mechanicum has always known this, with their rituals to honour and appease the machine-spirits of their guns, blades and war engines. But a weapon’s soul reflects in the warp, as well. The very moment the stasis field collapsed and allowed the Talon back into reality, the weapon’s spirit– a thing of inconceivable predation– clawed at my mind.

			The Talon’s murderous, shrieking closeness threatened me, from the killing blades to the fat-mouthed gun barrels parasitically bolted to its back. Corpse-stink, thick and hot and choking, emanated from the bloodstained blades in a choking aura. The dried, rich redness on the curving scythes pressed at my eyes with oily, liquid pressure. The weeping lament of a mourning father and a dying god was a screaming roar in my ears, sinking into my skull. Every single cut, scrape and dent upon the weapon had been earned on a battlefield where brother fought brother.

			I was half a dozen steps back before I even realised I was moving, one hand pressed to the side of my head to contain the stabs of pressure pulping my brain meat. My vision swam, blurring into uselessness. I gagged on the reek of genetically purified blood. Its taste drowned my tongue. My axe clattered to the deck without me remembering I had drawn it.

			‘Well, now.’ Abaddon’s voice came to me from a great distance. ‘What a sensitive creature you are, Khayon. Much more attuned than I realised.’

			Mercy came, but not swiftly. The assault against my senses retreated, going grudgingly back like an ocean’s tide. I pulled breath into my lungs, feeling them expand in my chest. The air still carried that gene-forged death scent, but it was no longer ravaging me.

			So many times in the years to come we would face the Blood Angels and their Successors, and each time the descendants of Sanguinius would suffer their own breed of madness in the presence of the weapon that crippled the Emperor and murdered their primarch forefather. I believe I felt a sliver of their pain that night aboard the Vengeful Spirit.

			I rose from one knee, wiping my bleeding nose and mouth on my armoured palm. The blood looked black against the deep, metallic blue.

			The stasis field was still down. The Talon’s presence pressed against my senses, but in a whisper now rather than a boiling flood. My brothers were watching me with varying degrees of comprehension.

			‘That was unpleasant,’ I admitted.

			They had reacted to the Talon’s unveiling as well, though not as strongly. I could feel Telemachon’s undercurrent of delighted revulsion at the smell of the bloodied blades, and the dull fire of Lheor’s ticking, aching mind.

			Abaddon restored the field with the reactivation code. The discomfort vanished immediately as the weapon was taken out of time. 

			‘Unpleasant perhaps, but very educational,’ Abaddon replied at last. He moved over to a workbench, where he unceremoniously tossed his bolter with a loud clang of metal on metal. ‘So. Lheorvine was saying how you’d come to steal my ship? Do go on.’

			A little late to lie, and I suspected he would see through any deceit, no matter how well I worded it. 

			‘The thought had crossed our minds,’ I replied. 

			Abaddon tapped his heart three times, in that formal gesture of honesty habitual to so many of the Cthonia-born Sons of Horus. 

			‘Don’t try it, as I’d be forced to kill you. I need you far too much to let you die, my brother.’ He paused, turning his golden gaze upon me again. ‘How is your sister faring, Khayon?’

			I was following the play of his words without truly grasping the meaning. He knew we were coming, and he knew who we were. He was aware I had intended to claim the Vengeful Spirit. Now he claimed to need me– for what, I could not guess– but when he mentioned my sister, I felt my teeth clench together. Killing lightning wormed around my fingers, inspired into existence by my flash of anger.

			‘Is something wrong, Khayon?’ Abaddon’s eyes glowed a knowing gold.

			‘You are not taking her from me.’

			The visible veins beneath his cheeks and in his neck seemed to run with a fluid darker than blood for a few heartbeats. I could scarcely read anything of his ironclad mind beyond the facade of calm he used as a shield, but I sensed a flood of something like lava inside his heart, beneath the outwardly generous smile.

			‘I asked if she was well. That’s hardly a threat to take her from you.’

			Lheor and Telemachon were watching me now. ‘Your sister?’ asked the World Eater.

			Abaddon answered in my place. ‘The Anamnesis. Forgive me, I assumed it was common knowledge.’

			Lheor gaped. ‘That she-wretch floating in the suspension fluid, down in the Core... That’s your sister?’

			I had no desire to discuss such a thing at all, let alone here and now. Lheor chose not to take my silence as a hint. ‘Why would you let the Mechanicum do that to one of your own blood?’

			‘There was no choice.’ I rounded on Lheor, forcing the snake lightning to dissipate into the chamber’s stinking air. I had to be careful– any sign of aggression would force his Nails to bite. ‘She was infected by one of the psychic predators of our home world. It pulsed its eggs into her mind, and the creature’s young devoured half of her brain tissue before they were successfully removed. She could become the Anamnesis, or live in agony as a stupefied shell of the woman she was.’

			Speaking of it brought it all back. The late nights by her bedside, cleaning her when she lost control of her body’s functions. The endless weeping of our parents, who blamed the cranial surgeons for acting too poorly, and me for returning to Tizca too late. The nightlong deep probes into Itzara’s consciousness, seeking any part of her that remained untouched by the ravenous creatures and the gouging surgery that followed.

			I had given my younger sister to the Mechanicum outpost on Prospero, knowing their experimenters needed a living psychic human for the Anamnesis conversion. I knew it was a risk and that all previous attempts at creating the artificial gestalt had failed. But it was worth the risk, and I would do it again. It was the only choice worth making.

			Lheor and Telemachon were looking at me in a new light. Abaddon was looking at me as if he could see and hear everything I was thinking.

			He tapped his fingertips to his heart, three times. ‘Forgive me, brother. That wound is fresher than I realised. I meant no insult or offence.’

			My teeth unclenched but the tension didn’t leave me. ‘It is fine,’ I lied. ‘I am... protective of her.’

			‘Your loyalty does you credit,’ Abaddon remarked. ‘It is one of the reasons I summoned you.’

			‘Summoned us?’ Lheor realised it in the same moment as I. ‘Sargon... The Word Bearer was no prophet. You sent him to Falkus, to lure us here.’

			Abaddon spread his hands and performed a mannerly bow. His patchwork armour whined at the movement.

			‘He is most assuredly a prophet, but, yes, he was the lure. It was hardly a masterful manipulation. You aren’t the only souls I’ve called, but you have the honour of being the first. I relied on Falkus’s desperation and his wish to avenge his Legion’s fouled legacy. I relied on Ashur-Kai’s hunger for any shred of foresight. I relied on Telemachon’s desire to confront Khayon. I relied on Khayon’s empathy for a slain Legion and his loyalty to Falkus, as well as his belief he could take the Vengeful Spirit by installing his sister as its machine-spirit. And as for you, Firefist, I relied on your wish to seek something more than the life of a blood-maddened raider, and your hunger to find a purpose. In short, I relied on warriors who wished to be more than the legacies of their diminished Legions. Everything fell into place with ease. Sargon was just the first breath that set the wind howling.’

			Lheor’s stitched features locked in a scowl. I thought he was going to comment further, but instead he growled. ‘Don’t call me Firefist.’

			The Sons of Horus legionary laughed at that, the filthy hair clinging to his pale cheeks. ‘Very well, my brother. Whatever you wish.’

			As we continued talking, Lheor paced the chamber, examining the machinery and discerning each engine’s function. His gaze lingered longest on the weapons.

			‘Don’t touch that,’ Abaddon warned at one point. Lheor put the rotor cannon down. Its multiple barrels whined to a halt.

			I gave voice to the question warriors of the Nine Legions had been asking for an eternity. 

			‘Why did you abandon your Legion?’

			Abaddon had turned to work on his bolter resting upon his workbench, oiling the mechanisms and flushing the detached components with cleansing solution.

			‘Horus’s war was over. That war mattered, this one does not. With the real conflict left in ashes, why should I care about this meaningless, endless skirmishing between the Nine Legions?’

			My blood was up, and not just in the aftermath of the Talon’s revelation. Abaddon’s effortless, endless knowledge of me and my brethren certainly was not easing my sense of caution, while his blithe dismissal of the lives lost in the Eye since the beginning of the Legion Wars turned my saliva sour.

			‘Something to say, Khayon?’ I was not imagining the challenge in his tone. 

			‘The Third and Twelfth have lost more warriors to each others’ blades than they ever lost in Horus’s rebellion. Ahriman has murdered the Fifteenth. Few souls can even deal with the cursed Fourteenth since their loss to the God of Life and Death. The Eighth are here only in fragmented numbers at most, and the Fourth rules over its isolated bastions, rising only to trade and raid at the vanguard of daemonic machine hordes. Of the Twentieth, no one can say with any surety, but–’

			‘They’re here,’ Abaddon interrupted with a smile. ‘Take my word on that.’

			‘How can you be so ignorant?’ I felt my voice hardening as I listed the Legions’ fates, to open Abaddon’s eyes to the war he had ignored. ‘Your Legion is dead,’ I pressed. ‘You left them to die.’

			He looked at me, not needing to spare any attention for the bolter he was cleaning. His gaze let me know I had not only failed to convince him, but I had said exactly what he’d been expecting to hear.

			‘Such strident words, Tizcan. Yet how loyal are you to your own bloodline? How often do you return to that wraith-blighted world where Magnus One-Eye weeps atop the Tower of the Cyclops?’

			My silence answered for me. His golden eyes flared with inner light as he continued. ‘The Legion Wars will never end, Khayon. They’re endemic of life here in Hell, and they will never, ever end. More than that, they’re the savage inevitability of those too proud and too wrathful to accept their past defeat. These aren’t my battles. Shedding blood for slaves and territory? I’m not a barbarian, to fight over trivial nothingness. I’m a soldier. A warrior. If the Legions wish to raid one another’s hunting grounds for table scraps and steal each others’ toys, then I’ll let them. I feel no need to save them from their petty fate. They chose to fight and die in a worthless war.’

			Telemachon was the one to speak. He had been the only one of us to fight at Abaddon’s side more than once in the Great Crusade.

			‘You have changed,’ he said, his soft voice matching the serene silver face mask. 

			Abaddon nodded. ‘I’ve walked the surface of every world here in this purgatorial prison. I had to– to learn this realm’s boundaries, to see its secrets.’ He looked back at the bolter, beginning to reassemble it now it was clean. ‘Old grudges and old allegiances no longer interest me. Whether we wish it or not, this is a new age.’

			I released a breath I had not realised I was holding. One last try.

			‘That is all you have to say– that you are better and wiser than those of us still mired in the Legion Wars? Your gene-line is practically extinguished, Abaddon.’

			My entreaty did nothing but amuse him. ‘Listen to yourself, my brother. You argue and argue as though you weren’t guilty of the very same sins you lay at my feet. Do you stand before me and rail against my decisions because you truly disagree with them, or because you’re here as Falkus’s advocate?’

			Lheor barked a laugh by my side. I sensed Telemachon was smiling behind his helm.

			‘You misunderstand the gravity of the situation,’ I said. ‘Lupercalios is gone, wiped from the face of creation.’

			‘I am all too aware of what happened at the Monument.’

			For several seconds, I had nothing to say. ‘I do not understand how you can be dealing with this so calmly.’

			‘Should I shriek in childish rage?’ Abaddon countered. ‘Fury is a weapon, my brother. A blade to be used in battle. Outside of war, it tends to cloud judgement. Why should I mourn a Legion I chose to leave behind? I’m no longer one of them.’ 

			I could scarcely believe I was hearing these words from the former First Captain of the Sons of Horus. Abaddon took my silence for capitulation and pressed his point harder.’

			‘Answer me this, Khayon– are you still a legionary of the Thousand Sons? Lheorvine, are you still a World Eater? Telemachon, whose Legion name rings hollowest of all, are you still one of the Emperor’s Children? The Emperor and his failed sons gave your Legions those names. Do they still ring proud in your heart and soul? Are you still the sons of your fathers, respecting them and embodying their failures? Do you see their flaws and weaknesses, and wish to repeat them? Sargon looked into the paths of the future and told me there was more to all of you than the call of worthless bloodlines. Was he wrong?’

			His demanding accusations sobered the three of us. We lapsed back into silence; when you have a thousand questions to ask, it becomes difficult to know where to begin. Abaddon paid us little attention, etching Cthonian runes on the casings of his bolter shells.

			Lheor continued wandering the chamber, looking at the biological components Abaddon was preserving in various fluids. Eyes, hearts, lungs. The Gods alone knew where he had acquired them; most weren’t human in origin, and preserving the organs of Neverborn requires a special breed of patient alchemical expertise. You could walk for a week in that memorial chamber and still not witness half of its wonders.

			When he returned, Lheor drained another flask of our host’s foul concoction. His dark features split into a smile. 

			‘I’m no student of black magic, but have you added sorcery to the things you’ve been learning?’

			Servos in Abaddon’s neck armour growled quietly as he turned to regard us again. 

			‘I’m used to being alone so if I miss the nuances in your sense of humour, I can only apologise, brother. What do you mean?’

			‘He means the somnus-cry,’ I said. ‘Where is your astropath?’

			‘Ah. I have no astropath. I have the brains of three astropaths floating in suspension fluid and wired into the psy-resonant crystals that grow across the ship. You were poking at them a few minutes ago, Lheorvine.’

			He gestured to a collection of organs and broken crystals in a transparent cylinder of sickly grey juice. ‘It is the beacon I use to find my way back when I return from my wanderings. One of the brains came from an eldar priestess. She put up quite a fight, let me tell you. Sargon maintains the life-support engine, though. I’ve never developed the expertise to keep it functioning myself.’

			‘Sargon is dead,’ said Lheor. ‘He died months ago when the Emperor’s Children ambushed our fleet.’

			Abaddon turned back to his inscription work. ‘I doubt that, for I spoke to him only three days ago. He’s in the Vaults, several dozen decks below us. He goes there to meditate.’

			So Sargon lived, and had been instrumental in luring us here to Abaddon. That was another question answered before I could ask it. Just how Sargon had escaped was something I resolved to tear from the Word Bearer’s brain if I had to, yet something more urgent pressed against my mind.

			‘Did any of your servo-skulls detect a wolf?’

			Abaddon raised a scarred eyebrow. ‘One of Russ’s warriors? Or do you mean the Kanas lupis mammals of Old Earth?’

			‘The latter. A Neverborn, incarnated as a Fenrisian wolf. I have not heard from her since we came aboard.’

			‘I believe I’d remember seeing one of those aboard. I assume this creature is yours?’

			‘Yes, she is mine.’

			Abaddon’s laugh was a bear’s wet, rumbling growl. ‘You call it “she”. How wonderfully sentimental.’

			Lheor availed himself of another flask of the oily brew. After a heavy swallow, a grim smile crossed over his patchwork face. He really did enjoy the stuff.

			‘You know we’re still going to steal this ship,’ he said genially. Abaddon showed no surprise or unease at all.

			‘A fine ambition. She’s one of the worthiest monuments to mankind’s ingenuity.’

			Telemachon came to stand by my side. He was the only one of us still wearing his helmet. Conversely, I sensed he was the one most at ease in Abaddon’s company. I wondered if it was from my evisceration of his thoughts and emotions. I had reshaped him to encourage easy obedience, but he was disappointingly passionless so far. The last thing I desired was to engineer more servants similar to my Rubricae. Already I could imagine Ahriman’s words– the next time he and I crossed paths, he was bound to consider my neural manipulation of Telemachon as the basest hypocrisy. What irritated me most of all was that he would be right. 

			‘You said you summoned us,’ Telemachon said. ‘You haven’t said why.’

			The former Sons of Horus legionary finally set his work aside. ‘Forgive me, I thought that would be obvious.’

			‘Humour us,’ the swordsman said.

			Abaddon looked into our eyes, each in turn. He had a way about him even then– even after so many decades alone– of conveying the most ruthless sincerity without a shadow of awkwardness. When your eyes met his golden gaze, there was a feeling of being honoured by trust, of being taken into his confidence. Here was the first sign of the charismatic chieftain who had commanded the elite regiment of the Imperium’s most renowned Legion. His time as a pilgrim had layered wisdom and perspective atop the brutality of his former command. I wondered how Falkus and the other Sons of Horus would react to this reborn figure.

			‘Horus,’ he said. ‘Have you heard how the Neverborn speak of him? They name my father not for his victories but his failures, calling him the Sacrificed King.’

			‘I have heard it spoken,’ I admitted.

			‘Sometimes, Khayon, I wonder where free will ends and destiny begins. But that is a discussion we shall have another day. Horus cannot be allowed to walk once more. Not because of destiny, or fate, or the whims of the Pantheon. The First Primarch died in shame and failure, my brothers. My last gift to the Legion I abandoned is to let them die with dignity. The Emperor’s Children and their allies threaten that dignified end. Each of you is already primed to work towards that very task. You could call it manipulation if you choose, or call it a simple aligning of goals. I’m done with cold allegiances and temporary alliances. If I’m to return to the battles raging throughout the Eye, I seek something more real. Something pure. A war that means something. Now, I have the ship you want, I share the goal you wish to achieve, but both of those truths pale against the fact that I have the answers you require.’

			Lheor was the one to bite at that dangling thread. ‘What answers?’

			Abaddon smiled, bringing dark light to his metallic eyes. ‘We have a warrior-sorcerer with the heart of a scholar and a swordsman with a poet’s soul, yet it’s the bloodthirsty axeman who asks the questions that really matter.’

			He did not reach for his bolter as he made his way towards the huge doors leading back to the ship’s deeper innards.

			‘Come with me. There’s something you should see.’
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VISION

			It would be gratifying to say that we of the Black Legion simply follow a prophecy that assures us all will be well, that our path is preordained, and that victory is inevitable.

			It would be very gratifying indeed. It would also be a lie.

			I have always regarded prophecy with great distaste. I loathed it when I first walked the decks of the Vengeful Spirit with Telemachon and Lheor. I loathe it all the more fervently now– eternity with Ashur-Kai, Sargon, Zaraphiston and Moriana has done nothing to kindle any reverence in me. No soul is as self-righteous as one that believes it gazes into the future. 

			I reserve my most ardent distaste for Moriana. More than one of Ezekyle’s lieutenants has threatened to slaughter his contrary prophetess. Several of them have been executed for trying to make their threats a reality. In one case I wielded the killing spear myself, stealing a brother’s life by the Warmaster’s command. How I burned to turn the blade on Moriana as she looked on, smiling, at Ezekyle’s side. I have never forgiven her for that day. I never will. 

			The Warmaster is no fool. Though he values his seers and soothsayers above many of his other subcommanders, he has rarely bound the Black Legion’s fate to their prophecies. Only a madman heeds the Four Gods’ promises as anything more than teasing possibility. The best way to survive living in the Eye of Terror is to understand the warp. The best way to prosper is to master it. The quickest way to die is to trust it.

			So we lay claim to no overarching vision guiding our wars of conquest. Foresight is just another weapon in the Warmaster’s arsenal.

			The night we met with Abaddon, where the Vengeful Spirit was hidden within the crust of a time-lost world, he took us from his pilgrimage museum to where Sargon prayed in the silent stillness of the lower decks. The further we walked, the stronger the smell, for those decks carried the ripe spice of advanced decay with no discernible source. I felt the abattoir stink sinking into my skin.

			The Word Bearer was waiting for us down there in the deeper dark, meditating in a humble isolation cell with nothing but a cold metal pallet for slumber. He was still clad in the crimson of his Legion, the ceramite inscribed with layers of Colchisian runic scripture just as before. And just as before, his mind was almost impenetrable to my questing senses.

			The sight of his face was a revelation in itself. Most warriors of the Nine Legions– and our thin-blooded cousins in the Imperium’s shattered Space Marine Chapters– possess an ageless quality to their appearance. Our genetics generally preserve us in our physical and soldierly prime, leaving us resembling augmented human males between three and four decades of age. Beneath Sargon’s helm I had expected to find a weathered veteran visage; a warrior-priest who wore his age and scars with pride. 

			I had not expected this pale youth, whose features seemed barely into adulthood. He looked freshly inducted from his Legion’s reserve companies, no more than two decades of life behind him. Grievous burn-scarring ran from his chin down his neck, and into the collar of his gorget. A plasma burn. There was the wound that stole his voice. He was lucky it had not severed his head. 

			‘My prophet,’ Abaddon greeted him. ‘These men desire answers.’

			Sargon rose from his knees, greeting us with a familiar gesture in Legiones Astartes battlefield sign language. His fist rested against his heart, then his hand opened as he offered it towards us– the traditional greeting between loyal brothers, showing proof of no weapon in his grip. Telemachon, to my surprise, returned the gesture. Lheor merely nodded.

			‘Sargon,’ I said. ‘Do I have you to thank for saving Falkus and his brethren?’

			His eyes were green, rare for the desert clans of Colchis, who were near uniformly as dusky skinned as most Tizcans, and shared the same darkness of iris. In answer to my question he nodded once and offered a small, crooked smile. Legion battle-sign had no word for ‘sorcery’ but he conveyed its meaning well enough by piecing together several other gestures.

			Another mystery solved. I did not mention that Falkus and his warriors were suffering in the throes of possession. For now I wanted to be given answers, not to provide them.

			At the end of his explanation, Sargon looked to Abaddon and tapped a thumb beneath one of his own eyes.

			‘Yes,’ said the former First Captain. ‘Show them.’

			Sargon closed his bright eyes and held his arms to the sides in imitation of the Catherics’ crucified god. I felt the tension rising, no different from the way the air is charged in the moments before a storm breaks. Whatever psychic control he was exerting, I raised my guard against it.

			‘Cease that,’ I said softly. When he did not obey, I lifted my hand towards him with a shove of telekinesis. Sargon’s eyes snapped open as he staggered three steps back, surprise writ across his young features.

			‘Is something wrong, Khayon?’ asked Abaddon, drily amused by my resistance. 

			‘I have seen the future as Ashur-Kai watches it, divined from the entrails of the dead and the blood spatters of the dying. I have stared into scrying pools with my brother Ahriman, and listened to the babbling of gods, ghosts, and daemons. I care nothing for prophecy and its endlessly unreliable pathways. Whatever you wish to show me of the future will be of no interest to me, and even less use.’

			Sargon smiled again– that same barely-there expression– and made the chopping motion for ‘negative’.

			‘You do not plan to show us the future, prophet?’ 

			Again, the same gesture. Negative.

			‘Then what?’

			Abaddon answered for the silent seer. ‘The future is unwritten, Khayon, because we haven’t yet written it. I didn’t bring you across the Great Eye to bribe you with the warp’s promises of what might come to pass.’

			‘Then why did you lure us here?’

			‘Because I chose you, fool.’ He mastered it well with a smile, but the first taste of temper crept into Abaddon’s voice. ‘I chose all of you.’

			‘And why us?’ I asked. ‘For what purpose?’

			Abaddon nodded to Sargon once more. ‘That is what he is trying to show you.’

			We are children– with the ambitions of adults and the knowledge of enlightenment– looking across the City of Light with eyes that have seen nothing of war. The night is hot. The stars are bright. The wind, when it bothers to breathe, cools the season’s sweat on our skin.

			‘What if they refuse us?’ the other boy asks me.

			‘Then I will be an explorer,’ I tell him. ‘I will walk the Wild Lands and be the first to found a new city on Prospero.’

			He isn’t reassured. ‘There is only the Legion, Iskandar. To be anything else is to fail our people.’

			I summon a glass of water to my hand from across the table, spilling some on the way. Mekhari has to reach for his, leaning over the table to get it. I do not comment on it. 

			I sense his jealousy but do not comment on that, either.

			We...

			...are no longer children. We are men with guns that kick in our fists, swords that roar, and it is our duty to bring worlds to their knees.

			Our father, a creature of such power that it hurts to look upon him, strides through our ranks. He aims a sword at the stone walls of a foreign city. 

			‘Illuminate them!’ 

			Mekhari is next to me in the battle formation. We march together, pulling on our helms in the same moment. The Crimson King demands that this city fall by sundown. We will make it so. We...

			...gather in a chamber the size of a coliseum, listening to Horus Lupercal detail how Terra will die. The tactical analysis is over. We are deep into the speeches, now. 

			Some of the Warmaster’s supreme genius in dealing with his fellow warriors has eroded. Once he encouraged the back-and-forth flow of his warriors’ words, giving them a forum for amending battle plans and airing their perspective. Tonight, there is precious little of such even-handed interaction. Horus says much and listens too little – does he still realise we are all here for our own reasons? That this war means something different to each of us? Hatred seethes beneath his skin, and he believes we all share his grievances. He is wrong.

			Mekhari stands to my side and Ashur-Kai stands at my shoulder. Djedhor carries the company banner, holding it high among so many others.

			Horus Lupercal speaks with a god’s voice and a god’s confidence. He speaks of triumph, of hope, and eternal walls falling into dust.

			I turn to face...

			... ‘Ahriman!’

			I have cried his name half a dozen times already. He either does not hear or refuses to listen. He raises his arms to the ghost-choked sky, crying out in exultation. Three of our inner circle have ignited in savage pillars of warpfire, unable to brace against the forces being summoned. Two have come apart, crumbling to their component particles as their mortal forms were overwhelmed by Ahriman’s careless psychic mustering. To stand with him here is like shouting into a storm. 

			Names are chanted– hundreds upon hundreds of names– but even the others are breaking off the mantras and beginning to stare at one another. 

			I cannot risk summoning a killing flame atop the pyramid. In this nexus of aetheric energy, it would kill us all. The power gathering around us beneath the haloed heavens starts lashing in spiteful, coruscating arcs. I have already tried shooting him, but the roaring wind steals the bolts from the air. 

			His ritual, his Rubric, is failing. I have prepared for this.

			Saern cuts the air to my right, ripping a wound in the world. Mekhari is the first through, his bolter levelled at Ahriman. Djedhor follows him. Then Voros, Tochen and Riochane.

			‘End this madness,’ Mekhari calls to our commander, shouting above the wind.

			An arc of lashing, uncontrolled etheric force whipcracks through the side of the pyramid, shaking the platform beneath our feet. One of the sorcerers still standing is struck blind. Another is hurled to his knees. 

			‘Kill him!’ I shout to my men. More arrive through the conduit with each heartbeat. ‘Kill Ahriman!’ Their bolters open up in draconic chorus. Nothing hits. Nothing strikes home.

			Ahriman screams at the sky. Mekhari is reaching for him, his gauntleted fingers scarcely a centimetre from our commander’s throat when the Rubric is unleashed. Energy spears out from Ahriman’s aura, carried by his mournful cry as– at last– he realises he has lost control. 

			And then Mekhari dies. They all die.

			Every one of my warriors atop the pyramid’s apex platform, beneath the unfamiliar stars of Sortiarius’s sky, suddenly falls still. Mekhari stands silent, his reaching hand dropping on slack joints. I see him standing before me, but no longer feel him there. It is as though I am looking into a mirror and not recognising the person staring back. Something is there, but it is entirely wrong.

			My warriors crash to the ground in armoured heaps, Kheltaran head crests smashing onto the glass floor, sending cobweb cracks spreading. The light of Mekhari’s T-visor remains active, his head tilted to face me.

			I walk towards Ahriman with my axe in my hand.

			Someone, somewhere, calls...

			... ‘Khayon.’

			There is no true shelter left in the burning city. I hide from the killers as best I can, crouching with my back to the tumbledown wall of a ravaged stellar observatory. Nearby flames lick at the heat sensors at the corner of my retinal display. The only weapon in my hands is a combat blade, used for plunging into armour joints. I lost my chainsword some time ago. My bolter remains mag-locked to my hip, ammo-starved and useless. The same visual display that tracks external temperature tells me that I have been out of ammunition for three minutes and forty seconds.

			As I catch my breath, I feel a cold sliver of unease. This makes no sense. This is Prospero, my home world, on the day it died to the fangs and claws of the Wolves. This was before Ahriman’s failed Rubric. This was before we stood in Horus’s war council. All of the other memories came in temporal procession, but this one is cast out of its alignment. I turn, and suddenly see why.

			Abaddon is with me. He stands nearby, watching with a commander’s patience. He was the one who spoke my name– the wayward warrior I met aboard the Vengeful Spirit with Telemachon and Lheor, not the soldier-prince of historical record. Patchwork armour gives off a dull gleam as it reflects the firelight. He carries no weapon, yet he does not seem unarmed. Threat flows around him in ways I cannot quite discern. He has a dangerous soul. It shows in his smile, as well as his golden eyes.

			‘Why are you here?’ I ask him, keeping my voice down in case my words attract Wolves.

			‘I’ve been at your side through all of this,’ he replies. ‘I witnessed your childhood with Mekhari and your years as a legionary of the Thousand Sons. You are only seeing me now.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Because this memory matters.’ He comes to crouch with me. I notice none of the raining dust clings to his armour as it does mine. ‘This memory defines you more than any other moment in your life, Khayon.’

			A man would not need to be a prophet to know that. Here is where my home world died. Here is where Gyre first took the form of a wolf. Here is where I took Saern from the twitching fingers of a VI Legion champion. Here is the treachery that forced the Thousand Sons to side with rebels and madmen, against ignorance and deception. Here is where I came within hours of my own death, until Lheor found me in the ashen ruins.

			To say this day defines me above any other is hardly a revelation. 

			Perhaps I should be uncomfortable with Abaddon walking alongside me through my mind. The opposite is true: his presence is calming, his pale curiosity infectious. 

			My tutelary is gone– dead or lost, I have no way of knowing which. We of the Thousand Sons keep these incorporeal spirit-creatures as familiars. Each one was summoned from the calmest tides of the warp and bore us no hostility, they simply drifted nearby, watching and silently advising. This was, of course, the age before we knew what daemons truly were. 

			My tutelary called itself Gyre; it was a genderless thing of fractal patterns only visible at sunset, speaking in the sound of wind chimes when it deigned to speak at all. I had not seen it in the hours since the sky caught fire with Space Wolves drop pods.

			‘You keep looking to the west,’ Abaddon points out. ‘The city burns no differently there than anywhere else.’

			‘My tutelary vanished there.’

			‘Ah, your familiar.’

			‘No. Not here and now. Before Prospero burned we called them tutelaries. We did not know what they really were.’ I say nothing for a time, looking over my many wounds once more. ‘Why are your eyes gold?’ I ask Abaddon.

			He closes them for a moment, touching his fingertips to them. ‘I looked into the Astronomican for a long, long time, listening to its verses and choruses. The Emperor’s Light did this to me.’

			‘Does it hurt?’

			His answering nod hides more than it reveals. ‘A little. No one ever said enlightenment came without cost, Khayon.’

			I look back across the burning street, where a city of scholars is dying to the axes and fire of barbarians. A cataclysm that will, in time, educate both Legions. How very apt Abaddon’s words are.

			‘I hear Wolves,’ he says.

			I hear them, too. Boots pounding on the white avenue, shattering the marble road. I clutch my knife tighter, waiting, waiting. 

			‘How many did you kill that day?’ Abaddon asks me. Even if the Wolves cannot hear him, I say nothing. They will surely be able to hear me. 

			I hear them draw close, stalking, sniffing the air. That’s when I move, rising in a snarl of armour joints and dust-shrouded ceramite. My knife takes the first Wolf under the chin, punching up through his throat and into his skull. Bless the VI Legion for going to war without wearing their helms.

			The others are already moving. Chainswords whine and bolters crunch to shoulder-guards. Barbaric threats leave the mouths of ignorant fools. Oaths of vengeance. Primal promises. 

			‘You do not understand,’ I tell them.

			They leap for me the moment I cast their brother’s body aside. That is what kills them. No longer do I seek to control the warp’s breath, shaping it into precise applications of psychic force. Now I simply let it flow through me, doing as it will. The closest packmate falls to the ground in a boneless topple, decaying inside his armour. The warp’s touch has aged him a thousand years in the span of a single heartbeat. The second ignites in topaz flame, eating his flesh to the bone without even marking his ceramite. 

			The last of them is less hot-blooded. He keeps his bolter on me. I want to tell him that he is a fool, that he and his Legion are to blame for all this. I want to tell him that we are not sinners, and that the power we call upon– the powers that we are being judged and sentenced for using– are only brought forth now in the fight to survive. In razing Prospero, the Space Wolves have left us no choice but to commit the very crime they are punishing us for.

			He fires before I can speak. A kill-shot that does not kill, batted aside from my head with a flare of telekinetic instinct. It isn’t enough. He bears me down to the ground and suddenly nothing matters but the knives in our hands. Mine carves into his armpit, caught fast in servos as well as muscle meat. I am certain his has missed until I feel the pressure of a Titan’s weight on my stomach. There is no tearing pain when a blade plunges into your flesh. It is a hammer blow, no matter how well you are trained to ignore it and recover. For a moment I bare my teeth behind my faceplate, shaking the knife impaled in his arm, hoping to sever the muscles and steal his strength. 

			The breath from his dirty smile fogs my eyes lenses. He leers down at me with a wolf’s stare and a man’s grin. Retinal warnings scream of the damage his knife is doing to my insides. Belly wounds are savage. Foulness and poison will leak from wounded intestines and bowels, eventually corrupting healthy flesh and blood beyond what our genhanced physiology can repair.

			‘Traitor,’ the Wolf breathes down at me. ‘Filthy. Traitor.’

			The first mouthful of blood runs up my throat and over my lips, spilling down my cheeks to pool inside my helm. It steals any hope of reply beyond a strained gurgle.

			Abaddon still stands nearby. I sense him even if I cannot see him. For a moment of bloodstained desperation I consider demanding that he help me. The very idea of it turns my gurgling curse into a grin.

			I do not bother pulling my knife free. My hand crashes against the side of his head, not to break his skull but clawing for a fistful of his long, greasy hair. It comes free with the sound of ripping paper. Fresh spit flecks my eye lenses as he snarls, but still his weight bears down on me with crushing force. A fist to his head does nothing. And another. And another. 

			On the fourth I clutch the side of his skull and plunge my thumb into his left eye. The wet crunch is the sweetest sound I have ever heard. He does not cry out or show any pain beyond the way his feral rictus turns to glass. 

			His skull gives a quiet snap, then a louder crack. I am breaking his head apart in my hand, and he refuses to even acknowledge it, no different from a rabid dog with its jaws locked on prey. More blood surges up my throat and runs from my mouth as he cuts me open from groin to sternum. The pain is acid and lightning and fire, but nothing compared to the vicious, sick shame of helplessness.

			My sight is swimming now, reddened by blood. One-eyed and laughing, the Wolf keeps cutting. I keep bringing up blood into my helm. It sloshes against my face, as hot as boiling water. Tiredness covers me in a queasy blanket, and my hand falls from its grip, back to the dust.

			My knuckles clang against his fallen bolter, discarded in the ashes. 

			It takes three tries before I clutch it in a sure enough grip, and with trembling fingers I force feed him the barrel of his own gun. It breaks his teeth on the way in and blows the back of his head apart on the way out. 

			His weight atop me becomes a dead man’s embrace. I roll his carcass off, pull the blade from my belly, and disengage my helm to let the blood slap onto the marble avenue beneath me. Pain runs through me in time with my beating hearts. 

			‘How long did you remain on the ground?’ Abaddon asks me.

			‘Not long.’ Already I try to move, trusting my legionary genetics to cope with the disembowelling wound. A pulse of psychic encouragement sends the process into a quickened dance, setting my flesh to scab and re-knit faster. 

			‘Didn’t you fight a Sixth Legion champion on this day?’ Abaddon asks. He follows me down the avenue, his golden eyes shining with amusement at my limp.

			I nod. ‘Eyarik Born-of-Fire. He will find me soon. Very soon.’ 

			‘And how did you beat him with these wounds?’

			Distraction and pain prevent the answer. Sealing my wounds requires focus. 

			I do not know how long passes before the shout comes. It chills my blood now just as it did on that distant day. No words, no threats, no promises. Just an ululating howl from the throat of a warrior who demands his foes face him.

			I turn slowly, made now of aches and wounds that will one day become scars. Before me stands an axe-bearer, a warrior of dirty nobility wreathed in a cloak of smoke-stained white fur. Fenrisian runes show gold against his war-plate’s grey. 

			At his side walks a piebald wolf with its fur cast in mismatching patches of brown and grey. Pink froth coats its maw. Red juice drips from its fangs. The thing is the size of a stallion. Even from here, I catch the reek of blood on its breath. Familiar blood. The blood of my brothers and the innocent souls of Tizca.

			For no reason I can understand, I simply say ‘Be gone’. I think it is the best my weary mind can muster. The stomach wound is not the first injury I have suffered today, merely the most grievous, and I doubt there is enough blood left in my body to fill a VI Legion drinking skull.

			The Wolf Lord walks closer. No, he prowls, fluid and fierce like the beast at his side. The axe in his hands is a relic of true beauty. For a weary, weary moment I think there are worse deaths than one brought about by that blade.

			And then he makes the mistake that costs him his life. ‘I am Eyarik Born-of-Fire,’ he says. ‘Thirsty is my axe for the blood of traitors.’

			Crippled or not, I stand taller. The Fenrisian tongue struggles with Gothic, but adds a grim poetry to the words rather than detracting from them. I have always enjoyed their language. To hear a Fenrisian speak is to hear a saga-poet threaten to cut your throat. 

			‘I am Iskandar Khayon, born of the world you are murdering. And I am no traitor.’

			‘Save your lies for the black spirits that heed them, sorcerer.’ He comes closer, smelling my weakness. This will be an execution, not a duel.

			Above us, the sky chokes on the blackness of the burning city. Bolters are a distant, unending staccato. Pyramids that have stood proudly for thousands of years are shattered and brought down by self-righteous barbarians. Now this warlord comes to me, spitting misguided madness at me under the guise of righteous judgement. 

			‘I. Am not. A traitor.’

			‘Loud and long do the Allfather’s words ring. Louder and longer than the death-prayer of a traitor.’ 

			The beautiful axe rises. I do not summon fire from beyond the veil or beg the spirits to aid me. I look at the warrior who would be my executioner, bridge a conduit between our thoughts, and let my bitterness spill forth from my mind into his. My helpless, cornered, kicked-dog fury takes root in his heart. The warp itself floods through the bond between us, spilling through his blood and bones, breaking him down at the unseeable level of particles and atomic patterns. 

			He does not just die where he stands. I unmake him, pulling him apart down to his very core. He disintegrates within his armour, flesh turning to dust so fast that his shade doesn’t even realise his body is dead. His ghost claws at me as it dissolves into the warp’s winds. My last sight of his spirit shows the incomprehension across his ethereal features. The last sound he makes is a wrenching scream as he begins to burn in the Sea of Souls.

			And then he is gone. His armour totters forwards to crash against the avenue, splitting the marble with a dozen fresh cracks. 

			I lift his axe to use as a crutch. The weapon is called Saern according to the runes along its length. I speak a handful of Fenrisian dialects. Saern means ‘Truth’.

			I hear Abaddon laughing, clapping his gauntleted palms together. ‘Such heroism!’ he mocks me with a smile.

			Any sense of victory is short-lived. The huge wolf bears me to the ground in a tumble of wounds and weak limbs. I have no chance to defend myself. Jaws that could swallow my head whole gouge into my breastplate and shoulder-guard. Its fangs go through ceramite like iron knives through silk. The thing’s weight upon me is the weight of a Rhino troop carrier. Armour comes free in a vicious crack, and bloody flesh rips away with it. I am too cold, too sore, to feel it as fresh pain.

			And then the wolf stops. It just stops, standing above me with my blood running from its teeth. The creature’s flesh ripples beneath the smoke-stained fur. Lacerations peel open, revealing muscles, bones, organs.

			My eyes are wide open when the beast bursts open above me, raining gore in every direction. Viscera stings my face and burns with the saltiness of boiling seawater on my tongue. The pressure against my chest is gone. A shadow of something ghosts away from me, but for several seconds I can do nothing but stare at the sky, needing time to salvage enough strength to rise.

			The wolf stands several metres away from me– black where its fur had been grey-white; predatory intelligence in its stare where before there had been only bestial cunning.

			I know that stare though I have never seen it before. I know the mind behind it. I know the spirit animating the dead wolf’s half-fleshed ghost.

			‘Gyre?’

			The wolf stalks to my side, submissive in its greeting. She– and this is the very first time I see Gyre as distinctly, unarguably female– gives a wolfish whine. Gone are the fractal creature’s wind-chime words, yet she is too new to this stolen form to communicate in silent speech. I feel a flare of wordless devotion from her as the wolf’s heart taints the cold geometry of the daemon’s spirit. From now on she will be neither wolf nor daemon, but something of both. 

			‘A loyal creature,’ says Abaddon, watching from nearby. Three Thunderhawks scream overhead, their vulture shadows flickering across our armour plating. ‘It saved your life.’

			‘She,’ I tell him as I run my bloodstained gauntlets through Gyre’s black fur. ‘Not “it”. She.’
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			I was the first to awaken. Telemachon and Lheor stood in boneless slouches, the former with his head tilted forwards in mimicry of slumber, the latter staring at nothing with glazed eyes and parted lips. The unspooling of their memories was a muted hum in the back of my mind. I could sense their recollections without making out any detail.

			Sargon made a hand gesture in Legion-standard battle-sign. 

			‘Yes,’ I replied softly. ‘I am well.’ 

			Never before had I experienced such a clear psychic vision, but Sargon’s artistry was in how it didn’t feel like a violation. Abaddon had walked with me through my memories, sharing my regard for my brothers before they turned to dust and witnessing the birth of my wolf in the moment I came closest to death. Yet I did not begrudge him what he saw, nor feel threatened by it. He saw many of the key moments in my life, living them with me, yet my deepest reflections remained sacrosanct. That spoke of breathtaking control over the Art. Perhaps no staggering degree of power, but incredible discipline.

			‘I was right to choose you,’ Abaddon said from where he stood by Sargon’s side. ‘All you’ve seen, Khayon. All you’ve done. The way you fight against repeating the mistakes of the past. You wear your father’s cobalt and his blood runs through your veins, but we all have a chance to become so much more than our fathers’ sons. You, I, and those like us. You crave true, honest brotherhood– a man who would form such bonds with daemons and aliens is a man who was born to be among kindred.’

			I narrowed my eyes, unsure if he mocked me or not. Nefertari had expressed the same sentiment, though in profoundly different words.

			At my glare, he tapped his fingertips to his heart, just as Falkus always did. ‘I mean no insult. I miss it, too, Khayon. I miss a Legion’s unity and its bonds of loyalty. Its explicit purpose. Its focused pursuit of victory.’

			Those were strange words to hear from the warrior whose abandonment of his brothers had become a legend in its own right. I said as much to him, earning a contemplative smile.

			‘Now you’re being stubborn. You know of what I speak. I miss what a Legion could do, and the fact it was empowered to do it. All of our forces now... They are Legions in name, colour and the dregs of culture, but they are a horde, not an army, linked by fading loyalties and fighting to survive. Once they were bound by brotherhood and fought only to win. Our kind no longer wage war, we raid and pillage. No longer do we march in regiments and battalions, but scatter into packs and warbands.’

			I laughed. I did not mean to mock him, but I could not hold the laughter back. ‘You believe you are the one to change all that, Abaddon?’

			‘No. No one can change it now.’ Zealous fervour burned in his golden eyes. The veins beneath his skin pulsed blacker. ‘But we can embrace it, my brother. How many among the Nine Legions cry out to be part of a true Legion once more? Are you so vain as to believe you are alone in your ambitions, Tizcan? What of Valicar the Graven, more loyal to his Martian spider-queen and the world they share, than to the Iron Warriors? What of Falkus Kibre, willing to lay down his life to murder Horus Reborn, turning to you for aid? What of Lheor– the gene-child of that blood-mad avatar Angron, who never bore a shred of love for his own sons? Even Telemachon stands with you, and you deceive yourself by pretending it’s purely the result of you rewriting his mind. You’ve stolen his capacity to sense pleasure without your permission, but you’ve not rewritten his entire psyche. He would be a true brother if you’d allow it, rather than a prisoner.’

			‘You cannot know that for certain.’

			‘Even birth is uncertain, Khayon. Nothing is certain but death.’

			His deflection made my lips curl in a snarl all too reminiscent of Gyre. ‘Spare me the schoolroom philosophy. Why should I trust Telemachon?’

			‘Because he’s like us, aching for the same purpose we desire. He’s the son of a broken Legion, the same as you. The Third Legion is long lost to honourless excess and meaningless indulgence. Once the Emperor’s Children took pleasure in victory. Now they seek pleasure at any cost, hungering for torment over triumph. Thousands and thousands of warriors inside the Eye cry out for something worth fighting for, Khayon. This is not the first time I’ve walked in your thoughts. My pilgrimage with Sargon was about more than learning how the tides of the Eye ebb and flow. It was about seeking those who would stand with me.’

			I said nothing in the face of his passionate defiance. What, really, was there to say? He laid my directionless life bare and gave an offer of hope in place of the hollowness. I had never imagined I would hear another legionary speak such words, let alone one who had long ago walked into myth.

			‘There’s strength and purity in what we’ve become,’ said Abaddon. ‘There’s a savage honesty in the Nine Legions’ warbands now. They follow warlords of their choosing instead of those assigned to them. They create traditions rooted in the cultures of their parent Legions, or completely defy their origins according to their own whims. I admire that unshackled freedom and have no desire to walk back from where we stand, sorcerer. I’m speaking of taking what we have and... refining it. Perfecting it.’

			I found it difficult to speak. The words lay upon my tongue, yet forcing them forwards was no easy task. To give them voice would be to speak the same righteous madness that Abaddon so fiercely declared.

			‘You do not just mean forming a new warband. You mean a new Legion. A new war.’

			His gaze never left mine. I felt it holding my eyes to his, felt the ambitious heat of fevered thoughts.

			‘A new war,’ he agreed. ‘The real war. We were born for battle, Khayon. We were made to conquer the galaxy, not to rot here in Hell and die upon our brothers’ blades. Who are the architects of the Imperium? Who fought to purge its territory of aliens and expand its borders? Who brought rebellious worlds to heel and slaughtered those who refused the light of progress? Who walked from one side of the galaxy to the other, marking their passage in a trail of traitorous dead? This is our Imperium. Built across the worlds we burned, over bones we broke, with the blood we shed.’

			What stunned me most was not his passion, nor even his ambition, though both were breathtaking in their scope. No, what stunned me more than anything else was his motive. I had expected a failure’s bitterness, not a champion’s idealism. He did not want vengeance, whether it was petty or ultimately justified. He wanted what was ours by right. He wanted to shape the Imperium’s future.

			‘You see it, too,’ he said, baring his teeth in a snarling grin. Like the rest of the Justaerin, his teeth were engraved with Cthonian runes of fortitude and resolve. They seemed very apt all of a sudden, in the smile of a pilgrim returning to his people to become a crusader. ‘You feel it now, don’t you?’

			‘A new war,’ I said slowly, softly. ‘One not born of bitterness nor founded on revenge.’

			Abaddon nodded. ‘The Long War, Khayon. The Long War. Not a petty rebellion swallowed by Horus’s pride and his hunger for the Terran Throne. A war for the future of mankind. Horus would have sold the species to the Pantheon for the chance to sit on the Golden Throne for a single heartbeat. We cannot allow ourselves to be used the way he was. The Powers exist and we can’t pretend otherwise, but nor can we allow a sacred duty to devolve into such weakness, as Horus did.’

			‘Pretty words,’ Lheor said from behind me. I turned back– both he and Telemachon were restored to themselves, a fact I had not sensed until now. Doubtless they had heard most of Abaddon’s ardent words. Lheor’s dark-skinned and stitch-ruined features were given over to a ruthless solemnity I had never seen before. He tried to sound mocking but I believe we all heard the edge of awe there.

			Telemachon said nothing. The forged beauty of his silver deathmask stared at our host in silent judgement. I wondered what he would have said to all of this, had I not rewritten his mind.

			Abaddon seemed to sense my reflections, for he said, ‘You have to free the swordsman, Khayon. You’ve stolen more than his aggression against you.’

			‘I realise that, but we would kill each other if I freed him.’

			He smiled then, and it was no longer quite so indulgent. Here was a glimpse of the iron tyrant beneath the charismatic warlord.

			‘You wish to take your first steps in this new era with a collar around your brother’s throat?’

			‘First steps? I have agreed to nothing yet, Ezekyle. And despite your words, I sense you are holding back as well. You have been alone on your pilgrimage for so long that you are barely ready to trust anyone else.’

			He stared into my eyes. I felt him accede to my judgement, letting it lie between us unchallenged.

			‘Revelation is a process, Khayon. I am wiser than I was during my father’s rebellion. I have seen a great deal more of what the galaxy can offer, as well as what lies behind reality’s veil. But I’m not arrogant, my brother. I know there’s a great deal left to do, and a great deal left to learn. All I know for certain is that I’m finished with my years of walking alone. So now I reach out to those most like me– in thought, in action, and in ambition. I do not offer any of you a place in a tyrant’s plan. What I offer is a place at my side as we find a path together.’

			‘Brotherhood,’ Lheor said quietly. ‘Brotherhood for the brotherless.’

			Abaddon tapped his heart again. 

			As the Sons of Horus legionary fell silent I turned to Lheor, noting how his hands shook. ‘What did you dream, brother?’

			‘Many things. The war on Terra was one of them.’ The World Eater looked down at his gauntlets, watching his hands closing and opening with the purring chorus of knuckle servos. Just as I had re-lived the moment I almost died on Prospero, Lheor had obviously re-lived the moment he lost his hands.

			I did not force myself into his mind. For the first time, he welcomed me there. I saw him atop a wall of stone battlements, commanding his warriors and directing their storm of fire with baying calls. The chatter of innumerable heavy bolters was the stuttering voice of a mechanical god. The sky was a tempest of howling black shadows as gunships strafed overhead.

			The Imperial Fists advanced behind layered plasteel boarding shields, bolters kicking in their hands. Lheor, at the forefront of his warriors, levelled the massive weight of his plasma cannon at the enemy. It gave its draconic whine as it charged, fusion taking place within its cabled guts.

			One bolt. One moment of misfortune. A single shell cracked against the cannon’s magnetic accelerator coils, with the kind of impact that the weapon had endured a hundred times and more. But this time, jagged debris clattered through an intake valve, choking the cannon the very second it was primed to release its payload.

			The weapon detonated in his hands. The explosion threw him clear, but bathed several of his men in dissolving spills of violet fire. Lheor smashed back against the battlement wall, left behind in the advance of his surviving men. The Nails were biting; his warriors had not even noticed he’d fallen.

			I could not sense his pain in the memory, nor even see it with his face covered by the scorched helm. But I saw him look down at his hands... which were no longer there. His erupting cannon had vaporised them. Both of his arms ended at the elbows.

			I pulled back from his mind. As I did so, he gave a violent shudder.

			‘What of you, Telemachon?’ I asked. ‘What did you see?’

			‘Old regrets. Nothing more.’ 

			I could have asked what he meant or simply pulled it from his memory, but the distant dignity in the swordsman’s voice dissuaded me from doing either. After seeing Lheor’s darkest hour, I had little desire to dwell in Telemachon’s misery. 

			Gyre. 

			Her name came unbidden. A feverish reminder. 

			As I turned away, Abaddon’s hand fell on my shoulder-guard, careful but commanding.

			‘Where are you going, sorcerer?’

			I met his eyes, refusing to be cowed. ‘To find my wolf.’

			Both of us turned at the gentle clang of ceramite on ceramite. Sargon dragged his knuckles along his forearm– another gesture in Legion-standard battle-sign. The motion for one’s own blood. He knew of my bond with her, from the bridge of His Chosen Son as well as seeing into my thoughts.

			‘Where is she?’ I asked him.

			The prophet’s freakishly youthful features turned to Abaddon. He made the left-handed gesture for ‘engage target’ followed by palm over his heart. Several more signs followed– ones I did not recognise as traditional battle cant.

			Abaddon’s hand lifted from my shoulder. ‘Sargon has your wolf. She attacked him, and is now... incapacitated.’

			I moved the moment he said the last word. 

			A jamdhara is a traditional Tizcan weapon, somewhere between a dagger and a short sword, with a handled grip and a blade that extends from the bearer’s fisted knuckles. It is not unique to Prospero by any means – other human cultures on other worlds call similar weapons ‘push knives’ or punch daggers, as well as the soveya, ulu, qattari and– in at least one dialect of Old Induasian– the katar.

			My jamdhara had a grip made from the thigh bone of the Tizcan astrological philosopher Umerahta Palhapados Sujen, who, upon his death, insisted that his bones be offered up to the Thousand Sons Legion to be reshaped into ritual tools and taken among the stars he so adored.

			This wasn’t uncommon among the Prosperine intellectual and cultural elite. It was considered a great honour to be ‘buried within the void’ in this way, still contributing to the future of mankind even beyond the grave.

			The weapon’s blade was black, from alloying adamantium with my birth world’s native metals, and the metal itself had spiralling runic mandalas carefully hand-etched into the surface, replicating one of Umerahta’s last and most renowned lectures in minute print. It had been a treatise on the nature of the universe. Every few months, I would find myself reading by the false candlelight of illume-globes once more, meditating on its meaning. 

			I had been given the jamdhara by Ashur-Kai upon my acceptance into his philosophical coven, on the last day of my apprenticeship to him. The Thousand Sons had its primary Cults based on each warriors’ psychic expertise, but they were considered merely the most obvious– and most militant– tier in a layered society. Beneath the Cults were philosophical salons, scholarly circles, symposia, and ritual orders that were more concerned with matters of enlightenment than military structure.

			‘I am proud of you,’ he had said– once, and never again– as he handed me the blade. ‘You stand amongst equals here, Sekhandur.’

			In that moment I had pressed the flat of the dagger to my forehead, closed my eyes, and thanked him in a silent pulse of telepathy. It was the blade that marked the end of my apprenticeship. It was the blade that signalled I was ready for induction into the Art’s deeper mysteries.

			And decades later, when Abaddon told me his prophet had incapacitated my wolf, it was the blade that I held into the side of Sargon’s neck. 

			Some deaths resonate. They are more charged with emotion than others, and force a ruthless communion between slayer and slain. Few deaths resonate as much as cutting a man’s throat. There is no feeling, and no sound, quite like it. The wet gargles that try so hard to become gasps. The way the throat still aches to work, lungs quivering and straining for breath that cannot come. The ruthless, hateful intimacy of him dying in your arms.

			The desperate panic in his eyes, as his quivering limbs begin to collapse beneath him. The pleading within that panic, as the brain’s final functions scream that no, no, this cannot be, this is not fair, this cannot be happening. The limp, pathetic fury as he realises it is, and he is helpless to change it. 

			It is done. He is dead. All that remains is for him to die.

			This was the death I offered to Sargon. It is what ran through my thoughts as I threatened to slice through his already-ruined throat. How fine it would feel to end his life in that strangled song of helpless gargles. For his part, he stood still, utterly stunned.

			Even Lheor flinched at my reaction, his face spasming in reaction to the Nails’ sudden bite. Telemachon watched in masked silence, though his surprise was palpable in the air between us. Abaddon lifted a hand slowly, his golden eyes wider, his body language still exuding control. I’d shocked him, but he refused to let it get the better of him.

			‘Where is she?’ I asked through clenched teeth.

			‘Khayon,’ Abaddon started.

			WHERE IS SHE, I pulsed, sharp as a spear through the skull. Sargon showed no reaction at all, severed as he was from my thoughts, but Abaddon and Telemachon staggered back, clutching their heads. Lheor went down as if axed, his nose running with blood.

			‘Khayon...’ Abaddon tried again, blinking away the pain in his sinuses from my savage telepathy. ‘I underestimated your loyalty to the daemon. I apologise for that. But release the oracle and we will find your wolf. You know I mean you no harm. Not to you, your brothers, or your familiar.’

			It shames me now that I did not release Sargon at once, but trust no longer came easily to any warrior of the Nine Legions. I held the blade against the Word Bearer’s flesh for another few heartbeats before finally releasing him with a low, wet growl that would have done Gyre proud. 

			‘Such a temper.’ Abaddon forced a smile. 

			I moved to help Lheor to his feet. As we gripped each other’s hands, I hauled him up again. He wore the War God’s sigil cast in brass on the back of his gauntlet– for ‘good luck’, he always claimed, despite carrying little in the way of faith. I felt it radiating heat through his hand, even through my armour. The twitch in the left side of his face was as bad as I had ever seen it. Instead of human thought process, his brain produced nothing but weary pain. He was fighting the Nails for control of his own flesh.

			‘Nnnh,’ he said. Spit marked his lips. ‘Nnkh.’

			‘Forgive me, brother.’ 

			‘Nnh.’ Awareness filtered back into his black eyes. He cursed in Nagrakali, and said no more.

			I rounded on Sargon. ‘Where is my wolf?’

			The Word Bearer took me to her without resistance. The silence prevailing between all of us was the first real awkwardness since our arrival. Questions flowed through me, questions I ached to ask. How well did Abaddon truly know this oracle? What other abilities did Sargon possess? I was still certain I could overwhelm him if necessary, but whatever sealed him away from telepathy spoke of psychic manipulation on a level I would struggle to undo. What had Lheor and Telemachon seen when they walked within their own memories? I would have given much to see the insides of their minds as Abaddon had done with mine.

			I never let any of these questions reach my tongue. For all of his gentility and compliance, Sargon unnerved me. He felt like a weapon held against the back of my neck. More than once I caught him casting similar glances to me and I knew he harboured similar tensions. Walking next to him was like standing near a distorted reflection. Though I had discipline and training in wielding the Art, my greatest asset had always been my unrestrained power. Sargon, conversely, appeared to be a precise and exacting practitioner, relying on absolute control in substitution for whatever he lacked in raw force.

			And Abaddon watched us both, something like amusement in his inhuman eyes. The rigid atmosphere between the oracle and me seemed not to trouble him at all. 

			When we reached Gyre, I went down to one knee before her. Sargon had her bound near to his meditation cell, slumbering in a corridor. That unnerved me more than if she had been banished, for daemons need no sleep to sustain them. Never in all our years together had I seen her sleep as a true wolf would. 

			Around her, carved into the deck, were jagged Colchisian runes that made my eyes ache. They were hasty things, blade-cut into the dark iron to contain the wolf and keep her at bay.

			I felt myself scowling at Sargon even as I reluctantly admired his rushed handiwork. He could have destroyed her. Instead he had taken care to neutralise her without causing lasting harm. I was under no illusions that he had done it through any act of mercy; it was simple good sense. If I had felt her die I would have torn him apart, no matter whether he was Abaddon’s tamed oracle or not.

			I did not ask him to release her. I stood on top of one of the carved runes, covering it with my boot. Gyre opened her white eyes the moment I broke the ritual circle. Her transfixion had more to do with stasis than sleep, for she did not rise with sluggish thoughts or tired limbs. The moment she woke, she flashed her teeth at Sargon.

			To me, I sent.

			She rose and obeyed, padding closer, her eyes never leaving the Word Bearer.

			I want his blood.

			You should have known better than to attack another sorcerer, Gyre. 

			I barely attacked him! Her thought was acidic and insistent. He stole my voice, breaking my bond to you. Only then did I turn claws and fangs upon him.

			I looked over at Sargon in the darkness of the crew corridor. Abaddon, Lheor and Telemachon stood with him.

			‘Is all well?’ Abaddon asked. His metallic eyes reflected the dim light with a threatening gleam. I decided I would deal with Sargon, one way or another, in my own time and on my own terms. I did not need to raise my grievance with the former First Captain. I was not a child-apprentice, running to his mentor. 

			‘All is well,’ I replied.

			‘Good. If you are willing, I’d ask a favour of you, Khayon.’

			All of us turned to him at those unexpected words. ‘Ask.’

			He gave a rueful smile, one of a jest shared between brothers. ‘Take me back to the Tlaloc with you. It’s been too long since I spoke with Falkus.’

			Three of us were set to return: Abaddon, Gyre and myself. Telemachon and Lheor elected to remain with Sargon aboard the Vengeful Spirit, exploring the ship. 

			‘Beware Sargon,’ I warned them both. ‘I like him little and trust him less.’

			Lheor merely shrugged, but Telemachon’s wordless displeasure radiated at me. ‘What has he done to earn your dislike?’ the swordsman asked.

			‘His stain is all over what befell Falkus and the others. He is responsible in some way.’

			‘That’s a safe guess,’ Lheor allowed. The World Eater offered once more to come back with me in case Falkus and his possessed brethren needed a more violent hand.

			‘No, Abaddon and I will go alone. The fewer soulfires burning there, the better. The Secondborn are still likely to be unstable. And hungry.’

			‘Good luck, brother.’

			It was the first time Lheor called me brother– a fact I did not mention to him there and then. I would remind him centuries later, when his blood was running into the Tuva River on the world of Mackan.

			‘Thank you for staying with us, Lheor. You, Ugrivian and the others.’

			I thought he might smile, but it turned out to be nothing more than a twitch brought on by facial tics and flawed muscles.

			‘Away with you, sentimental fool.’ He banged his fist against the Imperialis on his chestplate in the amused echo of a salute. ‘Go find Falkus.’

			And so I did. With Abaddon and my wolf at my side, I returned to the Tlaloc to find the warrior who had been my friend.

			Our arrival generated a certain degree of excitement. As we disembarked down the Thunderhawk’s gang-ramp, Nefertari was waiting for us– as was Ashur-Kai, Ugrivian and his warriors, and three dozen Rubricae in orderly ranks.

			All eyes locked on to Abaddon. He bore the scrutiny with ease, even offering a flourishing bow to the horde of staring faces and faceplates. 

			I don’t believe it, Ashur-Kai sent to me. 

			If you find his presence difficult to believe, you should see what has become of the Vengeful Spirit. It is a monument to madness.

			I must see it, he pulsed with no small urgency. 

			You will. This is far from over, Ashur-Kai. Abaddon has plans of his own.

			Plans beyond laying siege to the Canticle City?

			Far beyond it. 

			Intriguing. We will speak later, he assured me.

			We will. One matter of note, however– Sargon lives. The oracle fled the disaster that afflicted Falkus and the Duraga kal Esmejhak.

			His eagerness to board the Vengeful Spirit became a literal hunger. To speak with the oracle and share prophetic visions... That hunger was all the more keen in the wake of the Solar Priest’s destruction. 

			Soon, I promised him. Soon.

			Abaddon greeted each of our warriors in turn, by name. Here was another glimpse at the skilled commander that hid beneath the careless pilgrim. Each hour I spent in his presence, I felt him coming back to himself in a way I had not believed possible. More and more his behaviour reinforced the idea that he had been waiting for this– waiting for us. 

			Every fighter, be they a tribal warrior or a professional soldier, feels a sliver of honour at being personally named and marked out by a commander. Abaddon not only named Ugrivian and his men, he recounted several of their battle company’s deeds during the Great Crusade and– to my lessening surprise– in the years inside the Eye when they had served as part of the Fifteen Fangs. 

			This is no pilgrim, sent Ashur-Kai. This is a warlord. A leader of men. Already he earns the kinship of Lheor’s warriors.

			Ashur-Kai was not wrong. The easy bonds of the warrior-born had them all chuckling together and embracing in glad greeting, wrist to wrist. So seamless was Abaddon’s bonding with these men, not through manipulation or deception but simple, honest charm. I think if he had needed to resort to manipulation, I would have thought him cheap and brazen. Instead, I was reassured.

			I also thought of how Abaddon had said he needed me, how he had watched me and chosen me, how he wanted me at his side through the promise of new brotherhood. I reflected then how he had already earned the kinship of more than just Lheor’s warriors. 

			Even I was incredulous as Abaddon then greeted every one of my Rubricae by name. Ashur-Kai was less prepared, and showed his shock plain across his albino features. Each Rubricae’s name was emblazoned across their shoulder-guard or breastplate, but Abaddon took his time with each, noting honours the now-lost warriors had earned during the Great Crusade, or battles they had fought in the Eye after the Siege of Terra. 

			We of the Legiones Astartes possess eidetic memories and pictographic recall. That the First Captain of the most illustrious Legion would have access to personnel archives of the other primarch’s forces was not too difficult to countenance, but the fact he had added to that lore during the years of his pilgrimage across the Great Eye was nothing less than a revelation.

			Nor was it the only revelation. With all souls but myself and Ashur-Kai, our Rubricae stood in impassive silence, not even acknowledging any other living being’s existence. Not so with Abaddon. When he addressed them they turned their helmeted heads to him in slow grinds, and I felt the faintest thread of awareness cobwebbing between them. 

			Ashur-Kai’s voice was suddenly icy with threat. He is a danger to us. How can the ashen dead react to him?

			I do not know, brother.

			What if he... Do you believe he can command them?

			I do not think so. This feels more like recognition, somehow. Not rulership as you or I hold over them.

			Are you willing to say that with certainty, Khayon?

			I did not answer him. There was far too much about Abaddon I could not discern or predict.

			Everything he does shivers with significance.

			I did not answer that either. Ashur-Kai’s fascination with destiny and prophecy tended to taint him with the touch of melodrama from time to time. I could feel his awe, though I did not share it. 

			Abaddon had reached Nefertari, who stood apart from the ordered ranks of Legiones Astartes warriors. A sudden surge of crude disgust rose from his guarded thoughts, the strongest emotion I had sensed from him yet. Her very inhumanity repulsed him, as it did so many of us, though he kept that revulsion from showing.

			The winged eldar endured his scrutiny with emotionless, alien composure.

			‘The Maiden of Commorragh,’ he greeted her. 

			‘You make that sound like a title,’ she replied. The bioluminescent talons of crystal that served as her gauntlet’s fingertips clicked and clacked together as she shifted her stance.

			‘Many among the Legions know of Khayon’s eldar, hiding from her people in the heart of her enemy’s kingdom. Don’t you hunger, Nefertari? Doesn’t the soul-thirst tear at you night after night?’

			The words were petty baiting, but somehow his tone was not. The way he spoke robbed any tease from the venomous questions. She graced him with the shadow of a smile, and walked towards me. 

			‘Forgive my Gothic,’ Abaddon called after her, ‘despite killing hundreds of your brothers and sisters, I never learned the tongues spoken by your kind.’

			Nefertari’s smirk was edged. She herself was a knife with a smile. ‘I like him,’ she said beneath her breath. 

			Abaddon turned to me after his greetings were done. ‘What of Telemachon’s men?’

			‘Ashur-Kai took several prisoners when they boarded us during the storm,’ I began.

			‘They are gone.’ Nefertari broke in, still wearing her smile. ‘Their bodies hang in my Aerie if you wish to introduce yourself to them the way you have to others.’

			Abaddon snorted in amused resignation. ‘What a wretched little darling you are, alien. And what of Falkus? Where is he, Khayon?’

			‘I shall take you to him.’ 

			Nefertari made to follow us until I lifted a hand to stop her. She acquiesced to my order, though not without a long, considering stare, weighing up whether or not to argue. Her feathered wings opened and stretched in a sure sign of irritation, before folding back against her body. The look in her eyes was a warning, one I acknowledged with a nod. 
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CONVERGENCE

			As we ventured to the district I had allotted to Falkus and his tormented brothers, Abaddon remarked on much of what he saw. The appearances of Sortiarius’s beast-blooded mutants drew his curiosity, leading to a lengthy discussion of their tendencies and demeanours. The fact they made ideal crew did not escape him, nor did what he called their ‘other uses’.

			‘Bolter fodder,’ he explained. I did not smile at the term, though in truth neither did he. He spoke of it as a reality of war, not a torture he enjoyed inflicting.

			Many warbands used human rabble and mutant packs as an inexpensive horde of sacrificial flesh, spending their lives to waste the foe’s ammunition and clog the enemy’s chainblades with meat. The beast-mutants of Sortiarius’s herd-clans were more valuable stock than most, but I confirmed that, yes, I knew of several Thousand Sons warbands that used even their prized slaves in such a way.

			At all times, a cold sincerity underlay his idle conversation, making his questions seem more like study or research than curiosity. The bronze faces of the Anamnesis interested him as well. We passed hundreds of them, staring out at us from the walls at irregular intervals. He received no answer when he addressed them, yet proceeded unperturbed.

			We were drawing closer to Falkus’s deck when Abaddon turned to me, speaking words that forced my teeth to clench together.

			‘Nefertari,’ he watched me as he said her name. ‘How long ago did she die?’

			There have been a handful of times in my life where a companion– even a brother– has come close to death for the crime of speaking a single sentence. That was one of them. I suddenly wanted to close my fingers around his throat and strangle the life from his golden eyes.

			‘She is not dead,’ I managed to reply, which was neither entirely true nor entirely false.

			‘Don’t lie to me, Khayon.’

			‘She is not dead,’ I repeated, firmer this time. 

			‘I’m not judging you, my brother.’ Was that pity I heard in his voice? Was it sympathy or nothing more than sincerity? I could not be sure. ‘She’s not quite dead, yet not quite alive. How long have you kept her like this?’

			‘A long while.’ How strange it felt to speak the secret known to myself, my wolf, and no other. Not even Ashur-Kai knew the truth. Not even Nefertari herself. ‘How could you tell?’

			‘I saw it.’ He tapped his temple, near his Light-stained eyes. ‘Life moves through her, her blood still runs, her heart still beats... But only because you command it to. You play her body like an instrument, forcing it to continue its song long past the final note. She should be dead, yet you won’t let her die. Who killed her?’

			‘Zarakynel.’ Even the name tasted foul. ‘A daughter of the Youngest God.’

			I saw recognition flare in his eyes. Zarakynel, the Angel of Despair, the Bringer of Torments, and a thousand other sneering, self-righteous titles. The daemon had towered above all of us, this she-thing of scaled, oceanic talons, milk-white flesh, thrashing tendrils and lush femininity. When she fought, she sang the song that had echoed across the galaxy with the birth of the Youngest God and the death of the eldar race. A melody of genocide. The harmony of extinction.

			It had been one of her talons that had killed Nefertari. A talon-tip thrust through the eldar’s heart, in and out before my bloodward could even react. 

			I cradled Nefertari as she slipped into death, stealing the pain from reaching her mind, pulsing psychic force through her dying form to keep her blood flowing in place of the heart she no longer had. The infinity of miniscule life within her was already breaking apart, cell by cell, atom by atom, the moment her heart burst. I fought against it, making her body believe it still lived. 

			All these years later that psychic undertaking still held, keeping her alive on the very edge of death. It was not stasis, nor immortality, for she still aged in the incomparably slow way of her species. It was life– she was as alive as any other living being– only propelled by willpower rather than nature. 

			My bloodward. My most complex work of Art.

			‘That’s why you despise Sargon.’ Abaddon’s words were not a question. 

			‘Do you see that with your bleached eyes, as well?’

			Abaddon continued as if I had not spoken. ‘You can’t read his thoughts. You sense his barriers against psychic intrusion. Couple that with how he silenced your wolf and severed her from your senses... That’s why you reacted as you did, brandishing your Tizcan knife at his throat. His very presence threatens you, even if he means you no harm, even if he offers you nothing but brotherhood. He represents a potential you have no wish to consider– the chance that he could, somehow, sever you from Nefertari. That would leave her dead, wouldn’t it? Cut off from your power, severed from the spell that keeps her alive.’

			I had stopped walking by the time Abaddon finished speaking. I stared at him, hating him for seeing everything with such unbridled ease. I was past surprise now, and deep into distrust.

			‘You see a great deal, Ezekyle.’

			‘Tell me, Khayon, what did you do to the creature that killed your bloodward?’

			Those memories came easily. ‘I unmade her. I pulled Zarakynel apart until she was nothing more than loose threads of emotion and sensation, and I threw those strands back into the warp’s winds.’

			He knew better than to ask if I had killed her, for no one can destroy one of the Neverborn, but my malevolent banishing was more than the child’s play of spite. It would take the Youngest God’s beloved harlot years to rethread her form back into something capable of manifestation even within the Eye. I had unmade her beyond mere banishment.

			‘We were aboard a fallen craftworld, conquered by the creatures of the Youngest God. Nefertari butchered dozens of them that day, perhaps even hundreds. They came from the warped-bone walls, shrieking with the voices of ghosts, bloated by the soulstone gems of devoured eldar. None of them could slay her, and every drop of her blood they managed to shed only had them howling louder. When she fell, it was for me. She could deflect the talon descending towards me, or defend against the one that would end her.’

			‘She chose to save you.’

			I met his eyes as I replied. ‘Truthfully? I am not so certain. You have fought eldar. You know how they move, how they fight as quick as we think. Nefertari is faster than most, as a rare few of the Commorragh-born eldar are known to be. Her instinct was to defend against both. She caught one of the creature’s claws, breaking it before it could strike my chest. But the other pierced her here,’ I tapped my heart. ‘As I said, in and out, the work of a single second. Once it was over, I forced her flesh to re-knit, regenerating all I could. Leaching the memories from her mind was easy by comparison.’

			‘Why steal her memories?’

			‘Because all mortal bodies function by will as much as by rote. If she realises she is sustained by my psychic efforts, it may undo all my work within her.’

			Abaddon seemed to like the idea, as a considering smile overtook his features. ‘So if she realises she’s dead, she’ll die.’

			‘That is a blunt and crude way of phrasing it.’

			Mercifully, Abaddon’s questioning was drawing to an end. ‘Unless I’m mistaken, Nefertari is a name of Tizcan origin.’

			‘It is. It means “beautiful companion”. ’

			He chuckled at that. ‘You really are a sentimental soul, Khayon.’

			‘Passion and loyalty are what make us warriors rather than weapons,’ I quoted the old axiom back to him. But privately, I wondered if his belief was even true. Was I sentimental? Nefertari had chosen that name, not I. Taking such a name was typical of her cold and preening sense of humour. What she wished to be called meant nothing to me, either way.

			‘What is her real name?’ Abaddon asked next, making it my turn to smile.

			‘Ah, so you do not know everything? I think I will keep at least one secret, Ezekyle.’

			‘Very well. Answer me this, and I will let the matter lie– if you are capable of manipulating alien biology in such a way, can you do the same with a warrior of the Legions? Would familiarity with their genetic template make it even easier?’

			I looked at him as we walked onwards through the darkness. He met my stare, but revealed nothing in his gaze.

			I had resisted all predictions regarding Falkus and his warriors. In that regard I entered their domain blind, without the weight of expectation. When Abaddon asked me if I had received any word from them, I was forced to admit that Falkus had fallen silent months ago. 

			‘You choose the strangest times to respect someone’s privacy,’ Abaddon commented, not without the edge of annoyance. He was ever a soul who thrived on knowing every iota of information about those beneath his command.

			At one point he asked me if I had tried to exorcise the Neverborn sharing the warriors’ skins. 

			‘I would have tried,’ I said, ‘had any of them asked it of me.’

			Abaddon nodded at that. ‘From afar, I’ve watched my Legion die. Many of them sold their flesh for the promise of power. It’s easy to speak of resisting temptation, Khayon. It’s harder to resist it when staring down the barrels of a hundred bolters and a pact with the Neverborn is your only chance of survival.’

			I sensed no distaste in his tones or thoughts as he spoke of daemonic possession. He understood the sacrifice of it, even if he chose to resist its temptations. It must seem strange for Imperial minds to hear me speak of daemonic possession as an ascension or an achievement, when the human mind rebels at the very idea. The truth, as always, is somewhere inbetween. For those strong enough to conquer the beast within their hearts, it offers exultant strength, unnatural insight and perception, and near-immortality. Many pray for it, or undertake journeys of their own to seek out Neverborn intelligent enough and willing to risk such fusion. Rarely is it as simple as immersing oneself in the raw warp and emerging stronger on the other side.

			That was what interested me most in Falkus’s state, and what bade me keep my distance as he went through the Change. It felt arranged, orchestrated by a conscious hand. I refused to act until I was aware just what pieces were on the game board. Who were the pawns, and what was the players’ endgame?

			Sargon was behind it. I was certain of that now. He had aided Falkus’s warriors in escaping to their ship, only to abandon them when they most needed his guidance through the storm. They were bathed in the warp’s wracking, purifying tides while he returned– untouched and unchanged– here to the Eleusinian Veil.

			We passed four of my Rubricae standing guard at one of the primary transit routes back to the main passages– they acknowledged my passing without lowering their bolters. A glance at their weapons showed they had not been recently fired. If Falkus and his Secondborn kindred had sought to escape while I had been aboard the Vengeful Spirit, they had not come this way.

			It did not take long to make note of their influence, for the Secondborn’s presence twisted reality. Black veins cracked their way across the old metal walls, and the Anamnesis’s bronze faces were warped into daemonic visages now resembling female gargoyles and grotesques. The air carried unintelligible whispers, as well as the wet sounds of gluttonous feasting. Breathing in made my senses ache with the ripe taste and tang of marsh water. The Secondborn contained within this district were not polluting or tainting their surroundings. It was nothing more than the strength of their thoughts and desires reshaping the world around them.

			Years before, in a more innocent age, such mutation would have put me in mind of corruption– of diminishment and crippling changes. However, I was once a very naive creature. The warp’s touch is inhuman yet not inherently evil, and while it is undeniably malicious, it also reshapes those it caresses according to their own psyches. This is why so many among the Nine Legions consider themselves blessed by the Pantheon when mutation threads its way through their physical forms. Emotion is encouraged, zealotry rewarded, violence and passion held as sacred. 

			The warp never renders its chosen sons and daughters useless, but that is not to say all of its blessings are desired and cherished by mortal minds. What benefits the malignant Pantheon is not always what the warp-touched souls have hoped for. Some mutation is enhancement and refinement. Some can feel closer to ruination.

			As I hang here in chains now, speaking of the distant, I can feel Inquisitorial eyes noting my mutations with revulsion. The warp has reforged me according to my hatreds, my desires, my furies and my sins. I have not looked truly human in millennia. 

			But I care little for how I appear to mankind. Even when I looked human, I was still a sterile weapon of flesh and ceramite elevated above humanity, as oversized and unlovely to mortal eyes as any other warrior of the Legiones Astartes. Where Imperials may run screaming from me as a monster in their midst, there are thousands of souls within the Great Eye that feel keen, depthless jealousy over the ways the warp has moulded me. My years as a warlord of the Black Legion have been far from unkind.

			As we made our way through the altered tunnels, Abaddon made no comment on the changes done to the ship. I knew even without asking that the Vengeful Spirit likely held countless changes akin to these on the decks I had not yet seen. 

			We moved through a hive-like series of unused hydroponics chambers, where the smell of ancient vegetation still lingered. Less an arboretum and more a laboratory, now the troughs and cradles stood empty, where once this whole subsection had been a haven of green life. The Tlaloc had thirty such hives to supplement the ration packs consumed by the human crew. Most had long since fallen into disrepair, be it from the necessary skills atrophying amongst the warship’s mortal thralls or the Eye’s effects on lab-grown vegetation.

			‘Are you not worried that Falkus will despise your oracle?’

			Abaddon’s eyes actually gleamed with psychic resonance in the dark. I had only ever seen such a thing among the Neverborn.

			‘And why would I be worried about that, Khayon?’

			‘You know why. Sargon’s hand guided them to this juncture.’

			‘You’re so certain of that?’

			‘Very well, Abaddon. Plead ignorance if you wish.’

			We found the first of Falkus’s warriors alone in one such chamber, standing motionless in his wargear. His Terminator armour looked blackened by immolation, with its helm brutally tusked in a feral glare. The warrior’s lightning claws were idle at his sides, the blades inactive. As we drew closer, I saw why. They were not the consecrated iron of standard design, but talons of dense bone lengthening out from the gauntlets’ fingertips. His armour looked wholly fused to his flesh, which was hardly uncommon among those of us dwelling within the Eye. The stinking, silvery poison dripping from the bone claws was closer to unique. It resembled mercury and smelt of spinal fluid.

			I sensed nothing at war within him. No daemon and mortal locked in restless coils, just... calm. The first strings of cobwebs linked his helmet to his shoulder, and his ankle to the deck plating. He had been standing here like this for a few days, at least. Waiting.

			‘Kureval,’ Abaddon greeted the warrior. The Terminator turned his head in a lumbering drift, armour joints growling. The same silver poison ran in slow trickles down his tusks. 

			Before the warrior spoke, I felt his thoughts lock into place. That is the closest I can come to describing the sensation– where dead, distracted pain filled the Justaerin’s skull as we approached, the moment his attention fixed upon Abaddon his thoughts aligned into recognisable patterns. He became human in Abaddon’s presence, as though his former First Captain was some kind of psychic anchor. 

			‘...High Chieftain?’ Kureval’s voice was a grinding purr, cooled by disbelief. 

			Abaddon’s answer was to bare his teeth in a vicious smile through the ratty fall of filthy hair.

			‘High Chieftain,’ Kureval repeated, and lowered himself into a kneel at once. The Terminator was malice given form, and a warrior strong enough to lead a warband in his own image. To see him kneeling three seconds after seeing his former commander once again was a trifle disconcerting. I was beginning to realise just what a presence Abaddon was to his warriors.

			The former chieftain of the Justaerin made no mockery of his brother’s obeisance. He rested his hand on Kureval’s shoulder-guard, whispering a Cthonian greeting even my enhanced hearing could not catch. Every Legion has its rites and rituals unseen by outsiders. I felt like an intruder trespassing during a private ceremony. 

			The Terminator rose slowly, armour joints snarling. Like the rest of the Justaerin, his armour was the black of his Legion’s elite rather than the traditional sea-green of the common Sons of Horus.

			‘Come with us, Kureval.’

			The Terminator raised no objection, following in a slow and obedient stride. He paid me no mind at all, reserving his whole focus for Abaddon. I do not know if Kureval believed his former commander was a vision or not.

			‘I sense little of the daemon within you,’ I said to the warrior as we walked. ‘Did you expel it from your flesh?’

			His answer was a low, gurgling growl. I wondered if it was a laugh.

			On we walked, and the process repeated itself again and again. Falkus’s warriors were scattered throughout the subdistrict, each one standing motionless, statuesque in their isolation. Some faced walls, some stood next to shut-down waste processing generators; three occupied different sections of the same chamber, staring out of the reinforced viewglass at the planet turning below.

			All of them awakened in Abaddon’s presence, as though his nearness brought their spirits back to dwell within their flesh. All of them followed in a loose column, putting up a chorus of heaving joint mechanics. I heard the clicking of vox communication between them as they walked, though they kept me excluded from it.

			I sensed no predatory essences within any of them. All of them sported biomechanical mutation to some degree, with protrusions of ceramite and bone melted together to form spines, crests and blades, and most leaked with the venomous secretion that ran from Kureval’s claws, but their souls were their own. No daemonic presence nestled deep in their hearts, nor bubbled near the surface, skinriding them as puppets.

			It was impossible that all of them had managed to throw the daemons from their flesh. Yet what I sensed had no easy answer: it was not just the absence of an intruding Neverborn intelligence– there was no wounded hollowness after a soul has been torn open when casting out a daemon’s touch. It was as if the daemon had burrowed deep within each of them, the way vermin dig to escape the light.

			Questioning the warriors as they strode forth yielded no insight. Several greeted me by name, as comradely and warm as if we had not just come upon them standing mind-dead in the dark. Whatever meditative state they had been in before we discovered them was banished by this show of vitality.

			By the time we found Falkus, sixteen of the Justaerin thudded along the deck behind us. It felt almost funereal despite their apparent vitality. 

			Falkus occupied another dry, dead hydroponics laboratory. He was as motionless as the others, and reacted the same as they had when Abaddon drew closer.

			‘Falkus,’ Abaddon said softly. The horned helm rose and turned, and behind the red eye lenses I sensed the warrior’s thoughts sliding into alignment. I have called it an awakening, but that is not quite true. It felt like a restoration, not a rise from slumber. 

			‘Khayon,’ he said first, his voice sluggish, like blood from a corpse. And then, ‘Ezekyle. I knew you weren’t dead.’

			‘My brother.’ Abaddon was not content with a distant greeting. He gripped wrists with his former lieutenant, his aura flaring with the colours of confidence. 

			I confess I paid little heed to their reunion. As they spoke of all that had transpired at Lupercalios, I turned away, looking over the gathered Justaerin. My senses blossomed outwards, becoming a web of finger-like probes seeking cracks at the corners of their minds. 

			I was so foolish. So completely blind. What had been invisible to me while reading each of them separately became utterly obvious the moment I watched them in a disordered pack. Back aboard Niobia Halo, the daemons within the caged Justaerin had felt unnaturally similar, each equal to its kindred in strength and resonance. Or so I had thought. The truth was much more fascinating, and I cursed myself for missing its nuances until now.

			They were bound together by a single Neverborn spirit. Not a host of daemons possessing them in absolution, but a single creature threaded through them like fine mist. They breathed it in and breathed it out. It spiced the blood in their veins, diluted almost to nothingness. This was bio-daemonic manipulation of staggering subtlety. Spread through every one of Falkus’s warriors, the daemon had assured its immortality within the material realm. As long as one of the Justaerin lived, the daemon could not die.

			Nor was it an entirely useless symbiosis for the Justaerin. The daemon drifted through their thoughts without the strength to shape their emotions, yet it joined them in a weak communion that almost approached telepathy. While I doubted they could communicate in silent speech, they moved in a strange, preternatural unity– the way a flock of birds on the wing will wheel in unison– and their perceptions felt keener, sharper as they stood together. 

			To learn how deeply this symbiosis ran, I chased the daemon within them. Its presence, already faint, diluted further in an attempt to flee from my scrutiny. Most Neverborn would resist by aggressively reshaping their hosts; this one broke itself apart inside them. Every time I reached for a sensory trace of the creature, it dissolved its essence further, thinner, fainter. I was chasing echoes in the Justaerin’s bones, and hunting bubbles in their blood. All the while I cursed the creature for its incredible subtlety. If I could acquire its name, I was committed to binding it at once, no matter the cost to Falkus’s men. Such a cunning, unique daemon would have a hundred uses. 

			I pressed on, seeking anything and finding nothing. All sense of the Neverborn was gone, lost in the current of the warriors’ beating hearts and swirling thoughts. The daemon spread itself so thin between several hosts that it was almost wholly hidden.

			‘... Khayon?’

			I opened my eyes, only then realising they had been closed. So focused was I on the pursuit of this maddening daemon that it took several seconds to refocus on my surroundings. Abaddon was looking at me. 

			‘I almost had it,’ I said to him.

			‘What are you talking about?’ he asked.

			Falkus was looking at me now. All of the Justaerin were looking at me. Red eye lenses set deep in tusked, horned helms stared without a word. Archaic cannons were braced on servo-strengthened arms. Ornate mauls and axes were mag-locked to armour plates the colour of rancid ash.

			Did they know? Did they consider themselves exorcised, or did they feel the daemon’s lingering touch in a place away from their conscious minds? Had Sargon arranged this fate for the Justaerin at Abaddon’s behest, or was this simply another cut from the twisting knife of fortune? If the daemon was diluted to near-nothingness within their bloodstreams, were they even truly possessed at all? 

			Questions, questions, questions. 

			This is what it is like to live within a Nine Legions warband. To see things that cannot be possible and pursue answers that may never come. To wonder over the state of your brothers’ souls, knowing they doubt your sanity in return.

			Loyalty is everything, yet trust is the one thing we so rarely have.

			‘Nothing,’ I replied. ‘A momentary distraction. All is well.’

			That was the first time I lied to Ezekyle. He knew I lied, yet I sensed no anger or threat of reprisal. What I sensed from him was a slow pulse of approval. A test passed. An offer of trust given and accepted. I was not lying to him, after all. We were both lying to the Justaerin.

			‘We should begin at once,’ Falkus said, tapping his heart with Cthonian sincerity.

			I had paid no attention to the meat of their conversation. I knew nothing of what they were saying. It became clear when Abaddon returned the gesture, fingertips clanking against his chestplate. 

			‘With Khayon’s aid,’ he said, ‘the Vengeful Spirit will sail again. My brothers, we are few and they are many, but the Canticle City will fall.’
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PREPARATION

			We returned to the dormant flagship, gathering to plan our assault. On our first night aboard the Vengeful Spirit, several of us still wore the colours of Legions to which we no longer felt any allegiance. Abaddon himself was clad in his unmatching battleplate, making him seem a member of every Legion yet loyal to none.

			In a few short decades we would stand together in the black that the Imperium came to dread, each representing our own armies and fleets at Abaddon’s war councils. Hundreds of us would stand on the bridge of the flagship, making our voices heard as we argued over which of the Imperium’s worlds to kill. All of this glory was yet to come. First we had to fight the battle that would bind us together or see us dead.

			The gathering took place on the Vengeful Spirit’s command deck, where Horus and his primarch brothers had once stood with the lord-captains of the Space Marine Legions, first presiding over the fate of the Great Crusade, then deciding the fate of the rebellion. Banners depicting old glories hung in rows, some woven as tapestries, others more primitive collections of trophies leashed together and raised as victory standards. Most of the hanging flags commemorated the planetary conquests and fleet engagements of the Luna Wolves during their two hundred years of crusading, before the Emperor offered them the right to change their name in recognition of their honour as Horus’s sons. The more raw and ramshackle icons were battlefield trophies– not from worlds taken but from battles fought with Throne-loyal forces on Horus’s road to Terra. Between these were the ritualistic emblems of the warrior lodges that spread illumination and treason in equal measure throughout the XVI Legion’s ranks. 

			Looking around the expansive bridge it was difficult to picture the empty chamber populated by thousands of officers and enlisted crew. Entire ranks of legionaries had mustered here, reporting in campaign briefings and adding their voices to the decisions made by the Great Crusade’s inner circle of commanders. Galleries were arranged in concentric crescents to accommodate a military presence that had not been seen within these walls for centuries. 

			From every ceiling rafter and wall mounting, the slitted and livid yellow Eye of Horus stared down upon us. Perhaps I should have felt judged by that feral gaze. In truth I felt nothing but pity. The Sons of Horus had fallen as far as it was possible to fall. I spoke from experience, for the Thousand Sons had done the same.

			We stood around the central hololithic table, a handful of warriors standing where armies once stood. I felt like a scavenger, come to sift through the dust of the glorious past.

			I will list the names of those present, to be recorded now in Imperial archives. Some of these warriors are long lost, fallen as casualties in the Long War. Others are unrecognisable with their true names forgotten, their original identities buried beneath a host of warmongering titles granted by a fearful Imperium. These are the names they bore then, back on that distant day.

			Falkus Kibre, the Widowmaker, last chieftain of the broken Justaerin and lord of the Duraga kal Esmejhak warband. With him were almost thirty of his brothers, clad in the heavy plate of their murderous clan.

			Telemachon Lyras, sword-captain of the Emperor’s Children. He stood alone– the only one of his brothers not fed to the hungry lusts of my eldar companion. The shadows that darkened the entire command deck were unable to diminish the silver sheen of his rapturous face mask.

			Ashur-Kai, the White Seer, sorcerer and sage of the Thousand Sons. He stood with a phalanx of our Rubricae, numbering one hundred and four of our ashen brothers. Tokugra, his carrion crow, watched proceedings from its perch on his shoulder.

			Lheorvine Ukris, known– much to his gall– as Firefist, gunnery-captain of the World Eaters and commander of the Fifteen Fangs. He stood with Ugrivian and their four surviving brothers, each one holding a massive heavy bolter at ease.

			Sargon Eregesh, Abaddon’s oracle, a warrior-priest of the Word Bearers’ Brazenhead Chapter. He also stood alone, clad in the faithful red of the XVII Legion, his armour inscribed with Colchisian runes in worn gold leaf. 

			And I, Iskandar Khayon, in the age before my brothers called me Kingbreaker and my foes called me Khayon the Black. My armour was the cobalt and bronze of the Thousand Sons and my skin then– as it is now– the equatorial duskiness of the Tizcan-born. At my side was Nefertari, my eldar bloodward, dark of armour and pallid of flesh, with her grey wings closed tightly to her back. She leaned on an ornate spear stolen from a tomb on an eldar crone world, deep in the Eye. Gyre stood at my other side, the black wolf’s malignant white eyes ever-watchful. Her mood matched my own, as my eagerness translated through her physical form. She reeked of the blood we would soon spill. Her fur smelt of murder, her breath of war. 

			Abaddon looked over this disparate conclave, and tapped his heart in Cthonian humility. 

			‘We’re a sorry and ragged warband, are we not?’

			Low chuckles sounded across the chamber. Of all those gathered, I kept my commitment on the tightest leash. My thoughts kept straying to Ezekyle’s pilgrimage chamber far across the ship, where the Talon of Horus lay as a museum relic. It pressed against my thoughts even though the psychic resonance of the bloodied blades was shrouded in stasis.

			Abaddon invited others to have their say before he spoke his own piece. There was no formal order beneath the dusty banners of the past, only warriors speaking of their intent. When one faltered in a retelling, Abaddon would encourage them with further questions that revealed more of the speaker’s past to all those listening. He was bridging the divides between us without forcing the issue, making us recognise all we had in common. 

			I admit, in that light, it felt almost fated. Each of us spoke of Legions we no longer believed in, of fathers we no longer idolised, of daemonic Legion home worlds we refused to claim as havens. These doubts were nothing new, but they were matters rarely spoken aloud. In a way our words bordered on confession, the way sinners once sought absolution by admitting their crimes to ministers of the oldest faiths. On a much more practical level it was plainly a tactical appraisal. We were soldiers citing our histories, laying out how our hatreds and talents alike bound us to a greater whole. It was all done with a lack of posturing or brooding pomposity. I admired that.

			These were introductions more than long retellings, however. Mere formalities before Abaddon spoke the reason we were gathered together. Warriors are not brought together by talk of the past, but by living through battle in the present. For Abaddon’s ambitions to bear any weight, he would have to give us a victory.

			He spoke of the Canticle City and how we would plunge a spear tip through the fortress’s heart. He spoke of how the Vengeful Spirit would be able to sail with a skeleton crew of the damned, guided by the mind of the Anamnesis. 

			He spoke of the threat posed by Horus Reborn. Doubtless a distant threat– he acknowledged that the Emperor’s Children surely had decades of failed alchemical experimentation ahead of them before they even synthesised the first stage of the Emperor’s genetic wonderwork. Distant as the potential was, we would hit before it became a threat, striking to prevent the Emperor’s Children winning the Legion Wars. He cared nothing for extinguishing the XVI Legion’s shame – he cared only for casting aside those last shackles from the past. The primarchs were dead or ascended past mortal concerns in the tides of the Great Game of the Gods. He listed the Imperial dead and the traitorous ascended, ending with names that were fast becoming mythic even to those of us within the Eye: Angron, Fulgrim, Perturabo, Lorgar, Magnus, Mortarion. The names of fathers elevated beyond the ken of their mortal sons; patrons who now paid us little heed, lost as they were to the winds and whims of Chaos. The names of fathers precious few of us still admired, with their legacies of dubious success. 

			I had expected a stirring speech, a rousing diatribe before a battle, but Abaddon knew better than to play us false with zealous words. This cold-blooded assessment was ice to our senses. We stood like statues through a stripped-back accounting, taking stock of our lives and our Legions’ failures, confronting the truth alongside those going through the same revelations. No lies to bolster us. The truth broke us down, letting us choose where to go from there.

			As he finished speaking, Abaddon promised us a place aboard the Vengeful Spirit if we desired it– if we would stand with him for this one brutal assault.

			‘A new Legion,’ he concluded, surprising several of the others with the offer. ‘Forged as we desire, not as slaves to the Emperor’s will and cast in the image of his flawed primarchs. Bound together by loyalty and ambition, not nostalgia and desperation. Untainted by the past,’ he said at last. ‘No longer the sons of failed fathers.’

			Intelligent enough not to hammer the point too far, he let the offer ride in our minds, trusting us to come to our own conclusions while he moved on to his final gambit. He told us what we would have to do if our siege was to succeed. He told us what he expected of each of us when battle was joined. Without nominating himself as our commander, he nevertheless took the reins with effortless skill, detailing expectations of resistance and many of the possible outcomes. Like all skilled generals, he came prepared. When preparation was not enough, he relied on experience and insight. 

			We would strike without warning, with overwhelming force. The Canticle City did not matter, nor did the enemy fleet. All we needed to concern ourselves with were the cloning facilities and the fleshcrafters who laboured at their arcane science within those halls.

			‘No protracted engagements. No running battles. We strike, we kill, we pull back.’

			We listened as Abaddon outlined his plan. No objections were raised, though several of us shifted uncomfortably at what we were hearing. None of us had ever taken part in an assault quite like this. 

			Last of all, he turned to me. He told me that the honour of striking the very first blow would be mine.

			Then he told me what I would need to do.

			And then he told me what I would need to sacrifice. 

			I boarded the Tlaloc with my wolf and my war-maiden, journeying down into the Core. The Anamnesis greeted me with lukewarm regard, staring dead-eyed at my arrival. She floated in her tank, her skin pale as ever in the nutrient-rich fluid. 

			When I looked at her I always saw my sister. It did not matter to me that she was so much more and so much less than she had been in life. The female husk drifting in its preserving fluid and connected to all this life-giving machinery was still Itzara, even if her skull now housed a thousand other minds as well as what was left of her own.

			I told her what Abaddon was asking of me. It had always been my intent to install the Anamnesis aboard the Vengeful Spirit to serve as the warship’s machine soul, but Abaddon’s approval of my plan came with a warning. 

			I brought that warning to the Anamnesis. As I spoke she seemed to pay my words little heed, instead exchanging stares with Gyre and Nefertari. When I paused in my explanation, she greeted my most loyal companions with toneless hails. 

			Nefertari favoured the machine-spirit with an elegant bow. Gyre lowered her head as she walked around the tank, prowling around and around. 

			Once my explanation was complete, I asked her what I believed was a simple question.

			‘If I let you do this, can you win?’

			The Anamnesis turned in a slow glide to stare at me through the milky ooze, and her voice resonated from the vox-gargoyles around the ostentatious chamber.

			‘You ask us to measure the immeasurable,’ she said. 

			‘No, I am asking you to guess.’

			‘We are not capable of calculating an answer on conjecture alone. You define a situation with unclear parameters. How are we to judge possible outcomes?’

			‘Itzara...’

			‘We are the Anamnesis.’

			Nefertari rested her hand on my forearm, sensing the rise of my temper. I doubt she even felt my gratitude, for I kept my focus on the Anamnesis.

			‘If we bond you to the Vengeful Spirit, the lingering traces of its soul-core may devour your consciousness. You will no longer be yourself. Your identity will be subsumed.’

			‘Phrasing the same situation in different words is no aid to our calculations, Khayon. We cannot give you an answer.’

			I thudded both my fists on the containment tank, leaning there and staring in at her. ‘Just tell me you will resist whatever strength remains in the flagship’s machine-spirit. Tell me you can win.’

			‘We cannot state any of these eventualities with certainty.’

			I had expected and dreaded such an answer. Wordlessly, I sat with my back to her immersion tank, refusing to make any more futile demands for reassurance. For a time I was content merely to breathe in and out on the edge of meditation without committing to it, listening to the churning engines of Itzara’s life-support systems and the bubbling of her containment fluid.

			‘The Vengeful Spirit was the queen of Terra’s fleet,’ Abaddon had said at the conclusion of the briefing. ‘Her soul-core is stronger and more aggressive than any other battleship that ever sailed the stars. I want you to be prepared for what might happen, Khayon.’

			So we needed the Anamnesis’s unique systems, her ability to control a vessel with a sentient mind. Installing the Tlaloc’s machine-spirit within the flagship would enable us to rekindle its soul and sail without the hundreds of thousands of necessary crew. 

			But reactivating Abaddon’s warship might mean feeding my sister’s soul to its machine-spirit. 

			I replayed Abaddon’s words over and over in my mind as I sat there, and that was how Lheor and Telemachon found me. The final doors rumbled open, admitting both of them into the very heart of the Core. My surprise at seeing them was threefold– firstly that they would seek me out down here, secondly that they would be together at all, and thirdly that the Anamnesis would allow them to enter her presence.

			‘Brothers,’ I greeted them, rising to my feet. ‘What are you doing here?’

			‘Looking for you.’ Lheor was tense, with tremors afflicting his left hand. ‘We returned to help you with the preparations.’

			Both were still armed and armoured, and both turned their faceplates to the Anamnesis, regarding the ship’s unique machine-spirit for the first time in the flesh.

			‘Greetings Lheorvine Ukris and Telemachon Lyras,’ she said, floating in the murk before them.

			Lheor walked over to her, looking up at the nude figure entombed in the thin sludge of aqua vitriolo. He tapped his finger against the reinforced glass, the way a child might trouble fish in a tank.

			The Anamnesis did not smile, of course, but nor did she order him to desist. She looked down upon him as if his behaviour were a momentary curiosity, the strange game of an insect, nothing more. Lheor grinned at her staring features.

			‘So you’re his sister, eh?’

			‘We are the Anamnesis.’

			‘But you were his sister before... all this.’

			‘We were once alive as you are alive. Now we are the Anamnesis.’

			Lheor looked away. ‘It’s like arguing with a machine.’

			‘You are arguing with a machine,’ said Nefertari by my side. Lheor ignored her, as always. He was drawing breath to speak when Telemachon’s soft words broke through our halting conversation. 

			‘You are beautiful.’ 

			We all turned. Telemachon stood before the Anamnesis, his palm pressed to her containment tank. She drifted closer to him, no doubt drawn by his rare behaviour.

			‘We are the Anamnesis,’ she told him. 

			‘I know. You are lovely. A being of unbelievable complexity, presented in this beautiful form. You remind me of the Nayad. Do you know of them?’

			She tilted her head again. I felt her thoughts flashing back and forth in impossible flickers between her crown of cables and the hundreds of mind-engine pods across the chamber. The brains of prisoners, scholars, savants and slaves, all linked to her in a gestalt hive-mind.

			‘No,’ she said at last. 

			‘They were a legend,’ Telemachon told her, ‘on Chemos, my home world.’ The silver face mask looked so apt in that moment, staring in serene admiration. He was a man gazing upon the visage of a heavenly afterlife. No wonder humanity had once buried its kings and queens in such masks. ‘Perhaps they have deeper roots on Old Earth. I can’t say for certain. Chemosian legend tells us that our world once had seas and oceans, in an age when Chemos’s sun burned bright enough to inspire a wealth of life. The Nayad were a species of water spirits charged with watching over the oceans. They sang to the beasts of the deepest waters, and their songs soothed our world’s soul. When their music finally came to an end, the oceans dried up and the sun grew darker in the dusty heavens. Chemos itself mourned the loss of their songs.’

			The Anamnesis’s eyes were wide. ‘We do not understand.’

			‘What don’t you understand?’ he asked in his storyteller’s voice.

			‘We do not understand why the Nayad ceased their music. Their actions caused global flux of extinction-level severity for many species.’

			‘It’s said that their song simply came to an end, as all songs do. The Nayad vanished from our world that day, their duty done and their lives lived in full. Never to return.’

			I stood in stunned silence. Even Nefertari refrained from baiting the swordsman in that moment, though I could see her knife-like smile as she watched the warrior who had once hungered so fiercely for her death.

			Lheor, however, cut the quiet with one of his gunshot laughs. ‘That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. Little ocean goddesses singing to fish?’

			The Anamnesis turned to Lheor as he shattered the spell of Telemachon’s story. I saw the embers of anger in her gaze. It heartened me to see her feel any emotion at all.

			‘And Chemos has never had oceans,’ Lheor added. ‘So it can’t be true.’

			Telemachon lowered his hand, evidently with some reluctance. I could feel his stunted thoughts, how they flailed and misfired, too coldly bland to link with any emotion.

			Once more I was struck by what I had done to him. Ahriman had massacred our Legion by damning them to existence as Rubricae, but here was the very sin I laid at his feet, performed by my own hand. Even on the scale of a single soul rather than an entire Legion, the bitterness of hypocrisy was an unwelcome taste. 

			Telemachon was still speaking with the Anamnesis, choosing to ignore Lheor’s interruptions. 

			‘Abaddon told us that you’re unlikely to survive merging with the flagship’s machine-spirit. That it will swallow your consciousness within itself.’

			The Anamnesis floated lower, almost standing on the bottom of her tank. The swordsman was taller than her now. Cables connected to her skull rippled like hair in the nutrient water.

			‘Khayon vocalised the same concern.’ Her words came from the chamber’s speakers again. ‘His voice patterns indicate emotional duress in this matter. He sees us not as the Anamnesis construct, but as the human Itzara. This is a flaw in his reasoning. It limits his objectivity.’

			Telemachon shook his head. ‘No,’ his smooth voice assured the machine-spirit, ‘I don’t believe so. There’s a difference in how you look at him, and how you look at the rest of us. It took me mere heartbeats to see it– a quiver of emotion in your eyes when you look his way. His sister lives within you, buried but not dead. Are your thoughts coded and programmed to deny it? Is that denial necessary for your function?’

			She said nothing for several seconds, staring dead-eyed at the swordsman. ‘We... we are the Anamnesis.’

			‘As stubborn as your brother.’ He looked away at last. ‘Are you ready, Khayon?’

			I was. With a final glance back at the Anamnesis, we walked from the Core. Nefertari and Lheor immediately fell into infantile teasing of each other. For my part, I was still wordless in the wake of Telemachon’s actions. If I tell you now that in the years to come our swordsman and storyteller would become Abaddon’s personal herald, charged with declaring the Warmaster’s wishes to the Nine Legions, perhaps you will begin to see why. 

			The first procession of robed tech-priests filed into the chambers behind us, beginning the hymnal rituals that needed to be observed before they could dismantle the Tlaloc’s soul and ferry the Anamnesis across to the Vengeful Spirit.

			‘I have done you an injustice,’ I admitted to Telemachon. ‘One I will rectify now.’

		

	


	
		
			[image: 18.jpg]
THE SPEAR

			The first time I saw the Canticle City was the night we darkened its skies. Many of the Nine Legions’ warbands speak of that battle as though they had been there, telling how they fought valiantly despite being unprepared to face a numerically superior foe. They use it to cast aspersion on us, as though we might be needled by their implications that we lack a sense of honour. Some of the tales even swear that we wore black in that battle, as though we were already the Black Legion in name as well as heart.

			Lies, all of them. When other warbands speak such things they are greasing their tongues with untruths born of pride and envy. Many warlords wish the right to claim they were present at one of the Nine Legions’ most defining battles, and those who were truly there hunt for any reason to excuse their defeat. Yet the stories remain, casting a jealous shadow over the Black Legion’s genesis. Brute force, our rivals insist, carried the day. What finer way to justify their failure than to pretend defeat was inevitable?

			Quick, savage, clean. That was how it played out. For all the Vengeful Spirit’s strength, only a handful of warriors populated its halls. Even in orbit, our enemies outnumbered us twenty to one. 

			How then did we win? The answer is simple. We won through the assault’s audacity and through loyalty to one another. We won by going for the throat.

			The world was called Harmony. Whether that was a corruption of the original eldar name or merely a delusion of III Legion vanity remains a mystery to me even now. Despite the breaking of the Emperor’s Children at Skalathrax, the Canticle City served as a haven to many III Legion warbands and their allies. A populated world with ore-rich moons claimed in turn by feuding Mechanicum city-states. The system was no more peaceful than anywhere else in the Eye. Dozens of warbands called it home.

			All we knew of the cityscape came from Telemachon’s description. We possessed no tactical hololiths, nor any current disposition of its defences. One of my last clear memories before the journey was of my newly freed brother in his silver mask, shaking his head in answer to one of Abaddon’s many questions.

			‘Teleportation is as unreliable there as anywhere else in the Eye.’ That fact surprised no one. ‘Planetary assault will only be possible with drop pods.’

			Abaddon had shaken his head. ‘That won’t be necessary. We’ll win this fight without setting foot on the world itself.’

			I remember precious little of the journey to Harmony. I had a heavy duty at Abaddon’s request, with no attention free to spare for anything else. I began my task before the Anamnesis’s cognition engines were fully installed aboard the Vengeful Spirit, and Abaddon was at least sensitive to the fact he was consigning me to this difficult duty without even knowing Itzara’s fate.

			‘You will see her once we reach the Canticle City,’ he promised me. ‘She will triumph and rule or she will be subsumed and serve. But one way or another, you will see her when you awaken.’

			His words were scarce reassurance. Nevertheless, I committed myself to the task he wished of me. 

			I knelt in the centre of the strategium, reaching out with my senses night after night and day after day. Every iota of my focus was devoted to clinging on to a cold presence outside the ship, holding it in my psychic clutch and dragging it with us through the Eye’s unquiet tides. Imagine hauling a corpse across an ocean of thick fluid. Imagine that gruelling swim with a tired grip that threatens to come loose with only a heartbeat’s distraction.

			That was my task. As the Vengeful Spirit sailed, I pulled a monumental dead weight in our wake. 

			I was scarcely even aware of the passing of time. My brothers told me later that our passage was a matter of several months’ sailing, yet I recall nothing more than the migraine smear of unclear vision and the endless whispers of the Damned and the Neverborn. Time ceased to have any meaning. Sometimes it felt as though I had only just bent to my task – other times I struggled to remember anything of my life beyond the absolute focus necessary to do what Abaddon had asked of me. I remember sweating with the effort it demanded of me. Effort and little else. In that regard, the erosion of my memory is a mercy. I did nothing but concentrate, sweat, curse and ache, for several months. 

			It was Nefertari who fed me nutrient pastes and brought water to my lips. It was my bloodward who massaged and worked my muscles, preventing cramps and ensuring I did not waste away. I never thanked her, for I never knew she was there. She and Gyre watched over me in my meditative kneel, the alien leaving only to rest in her Aerie, and the wolf never leaving my side at all.

			I had restored Telemachon before undertaking my duty. The swordsman would confess to me later that he came to stare at me many times during the journey, considering whether to strike or stay his hand. He made his resistance sound like he was granting me mercy, but I am not a fool. He feared Gyre and Nefertari then, just as he always has since. To act against me would invite destruction at their claws.

			I sensed none of this tension at the time. There I knelt, silent and lost in focus, pulling an infinite weight of cold steel and dead iron through the void behind us.

			Eventually there was a voice. It was a deep, guttural tone, penetrating the seething pressure of my concentration. It spoke my name.

			‘Khayon.’ 

			I felt a hand on my shoulder. A fraternal touch, firm and grateful. It brought me back to myself slowly, so very slowly. 

			The bright lights of the Vengeful Spirit’s cavernous bridge were acid in my eyes. Sound returned to me in a rush of chattering servitors and shouting crew. It took almost a full minute for me to be able to see the occulus screen, where a beautiful planet of red earth and black seas turned before us. Its lone landmass bore a single great manmade scab visible from orbit, the black and grey of what could only be the Canticle City.

			‘Water.’ The word was a dry croak from my parched throat. ‘Water.’

			Nefertari brought water to my lips in a tin cup. The metallic flavour of filtration chemicals and old mould coursed across my tongue in a cooling rush. Never had I tasted anything so sweet.

			Reality returned to my strained senses, little by little. The ship was shaking around me. I had awoken while the battle was under way.

			‘Itzara?’ I asked my bloodward. ‘The machine-spirit...’ I could barely speak. My desiccated throat refused to open. ‘Is she...?’

			‘She lives.’ Nefertari pressed cold fingertips to my forehead. Her skin was flushed with the health of a recent feeding and her black hair was a hand’s breadth longer than it had been before I entered my trance. Months had passed. I was having trouble processing that fact.

			‘She won?’

			‘She lives,’ the eldar repeated.

			‘Khayon.’ Abaddon’s presence restored my scattered thoughts. He stood nearby, the past come to life at my side. Gone was the patchwork armour of the pilgrim in Hell, replaced by the pitted and cracked suit of war-plate cast in Justaerin black. He was armed with a plain power sword and nothing more. I expected his hair to be lifted back and worked into its ornate, tribal topknot, but it remained in a filthy snarled fall against his features. ‘Are you ready, my brother?’

			I was not sure of the answer to that question. Sluggishness reigned; the interior clockwork of my mind felt thick with rancid oil. I forced my stinging eyes to seek out the occulus. Everything was happening too quickly for me to keep pace. Orders were spoken in languages I understood, yet still their meaning was lost on me.

			A fleet ringed us, chased us, sought to block us– escort frigates tearing ahead of their parent cruisers in eager attack runs. Weapons-fire hammered uselessly against the Vengeful Spirit’s inviolate shields.

			I saw Tzah’q, performing his overseer duties aboard this new command deck. The Tlaloc’s crew of thralls and slaves called out reports and manned their stations with a sense of controlled, ordered urgency. I sensed their razor eagerness, their hunger, and felt the air around them thicken with their ripening auras. Experience calmed them where they might otherwise have panicked. All were working, calling out reports, doing what they were told and what they were trained to do.

			‘Ultio,’ Abaddon called across the bridge. ‘Speak.’

			‘Void shields holding,’ came the voice of the Anamnesis, echoing across the cavernous chamber.

			‘Be ready. We’re about to cast the spear.’

			‘Abaddon,’ she snapped back, her voice not just charged with emotion but saturated with it. She sounded eager to the point of laughter. ‘Let me kill them. Let me tear the iron from their ships’ bones and strangle them in the cold of the void.’

			‘Soon, Ultio, soon.’ Affection coloured his voice. Affection for her murderous replies, perhaps. ‘Keep the shields high as we move into low orbit. Run out the guns.’

			‘I comply.’

			As she agreed to his order, that is when I saw her. The Anamnesis was not locked away and sealed behind guarded doors down in the heart of the ship, as she had been on the Tlaloc. Her containment tank stood at the heart of the strategium, offering her an unparalleled view of the bridge and its crew. The secondary cognition pods storing her vast intellect were affixed across the command deck’s walls and scattered over the ceiling like a hive of rattling, clanking beetles. Many of them had replaced the banners of old wars hanging from the rafters before the Vengeful Spirit’s reactivation. 

			From the central dais, where Horus Lupercal had once held court, the Anamnesis floated in her armoured life-support shell, predatory emotion making her features twist into a snarl. Her fingers curled in the cold aqua vitriolo, in response to the bloodlust I could sense emanating from her. She looked more alive than I had seen her in the decades since her entombing. Not human, not with that feral expression of violent hunger, but definitely alive. What had changed within her once she bonded with the machine-spirit of this empress among battleships?

			Ultio, Abaddon had called her. The High Gothic word for revenge.

			Anamnesis, I pulsed to her. My thought-voice was sluggish from disuse. 

			Khayon, she sent back across the bond. I sensed her distraction, just as I sensed her thoughts were turned entirely towards the pleasure of hunting lesser prey. Vermin crawl across my skin, pricking at my flesh with little scratches of plasma and laser.

			I have never heard you speak like this. Who are you?

			The answer came in a sensory flood of identity. I am the Anamnesis. I am Itzara Khayon, sister to Iskandar Khayon. I am the Vengeful Spirit. I am Ultio.

			Relief clashed hot with urgent confusion. I burned to ask her a hundred questions but there was no time, no time at all. 

			‘Now, my brother,’ Abaddon said. ‘Throw the spear.’

			The spear. My duty.

			I mustered my strength one last time on the immense weight out there in the void. First I raked back the concealing shroud of Aetheria hiding the spear from sight. The enemy fleet immediately turned their guns upon it.

			‘Faster, Khayon. Faster.’

			‘You. Are not. Helping.’

			‘Launch the spear!’

			I wrapped it with a strangling grip, feeling every cold contour with the touch of my mind. And then, with every iota of concentration I possessed, I hurled the spear at the world called Harmony. 

			Blackness closed around me in that moment. My senses deserted me. My memory fled with them.

			The others have since told me that I rose to my feet, hands curled into claws as I screamed at the city I was about to kill. I cannot say if that is true for I remember nothing but exultant, dizzying relief when the spear left my psychic hold. Sometimes you are most aware of a burden when it finally leaves your back.

			The Vengeful Spirit shivered in sympathy with the Anamnesis in her life pod. Reality coalesced around me in time to watch the spear cut through the enemy fleet, too fast for their ponderous guns to follow, and catch fire in Harmony’s atmosphere.

			Abaddon remained at my side, helping me to my feet. Nausea wracked me beyond what my enhanced physiology could tolerate. Queasy with weakness in the wake of my psychic efforts, I watched as Abaddon’s gambit played out before our eyes.

			The Canticle City was prepared to repel assaults, with its skyline of armoured bastions aiming defence turrets and flak cannons towards the heavens. But while fighting back an invasion is one thing, resisting a cataclysm is another. Even in my weakened state I could not resist watching the spear fall, seeing it through the thoughts of the doomed souls on the surface.

			Daylight died above the Canticle City. Through the wide, upturned eyes of worker menials, pleasure slaves, and III Legion warriors, I saw the gun-battlements light up in helpless rage as a shadow grew in place of the sun. The shrieking hymns broadcast from vox-towers were drowned out by the metal-hammering of defence batteries lighting up the darkening sky. The black shape that swallowed the sun burned as it fell, first aflame with atmospheric entry, then on fire from the rage of the Canticle City’s guns.

			A crack of thunder split the sky as the falling spear broke the sound barrier. It was no longer falling straight – it rolled as it plummeted, its hull streaming black smoke and its spinal battlements screaming with fire. 

			Less than a minute passed from the moment it entered Harmony’s atmosphere to the second it struck the ground. Long enough to let the population see death falling towards them. Not long enough to do anything about it.

			It smashed into the earth with the force of the War God’s axe. Every eye I had been looking through suddenly went blind. Every sense I had been sharing went dark and cold. From orbit, all we could see was the spreading blackness of choking smoke blooming over the city. Our sensors recorded tectonic unrest grave enough to send tremors rippling across the other side of the world. Harmony itself was heaving with torment.

			When I think of that night now, I still feel the sense of loss that followed the spear’s fall. The Tlaloc was almost two kilometres and eight megatonnes of ancient, ironclad anger. Once it had sailed the stars in the name of the XV Legion, crewed by twenty-five thousand loyal souls. I had dragged its empty corpse across the Eye of Terror, just as Abaddon had asked of me. And then I had hurled it right into the heart of the III Legion’s fortress. 

			On the Vengeful Spirit’s bridge, a cheer rose from a thousand throats, almost deafening to my recovering senses. I had risked my sister and sacrificed my ship. Now they were all cheering. I thought for a moment that I had gone mad. 

			‘That’s for Lupercalios!’ Falkus crashed both of his thunder hammers together in triumph. ‘May you all choke on the ashes.’ 

			Abaddon turned from the smoky devastation clouding across the occulus. His quiet words carried in the wake of the cheering, becoming a breath of calm after the hurricane of sound. 

			‘Ultio, take us back up into high orbit.’

			‘I comply.’

			‘The rats are about to flee the sinking ship. Let’s break their backs as they run.’

			The ship shook as its engines roared louder, hotter. The Anamnesis moved in mimicry, drifting higher in her tank with her teeth clenched tight, willing the ship to rise with her. I could still barely believe what I was seeing. Her presence here, before so many souls. Her vitality in form and speech.

			‘Khayon, Telemachon, get to the boarding pods.’

			I heard Abaddon’s words but made no move to obey him. There was too much to take in aboard the bridge. Mounted high above the tiered deck, the occulus showed thirty external views of the Vengeful Spirit’s hull, each from a unique angle. Our void shields were flaring in kaleidoscopic ripples under the ineffective fire of the enemy fleet.

			‘They’re beginning to annoy me, Ultio,’ Abaddon observed with a distracted air. ‘Start killing them.’

			‘I comply.’

			Standing aboard a Gloriana-class battleship when it opens fire is an experience like no other. Mankind’s entire sphere of interstellar ingenuity is manifest in the brutal hammering to your hearing and your balance. No dampeners can mask the unbelievable cannonade of a city’s worth of guns bellowing their payloads into the black. No gravitic stabilisers can wholly hide the thunder that shakes through the vessel’s metal bones. 

			Runes began to flash out of existence on the flickering tactical hololith projected in the air above the menial crew stations. Sweeping views on the occulus showed frigates and destroyers reduced to burning hulks, tumbling into Harmony’s atmosphere.

			The Anamnesis screamed with every barrage. Each volley from her guns earned another cry across the bridge vox; I could not tell which was coming first, her cries or the cannon fire. The two were indivisible. Her hands were curled into talons as she stared out from her tank. I doubted she was seeing any of us now. Her vision was bound into the ship’s scanning systems. She was seeing the void, and the vessels she slaughtered with every twitch of her fingers. 

			But we were not invulnerable. Pockmarks cratered across the void shields, which became tears, and in turn became gaping wounds. Enemy cruisers circled us, running abeam and risking a volley from our broadsides for long enough to let fly with their own. More prudent– or perhaps more cowardly– warships hung back and cut us from a distance with their long-range lances. I sensed the Anamnesis’s frustration, evident in a pressing tide from her changed aura. She wanted to come about and pursue the vermin that scratched at her, burning her iron skin from afar.

			‘Keep the prow towards the wreckage of the city,’ Abaddon ordered. He was speaking to the Anamnesis more than the packs of mutants serving as helm crew. There seemed to be less symbiosis in her bond with the new ship’s crew. The Anamnesis seemed to rely much less on their clawed hands by the helm’s controls.

			‘I comply,’ her voice was stern over the speakers. Irritated from a pleasure denied.

			I could not resist reaching out with my senses again, seeking to ride the minds of anything still conscious on the surface. The scene I found was revelatory. The heart of the vastness that had been the Canticle City simply did not exist any more. A screaming maelstrom of liquid fire and violence had torn out in all directions from the Tlaloc’s impact site. Everything, everywhere was dust, ashes and flame. 

			The fall of a single rockcrete skyscraper can choke a moderately sized city with its dust cloud. Try to imagine, then, the effect of the vastness of an entire city slain by a two-kilometre-long warship hurled from orbit, and bearing thousands of tonnes of volatile chemicals and tactical warheads right into the city’s heart. I would be surprised if you can. The scalding air was thick enough to drown in. 

			Where once the Canticle City had been renowned throughout Eyespace for the shrieking hymns it broadcast above its towering skyline– screams of torturous ecstasy from the III Legion’s countless victims– that skyline simply didn’t exist any more. The only song to be heard now was the deafening rumble of the heaving earth, groaning in tectonic unrest outwards from the colossal crater in what had been the city’s political and strategic centre. Dust, ash and superheated steam was already thrusting skywards and beginning its inevitable spread across the continent. The wound I had dealt Harmony cast a shadow similar to that caused by the meteorite that extinguished the saurian reptiles of ancient Earth after their uninterrupted reign of thousands of millennia.

			Yet horrific though this physical damage undoubtedly was, worse by far was the metaphysical trauma I had wrought upon the planet that day. In destroying Harmony’s population, I had given rise to thousands of daemons born in their last moments of helpless terror and searing pain, and it was through the perceptions of these malign entities that I was able to stalk the slag and rubble that was once the Canticle City.

			All around me I could sense things of raw emotion and violated spirit: creatures of suffering, terror and melancholic delight. Silhouettes drifted through the murk around me. Most were too malformed to be even notionally human. Some seemed to stagger as they ghosted past, perhaps glutted on the horror that birthed them. Most others were hunched over, grit and pebbles clattering against their armoured hides in a torrential downpour as they devoured the charred remains of the dead city’s millions of slaves, servants, allies and lords, and drank their still-shrieking souls. 

			It was as if a monumental boil had been lanced and now the corruption was running free across the abused earth. 

			It was Abaddon’s voice that brought me back to myself once more. 

			‘How does it feel to kill a world with one blow, my brother?’

			I managed a weak smile. ‘Exhausting.’

			His golden eyes seemed to swallow light. Stars die that way, eating the illumination they once gave the galaxy.

			‘Get to the boarding pods, Khayon. It’s almost time.’

			I still did not obey. The first ships were rising from the surface now. They came without formation or order, fleeing their doomed planet. I lingered on the bridge as we opened fire on them, sending some back to the ground in flames, letting others pass untouched. If there was reason or rhyme in which targets felt the lash of our guns, it was a pattern beyond my understanding. 

			Abaddon either sensed or guessed my slow thoughts, answering them by nodding over at the Anamnesis in her place of authority and honour. 

			‘I am letting her slip the leash,’ he explained. ‘Letting our void goddess kill as she chooses. See how she thrives?’

			Unrestrained and with a Gloriana’s guns obeying her every breath, the Anamnesis had a murderous poise she had lacked as the soul-core of the Tlaloc. She was the warship itself, the Vengeful Spirit personified, and it showed in every taut muscle and swipe of her hands raking through the aqua vitriolo. She had not been subsumed by the flagship’s machine-spirit. She had taken its arrogant brutality into herself. Abaddon was right. She thrived. 

			She was merciless with the enemy refugee ships, ripping them open with kill-shots from the prow lances again and again and again, far beyond the mathematical precision necessary to simply cripple or destroy them. She ravaged them. She gorged on them.

			Abaddon allowed it. Encouraged it. 

			I had not seen Sargon. He emerged almost as if from Abaddon’s shadow, aiming his war maul at the occulus. His youthful features remained perfectly placid even here, where countless others among the crew were resorting to shouting above the din. Sargon, as ever, was the calm at the heart of the storm. It would be a tendency I would remark upon many times in the future. 

			Abaddon took note of the Word Bearer’s gesture and nodded. He mirrored it, aiming his plain soldier’s sword at the occulus, marking out one ship among a fleeing pack. 

			‘There.’

			In tune with his choice, the ship’s rune began to throb a dull red in the tactical hololith. I read the spill of data as our auspex scanners latched on to this new prey. 

			The Pulchritudinous. Lunar-class cruiser, Halcyon-variant hull. III Legion. Born of the orbital docks above Sacred Mars.

			‘Let the others run,’ Abaddon ordered. 

			The Anamnesis whirled in her tank, hands still curled into claws. ‘But–’

			‘Let them run,’ Abaddon repeated. ‘You’ve toyed with your prey, Ultio. Focus on the Pulchritudinous. She’s the reason we’re here.’

			‘I can kill her.’ Malevolence flavoured the tones of this new Anamnesis. ‘I can send her to the ground, torn open and aflame...’

			‘You have your orders, Ultio.’

			It looked as though she would resist, choosing to sate her own battle lust instead of obeying her new commander. But she relented. Her muscles loosened as she exhaled a vocalised breath across the bridge speakers.

			‘I comply. Chase vector calculated.’

			As the crew worked to make those orders a reality, Abaddon turned to me once more. ‘It’s time, Khayon. I need you ready if this has any hope of working.’

			For the first time in recent memory I saluted a superior officer, fist thudding against my heart.

			In the many thousands of years I have lived and fought and survived the wars that rage across our galaxy, I have long become accustomed to the dispassion of battle. Battle might stir the blood, especially when you face a hated foe, but a rush of adrenaline is not the same as chaotic passion. Emotion is acceptable. A lack of control is not.

			One of the greatest strengths of the Black Legion is that war holds no mystique to us. We fight because we have something worth fighting for, not because we strive in fevered contest for the promise of intangible glory beneath the eyes of the Gods. 

			War is mundane to us. It is work. We have stripped it down to its bones, revealing it as nothing to fear and nothing to celebrate– it is simply our task, and one we must carry out with savage, veteran focus. The Black Legion’s martial virtues are not measured in how many skulls we take or how many worlds tremble at our name. Our pride lies in cold-blooded concentration, in ruthless efficiency, in winning every battle we can, no matter the cost.

			Moments of individual triumph and hot-blooded glory still exist– we are still post-human warriors and thus slaved to the vestiges of human emotion we carry– but they are secondary to the Legion’s aims. It is not about sacrificing emotion and vitality, but about harnessing them to a greater end. The Legion is all. What matters is winning. Through such loyalty and unity, we do the work of our Legion and the work of the Warmaster, not the work of the Pantheon.

			And after the battle? Let the Four Gods empower whomever they so choose. Let the Imperium demonise whomever among us that it wishes to curse. These concerns are for lesser men.

			At least, such is our ideal. I would be lying if I claimed every Black Legion warlord was above such things. Like any faction or conquering force, we have a standard that not every soul is able to live up to. The Ezekarion fall short at times. I have taken the skulls from hard-fought battles more than once, or lost all pretence of patience and shouted my name and titles into the faces of cowering foes. 

			Even Abaddon has lapsed from the path over the course of the millennia. Revelation, as he is so fond of saying, is a process.

			The taking of the Pulchritudinous shaped us even before we formally wore the Legion’s black. Abaddon spat on any notion of glory or renown. He struck with overwhelming force to achieve a single goal. No lingering in the skies above Harmony, cutting the enemy fleet into scrap and pounding every city into dust. No opening threats across the vox, demanding the surrender and submission of a weaker foe. He cast the enemy into disarray, then went for the throat. Victory above all else.

			It had been so long since I fought for something other than survival. That, more than anything else, lingers in my mind from that day. I had brothers again. We had orders and a plan of attack. We had a shared purpose.

			Of the battle itself, I will tell you this: it was blunt in its simplicity, though more ferocious than any of us had expected. Boarding actions are always savage affairs– one side fights with its back to the corner, the other fights almost wholly cut off from reinforcement. Some of the worst depredations of warfare I have ever seen have taken place in boarding engagements.

			Barely recovered from my trance, weakened from the release of psychic forces and still with scarcely any idea of what the last few months had done to the Anamnesis, I made my way to the boarding pod cradles, ordering a squad of Rubricae to stay at my side. Telemachon, Nefertari and Gyre were waiting for me. My place was with them in the first wave. 

			There is little joy for me in what followed. Lies will serve no one at this late hour, and I have promised to speak the truth, so that is what I will do. Here, then, is the truth. Here is how the Black Legion was born, baptised in blood, at a cost I could never forgive.
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SON OF HORUS

			We struck the hull with a thunderclap’s force. Before the shivering had subsided, we were slamming release triggers and moving from our restraint thrones, counting each excruciating heartbeat. Drills and magna-meltas chewed their way through compacted adamantine alloys as, like a clinging tick, we bore our way down into the iron flesh of the Pulchritudinous. 

			‘Ten seconds,’ spoke the assault pod’s machine-spirit. Its voice emerged into the pod’s dark confines from three vox-gargoyles that looked to be sculpted in a scene of carving themselves open and dining on their own organs. Whatever significance that held was beyond me. I tried not to see it as an omen. 

			‘Five seconds,’ came the dull voice again. 

			I clutched my bolter, ready to take the lead. Other armoured bodies jostled me in the dark. I smelt the powdery musk of Nefertari’s wings and the chemical tang of Telemachon’s veins. Both of them were razor-keen and ripe with adrenaline. They stank of bloodlust. Mekhari and Djedhor were Mekhari and Djedhor– lifeless yet reassuring.

			‘Breach, breach,’ stated the machine-spirit. ‘Breach, breach.’

			The pod’s iris airlock swirled open on complaining hydraulics, revealing an empty corridor beyond. Telemachon looked to me for an answer.

			I reached out with my senses, seeking the touch of souls nearby. Thoughts and memories met my questing awareness almost at once. A mess of humanity and monstrosity that sent me snapping back into my skull. 

			‘Mortals. A pack of them. Undisciplined.’

			Telemachon thumbed the activation runes on three grenades. When he threw them, they ricocheted off the walls with musical clattering. The tangled mess of human emotion dissolved in the moans and shrieks that followed the explosions. Smoke flooded the corridor. Telemachon slipped out into it.

			Follow, I bade my Rubricae.

			We moved. Telemachon led us through the smoke at a dead run that forced the Rubricae to lean forwards in graceless stomping strides. Whatever alchemy was in the swordsman’s grenades clung to our ceramite with a resinous tenacity. The ashen stuff coated all of us, turning our armour a dull grey. Only the blades of our weapons were clean, their power fields crackling waspishly as they burned away any dirt.

			More than once Telemachon looked back at me, and I sensed the tumult of emotion roiling behind his face mask. Restoring him to his former self had allowed him the capacity to feel his own God-heightened emotions again, but in freeing him I had lost any trust I felt in his presence.

			Gyre kept pace with us. If ever I required reminding that she was not a true wolf, it showed in how untroubled she was by the sticky ash, even as it matted her fur and coated her unblinking eyes. She saw through other means than sight. 

			Nefertari was as ash-painted as the rest of us, though her crested, angular helm of alien manufacture cast a more distinctive silhouette. There was something beaked and raptorish about her helmet– for reasons I did not know she had crested it with a plume of white feathers. They were instantly filthy.

			My bloodward was festooned with weaponry. Exotic pistols and cut-short alien carbines were buckled to her armour plating. In her hands she held a curved blade almost as tall as the maiden herself– a klaive, rare even among her kind, its shimmering sides etched with twisting hieroglyphs. Despite the dullness of her Commorraghan aura, I sensed her excitement at being free at last: free to hunt, free to taste pain, free to quench her unending soul-thirst. Eldar excitement has a strange psychic resonance. Hers had an unhealthy sweetness, like honey on the back of the tongue.

			‘My vox-link to the ship is corrupted,’ Telemachon spoke over our suit-to-suit proximity link.

			‘As is mine.’

			Ashur-Kai? 

			Khayon? My apprentice?

			It has been a long time since you called me that.

			Forgive a former mentor’s concern. After your feat of telekinetic prowess with the Tlaloc, I worried that you would be weak for months to come. But we shall speak of such things later. 

			We shall. Inform Abaddon we are... Wait. Wait. 

			Telemachon held up his hand, halting us as we emerged from the aura of the smoke grenades. A creature, part Neverborn, part lab-forged monstrosity, prowled the deck ahead, coming closer in a ragged stoop, its three limbs ill-suited for movement, for each one was a chitinous, jointed blade. The first thing I discerned was that it had no eyes, tracking by snuffing the air. The second thing I saw was that its organs were on the outside of its flesh.

			Ashur-Kai had not been wrong. I hated the weakness still coursing through me. After scarcely moving in months, the frailty in my aching muscles was to be expected, but a man has his pride. I had been a warrior-commander for most of my life. To be escorted and defended by my kindred on a mission I could have done alone was a slight against my dignity.

			The creature ambled closer, eyelessly huffing at the air. Saern was wearyingly heavy in my hands. Without thinking, I summoned strength by letting the warp seep through my enfeebled flesh, rejuvenating me.

			The moment I felt the relieving touch of fresh strength, the creature turned its elongated head towards me. The flesh of its faceless visage peeled open in a puncturing hole, sucking in air with great, wet heaves.

			Who who who who who

			Nefertari moved before I could. She launched forwards, her klaive singing with electrical discharge. The creature’s head clanged to the deck, decaying rapidly into pulpy slush. The body followed suit, spasming as it melted. We moved on, weapons at the ready.

			Inform Abaddon we are almost ready.

			He looks impatient, Khayon.

			Then relay my message and set him at ease, old one.

			‘They can smell you,’ Telemachon said softly, without looking back.

			‘I will be more careful.’

			‘Not you, Khayon. Her.’

			I looked to my bloodward. Nefertari’s wide, wide smile was the most inhuman expression she had ever worn. Ichor fizzled away along the killing edge of her klaive.

			‘We face the children of the Youngest God,’ Telemachon continued. ‘They smell her soul.’

			The swordsman led the way. We fought again and again, always killing the creatures that confronted us before they could flee or shriek for aid. Those that reared up and faced us were brought down by Gyre’s fangs, Telemachon’s blade, and Nefertari’s klaive. I reluctantly conserved my strength for the effort yet to come. That in itself was a trial.

			All the while, the hull shook around us– first with weapon impacts from the Vengeful Spirit, and then with the Pulchritudinous’s own guns helplessly returning fire.

			‘Who commands this ship?’ I asked Telemachon.

			‘Primogenitor Fabius.’ There was no missing the revulsion in the swordsman’s voice. ‘We do not call it the Pulchritudinous. We call it the Fleshmarket.’

			‘Delightful.’

			‘Be glad we’re boarding it now, when all is in chaos after the evacuation. This a fortress of horrors, sorcerer. If the Primogenitor had prepared for us, we would already be dead.’

			Even so, we faced no shortage of resistance just from the foulness left to wander and rot in the ship’s halls. Nefertari wet her klaive in every passageway, butchering her way through bonecrafted human thralls and monstrous Neverborn that reeked of alchemical meddling. Living in the underworld tends to steal your capacity to feel shock at any creature’s physical form, but these were a sickening blend of human, mutant and Neverborn– rotting while alive, stinking of natural and unnatural excretion alike. Ichor, pus and warp-crafted chemicals ran like tears down stitched and swollen faces. 

			I held up the severed head of something that had been human before it was ‘gifted’ with three rows of filed teeth on its upper and lower jaws. It still stared at me with its remaining eye, its altered mouth biting uselessly in my direction. 

			Eat eat eat eat

			With my grip in its hair, I smashed the head open against the closest wall.

			In several corridors we faced fully human crew armed with zeal in their purpose and devotion to their masters, but little that could actually do us harm. They had two ways of playing war’s games: either to charge in herds of sweating, screaming flesh or stand in scattered ranks and open fire with pistols, autoguns and slug rifles. 

			Do not mistake this behaviour for courage. An Imperial Guardsman standing his ground, consigning his soul to the Emperor and shouting defiance at us as we butcher our way through his trenches– that is courage. Futile and misplaced it may be, but it is undeniably courage. 

			What met us in those halls was tortured madness in rags, with the fanaticism of fools writ plain across their mutilated faces. They screamed for the notice of their masters, for the blessings of the Youngest God, for the luck necessary to live through the death that walked among them. Many warbands go into battle with herds of such bolter fodder around them. They are useful for any number of tactical tasks, not least forcing the enemy to waste ammunition and weary themselves in destroying the loyal wretches. We use them now in the Black Legion, hordes of them spreading out across the battlefield before our armies, driven on by the fearsome chants of our apostles and warpriests. 

			Courage exists in abundance among our human and mutant followers, make no mistake. But not there, not that day aboard the Pulchritudinous. These were the dregs of servitude and failed experimentation, dragged aboard an evacuating ship by their fleeing masters.

			Telemachon and I took the vanguard, wading into an iron wall of small calibre fire. It broke against my armour like hailstones on a tank’s plating. Our softer armour joints were more vulnerable– a pinprick stabbed into the joint of my right elbow as a bullet hit home. Another pinched at the side of my neck, becoming a pulse of stinging pressure against my spine. They were irritants, wearying me further. Not serious. Not lethal.

			The warp flowed through me in operatic crescendo. I was scarcely guiding it. Control took care and concentration, and I was too weak to muster much of either virtue. When I released the tides of unseen power down the dark hallways, it burst through the unresisting flesh of the III Legion’s slaves in spines of bone and sloughing puddles of skin. Mutation, unchecked and unborn from any emotion, erupted among them. 

			We did not stop to put those things of boiling flesh and warping bone out of their misery. They sealed their fates the moment they raised weapons against us.

			Telemachon led the way unerringly. The homogenisation of Imperial technology should have been an aid to us, with one Lunar-class cruiser structured the same as any other, but I was soon disoriented. The ship’s innards were a labyrinth, though whether it was the result of my weariness or the work of the warp, I cannot say for certain. It took us far longer than I anticipated before we finally reached a chamber large enough for the next stage of Abaddon’s plan. A Lunar-class cruiser operates at a full crew complement of over ninety thousand souls. I felt as though we had murdered our way through every single one of them.

			‘Do it,’ said Telemachon. 

			I bristled at his tone. Tired or not, killing fire serpentined across my fingers, hissing as it superheated the air around my hands.

			‘Do it please,’ Telemachon corrected with saccharine indulgence. He came very close to dying in that moment.

			I breathed out my anger and lifted Saern.

			Ashur-Kai?

			I am ready, Khayon. I carved down, ripping a wound in the air. Elsewhere in orbit above the dying world, Ashur-Kai did the same.

			I expected Lheor and Ugrivian to appear first through the conduit, or perhaps Falkus if his choler could not be contained. I had not expected one of the Neverborn. 

			The weakling thing fell from the tear in reality as if hurled from the portal, its scaled flesh breaking open with the force it struck the deck. Before any of us could react, an immense black boot hammered the creature’s head into sludge. 

			Abaddon stepped through the conduit. The joint snarls of his Terminator war-plate were the throttle roars of straining tank engines. Veins ran black beneath his sallow skin. His gaze burned with psychic gold. In one hand he carried his battered power sword. In the other he... he...

			I recoiled from him as he strode forth. The claws of his right hand were scythe blades still ringing with the resonance of the Emperor’s murder. He was wearing the Talon. He had boarded the ship wearing the Talon of Horus. 

			Its effect was almost as punishing as the first time he had revealed it. Its nearness overwhelmed me, filling my skull with the copper reek of Sanguinius’s supernatural blood and the whispers of thousands upon thousands of his sons across the galaxy, suffering with genetic defects in the wake of their primarch’s death. I could hear every single one of them– hear the prayers in their hearts, hear their growled devotions and whispered mantras.

			But I did not fall, and I did not kneel. I kept my feet, facing my brother who bore the weapon that had killed a primarch and the Emperor within the same hour. In the years to come, when I would struggle to look at him because of his insidious daemon blade and the eternal singing of the Pantheon’s choirs praising him in worship, I would always remember this as the first moment he became my Warmaster as well as my brother.

			Behind him came the hulking forms of Falkus and the Justaerin, shadows coalescing into reality as they passed through the conduit. 

			‘Why did you bring that?’ I asked, catching my breath from the lightning claw’s oppressive shroud. Such was the strength of its spirit that it projected an aura like a living being.

			Abaddon lifted the great Talon, closing and opening the scythe blades with murderous theatre. 

			‘The poetry of the moment, Khayon. With my father’s own weapon, I will destroy all hope of his rebirth. Now... Where’s that mongrel dog who calls himself “Primogenitor”?’

			I will not waste ink on the needless details of that brief battle. Suffice to say that with thirty Justaerin, six World Eaters and one hundred Rubricae, we slaughtered everything alive on that ship between where we came aboard and where we found Primogenitor Fabius. The warship’s halls ran with blood and filth, runnels of it straining through to the lower decks, raining gore on the slaves too wise to stand against us. 

			Squads of Emperor’s Children took position at critical junctures to defend their master’s vessel, pouring bolter fire down the corridors at the Justaerin vanguard. Bolts strike Terminator plate with the echoing clang of a hammer at the forge; hundreds of bolts striking makes the very noise of Hell itself. Into this withering blizzard of explosive bolts, Falkus and his warriors advanced. Tusks and horns broke away, leaving bloody wounds in their wake. Armour shards were blasted clear, revealing the mutated flesh beneath. Still they walked, implacable, over the bodies of their fallen brethren. Those who stood against them died beneath claws and hammers, each falling blow ending a life precious to the Youngest God. Those who fled bought their lives at the cost of pride. Forever would we remember the crew of the Fleshmarket who broke and ran before the Justaerin’s grinding charge.

			Abaddon led them, killing with his sword and the double-barrelled bolter mounted on the Talon’s bulk. But the claw’s blades, still stained with Sanguinius and the Emperor’s lives, remained unsullied. 

			The Warmaster’s laughter echoed down the hallways. He did not mean it in petty mockery, I know that, even if our enemies likely took it as such. Battle-joy and fraternity flowed through him, enriching his aura. How long had it been since he marched to war with his brothers? Too long, too long. 

			This was Abaddon in his element, a battle-king, leading from the front. We stood at his side, killing as he killed, moving amidst the Justaerin as if we belonged among them. They encouraged us. They welcomed us. We were all one that night, wading through hordes of alchemically altered wretches lining up for the butcher’s blade.

			Gods of the warp, it took me months to cleanse the stink of that ship from my senses.

			Only when we reached the apothecarion did our march finally break stride. All of us were long since inured to horror, so it was not the abundance of flesh heresy taking place inside those chambers that brought us to a halt. The walls were beribboned with racks of preserved human meat, organ containment jars, surgical tools– it was a laboratory set up within an abattoir, and its gory, soiled majesty surprised none of us. We expected nothing less from the wayward visionaries and genetic mages of the III Legion. 

			What brought us to a halt was that the overseer of this place had succeeded. This was not the laboratory of those who were struggling and failing to manipulate one of the most arcane and flawed sciences. This was the sanctum of madmen who had already succeeded.

			From my first step into the chamber I realised it; it was in my very first breath of blood-fouled air. We had been wrong all this time. The Emperor’s Children were not unknowable years away from a cloning genesis. They had already mastered that darkest lore. We were not here as saviours, ready to purge this place before an abomination could be done. We were far too late for that. 

			Even Abaddon, so possessed by battle lust moments before, came to a dead halt. He stared at the blood-strewn surgical tables and the great sustaining tanks that contained half-formed perversions of life. Servitors and mind-dead thralls drifted between the machinery, tending to it all with a tenderness that had no place in this feculent nursery. 

			Here was the Emperor’s sacred genetic project rebuilt through daemonic lore and gutter genius. Row upon row of life pods contained mutated children and deformed adolescents, each with a feature or two that we just barely recognised. One of the palest child-creatures was melded to a smear of biological matter coating one wall of its tank. It reached out from where it was trapped in this fusion of mutated flesh, beckoning me closer. The intelligence in its stare made my skin prickle under the touch of ice. Worse was the familiarity of its features, and the affection in its gaze.

			Khayon, it sent to me, smiling through the faecal murk.

			I backed away, weapons held in tightening fists. 

			‘What is it?’ Nefertari asked. She was the only one not gripped by disgust or dread. To her, this was yet another stupid game played by mon-keigh blood magicians. ‘What’s wrong?’

			‘Lorgar.’ I aimed Saern at the half-melted infant in the dirty life pod. ‘That is Lorgar.’

			Sensing my unease, my Rubricae stalked closer, seeking to ring me in a protective circle. I ordered them away with a distracted pulse.

			In another of the filthy tanks, full to the brim with oxygenated muck in place of amniotic fluid, a floating human infant– white of hair and dark of gaze– watched our every movement with wide, knowing eyes. It was one of the few unruined experiments, appearing outwardly perfect. That did nothing to ease my disgust.

			‘God of War,’ Lheor cursed at the sight. 

			Telemachon dropped slowly to his knees before the child. ‘Fulgrim,’ he whispered. ‘My father.’

			‘Get up,’ I said to him. ‘Get back.’

			The child-primarch slammed itself against the glass, expelling venom in a spreading black cloud from the roof of its mouth. A forked tongue lashed in futility, licking slime from the inner surface of its life-support prison. Telemachon stumbled back.

			The chamber had room for hundreds of tanks. Many sockets were empty, the majority housed thrumming life pods with barely visible limbs moving through the carrion water. This chamber alone represented heresy beyond measure. Was there more? Was this all the Primogenitor had been able to evacuate from Harmony?

			We turned at the sound of power-armoured bootsteps. The Apothecary approached us unarmed, wearing the white and purple of the Emperor’s Children nearly lost beneath what looked like years of encrusted blood and blossoming mould. The overrobe was likewise stained with unnameable filth. Thinning white hair hung to his shoulders, now all that was left of a once regal mane. He was no older than many other legionaries, yet he looked utterly ravaged by time. Even so, I recognised him, as did we all. 

			Abaddon spoke for us. ‘The years have been unkind to you, Chief Apothecary Fabius.’

			Fabius exhaled a sigh. Even his breath was foul– a warm wind of infected gums and tumour-spotted lungs. Plainly he experimented upon himself as frequently as he did his prisoners, and not all of his experiments were successful.

			‘Ezekyle.’ He made a lament of my brother’s name. ‘Ezekyle, you cannot even begin to imagine the horror you have wrought upon me this day.’

			His declaration moved us to silence, not out of respect but blind shock that he would even seek to entreat us to take his side with sympathy. 

			‘The damage to my work... I lack the words to frame it in terms you would ever understand. With wanton, useless violence you have done indescribable damage to my work. Centuries of study, Ezekyle. Lore that could never be copied, now lost forevermore. And for what, son of Horus? I ask you, for what?’ 

			Even Abaddon, who had seen all Hell had to offer, was rocked to his core by what he saw all around us. It took him a moment to summon the words necessary for a reply. 

			‘We don’t answer to you, fleshcrafter. If any soul standing here should seek to justify his actions, it’s the one covered in human excrement and exhaling cancerous breath, proud of his role in breeding these abominations.’

			‘Abominations,’ Fabius repeated, looking away to the nearest tanks. Aborted and malformed godlings stared back at him with the unquestioning love of children for their father. ‘You were always so narrow of vision, Ezekyle.’ He shook his head, the stringy white hair sticking to his grimy face. ‘Kill me then, Cthonian barbarian.’

			Abaddon spoke softly, as though we stood in a sacred cathedral rather than this pit of alchemical sin. His words were a challenge, but they were devoid of all bravado and all humour. 

			‘Not only do I not answer to you, Fabius, but you’ll find I’m quite intractable when it comes to obeying the orders of lunatics.’ He gestured to two of the Justaerin. ‘Vylo, Kureval. Take him.’

			The Terminators walked forwards. Their method of restraining the Primogenitor was brutally simple– they each gripped one of his arms in a massive power fist. The slightest pull would tear the Apothecary’s body apart.

			Abaddon turned to me, and I knew what he would ask before it left his lips. 

			‘End it, Khayon.’

			Fabius closed his eyes. For whatever it was worth, he had the dignity not to protest. I refused to take a last look around the chamber. Instead I saluted Abaddon as I silently spoke to my Rubricae.

			Leave nothing alive.

			A hundred bolters opened in the very same second, raining a tide of explosive fire across the laboratory. A second later the Justaerin and every other warrior present joined in. Glass shattered. Flesh burst. Metal detonated. Things that should never have been born wailed as they died. When the servitors were killed and the machinery was shattered by gunfire, my Rubricae and the others turned their bolters, cannons and flamers to the deck, hammering and charring the dying mutants with executioners’ fire.

			After an eternity, the guns fell quiet. Fluids dripped, steam rose and broken machinery sparked in the sudden stillness. The whole world smelt of the putrescent blood from false gods’ veins. 

			Fabius was the one to break the silence. ‘You still solve every obstacle in your path with the mindless application of violence. Nothing has changed, has it, Ezekyle?’

			‘Everything has changed, madman.’ He smiled at our prisoner, caressing Fabius’s cheek with a single scythe-claw. I thought he might peel the flesh from the Primogenitor’s face with one slice. I hoped he would. ‘Everything has changed.’

			More bootsteps echoed from the same annex chamber from which Fabius had emerged. A heavier tread. Measured, confident.

			The Apothecary’s watery stare focused on the weapon. ‘I see you carry the Talon. He will enjoy the irony of that.’

			Abaddon narrowed his eyes. ‘He?’

			‘He,’ Fabius confirmed. 

			And that is when we started to die.

			The mace was called Worldbreaker. The Emperor had made a gift of it to Horus upon the First Primarch’s ascension to Warmaster. Horus Lupercal was capable of bearing it one-handed, but the immense maul was too cumbersome for any of the Legiones Astartes to wield it with any grace. A bludgeon of darkened metal, its spiked head alone was the size of a warrior’s entire armoured torso. 

			Worldbreaker smashed through the first rank of my Rubricae, sending three of them crashing against the shell-pocked walls. They did not just crash aside in boneless tumbles; they came apart at the joints, their entire suits of armour falling to pieces and clattering against the walls. Whatever sliver of their souls had remained bound by their armour was gone in the time it took me to breathe.

			Ashur-Kai felt it happen, as well. He had felt the Rubricae die in a way we had not believed possible.

			What in the Gods’ names is that? he sent to me in scholarly shock. 

			For the shadow of a second it made no sense. All of the other cloned creatures were flawed and wrong. How could this... How...?

			I grasped after my link with Ashur-Kai. It... It is Horus Lupercal.

			Not a child cloned from scraps of tissue and drops of blood. Not an abomination half lost to mutation’s touch and trapped inside a containment tank. It was Horus Lupercal, the First Primarch, Lord of the Space Marine Legions. Perhaps a touch younger looking than when any of us had last seen him, and clearly devoid of the Pantheon’s touch. But still Horus Lupercal, cloned from cold flesh harvested directly from his stasis-preserved corpse, wearing the armour stripped from his dead body. Horus Lupercal, clad in his breathtaking black war-plate, replete with the long fall of his white-wolf fur cloak and the pale shimmer of a kinetic force field protecting him like a halo. 

			It was Horus Lupercal, charging into our loose ranks and slaughtering us with Worldbreaker. He came from one of the far antechambers, awoken by Fabius in readiness for this moment.

			To their credit, Lheor and the last warriors of the Fifteen Fangs reacted faster than any of us. Their heavy bolters gave a leonine roar of throaty chatter, kicking and booming as they fired on the Warmaster of the Imperium, with every bolt hitting home. But even as their bolts tore at Horus’s armour and flesh, their initiative did little but doom them before the rest of us. Worldbreaker swung again, hurling four of them aside in a single blow. They struck the deck in ragged disarray. I felt Ugrivian die before he even hit the floor.

			We broke. Gods of the veil, of course we broke. We did not run, but we broke and fell back, scattering to the edges of the room to escape the war maul of this enraged revenant. My Rubricae, much slower than living warriors, marched back in their stately tread, barely pausing as they emptied magazine after magazine of warp-altered shells at the cloned primarch. And still they died with every swing. Gunfire shattered the primarch’s black ceramite and blew fist-sized chunks of flesh from his bones. Pain threaded his aura, yet Horus fought on.

			I threw energy at him. I threw lightning. I threw panic and hatred and anger in a seething bolt of mutagenic warpfire. It burst what remained of his force field in a whiplash of air pressure, and boiled the skin and hair from his head. Nothing more. I was still too weak, and he was far, far too strong.

			He came for me, then. I raised Saern only to have it smashed out of my hands, sent skidding across the filthy floor. His boot caved in my breastplate, hurling me to the deck. I felt ceramite shards knifing into my lungs as his foot hammered down, pinning me beneath him. I could not reach my cards to summon my bound daemons. Never had I needed the Ragged Knight as I needed him now.

			Nefertari took to the air, cutting past him and swinging with her klaive. She was a silken blur, moving faster than I had ever seen her move. Fast enough to weave between the bolt shells streaming around her, fast enough to slice through the primarch’s cheek, severing half of the muscles in his charred face. But he had weaved aside. She’d missed the killing blow. The female who had killed Legion warlords without shedding a single diamond of sweat had missed her killing blow. Horus was too fast, even for her.

			I screamed, not from my own pain but from what I saw next. The primarch’s hand closed around Nefertari’s ankle as she twisted in the air for another cut, and he dashed her against the deck. I sensed rather than heard the soft bones of her wings snapping like twigs on a forest floor. All sense of her vanished from my mind. Dead or unconscious, I knew not which. That in itself horrified me. She might be dead, murdered by this demigod, and I was too weak to tell.

			He broke Gyre next. My daemon wolf launched for his throat, her claws rending his breastplate as her jaws clamped where the muscles of his neck and shoulder met. She was in the line of fire, helplessly so. Bolt shells from a dozen sources exploded into her and around her, bursting her fur and flesh open. Yet she endured it. She endured it to distract Horus from finishing me,ripping tissue and tendons with every snap of her jaws, every shake of her head.

			Worldbreaker broke Gyre’s grip and crushed her skull, dropping her to the deck like a slab of butcher’s meat.Half of her head was simply gone, replaced by a cavernous hole and the spill of grey-red brain matter. Her mortal form began to dissolve, and with it I felt her presence drain from my mind, just as Nefertari’s had.

			Horus turned to me once more– pain, fury and wild-eyed hate radiated from what little remained of his face. I struggled to rise, to move, to do anything, but there was no strength left in me. Worldbreaker rose and fell.

			Another figure slammed into Horus’s side, breaking his balance and causing him to stagger sideways as a fresh volley of bolter shells hammered home. The blade that deflected my death in a shower of sparks was my own blade, my axe, Saern, held fast by one of my Rubricae. 

			Iskandar, it sent, more clearly and more present in my mind than I’d experienced from any of the ashen dead since the night of their curse. I recognised that voice. 

			Mekhari... 

			Iskandar, he replied. Not in a Rubricae’s hiss, but a man’s voice. Mekhari had pulsed to me. To my eternal regret, I was too stunned to reply.

			He straightened.

			My brother. My captain. His voice was clearer. More certain, more determined. He turned his featureless gaze back to Horus who, despite the bolter shells exploding all around and over him, had somehow managed to regain his balance to advance on us. 

			Telemachon’s twin swords burst through the front of Horus’s ruined breastplate in a spray of almost toxically rich blood. Without a pause, and faster than even Telemachon could withdraw them, Horus grabbed the blades in a single gauntleted fist, snapped them, then spun around and backhanded the swordsman across the chamber. Telemachon hammered into the far wall with the telltale resonant crash of ceramite. 

			Mekhari raised my axe again, stepping towards the raging demigod. 

			Farewell, he sent, in my mind. 

			Worldbreaker slammed through the axe I had carried since the death of my home world. Saern shattered in Mekhari’s hands, his armour exploded like pottery, and then... he was gone. Truly gone. As gone as Ugrivian. 

			My brothers had bought me time to roll away, though not nearly far enough. Horus turned on me, all beauty in his bearing now lost to injury and anger. Try as he might, he had not killed me. I lived, though it had cost me everything.

			Looming over me, he raised Worldbreaker again, ready to end me as he had the others. A voice stopped him. A single commanding word that cut through the sounds of battle, stopping everything. Even the gunfire fell silent. 

			‘Enough.’ 

			Abaddon stood behind Horus. He had not screamed the word. He had barely even raised his voice. The absolute authority in Abaddon’s tone was all he required. In his armour Abaddon was the equal of his father’s clone, both in stature and in the fury he emanated. The Warmaster’s name is whispered as a curse on a million worlds in this last, dark millennium, with many Imperial peasants– those who are even aware of the events that shaped our empire– believing Abaddon to be Horus’s cloned son. It would not surprise those superstitious souls to learn that, in that moment as they both stood before me, only their wounds and their armament set them apart. In all else, they were twins.

			Horus turned in a blur, Worldbreaker swinging in an arc faster than a weapon of its size and weight should ever be able to move. Abaddon not only parried the mace, he caught it. He held it. He gripped it in that great Talon stained with the blood of a god and His angel. 

			Father and son faced each other, breathing spite into each other’s snarling features. For the first time, the primarch spoke. Spit stringed between his teeth. They were clean and unmarked, not etched with Cthonian hieroglyphs as Abaddon’s were. 

			‘That. Is. My. Talon.’

			Abaddon closed his fist. Worldbreaker broke as Saern had broken, shattering against a superior weapon. Scrap metal fell from Abaddon’s scythed fingers.

			I have heard the stories of this moment. Perhaps even you, here in the deepest depths of the Imperium, have heard them as well. Every warband has their own reflection of these events. 

			Many are the tales of Horus’s last words; his entreaties to his gathered sons and nephews; how he gave a glorious speech about the possibilities of a new era, or how he begged for mercy when faced with Justaerin blades. There are even stories that swear Horus was swollen with the blessings of the Pantheon as he was in the last days of the Terran War, and that the Gods themselves had resurrected their fallen champion. 

			But I was there. There were no touching last words or rousing speeches, and the Gods, if present at all, remained silent and aloof. Life rarely grants us the same theatre as we find in legends. So I promise you this, as the account of one who was there that day: there was no divine champion granted sacred rebirth. There was no impassioned judgement delivered by Abaddon as destiny changed hands from one Warmaster to the next.

			There was a cloned father and a prodigal son, surrounded by the dead and the wounded, so similar that only by their weapons and wounds could I tell them apart. That, and their different smiles. 

			Horus gave a conqueror’s smirk from what remained of his face. Recognition, true recognition, flared in the only eye he had left. 

			‘Ezekyle.’ His voice was a breath of relief and revelation. ‘It’s you. It’s you, my brother.’

			Time stood still. After everything that had taken place, I thought– against all reason and rhyme– that they would embrace as kindred.

			‘My son,’ said the primarch. ‘My son.’

			All five of Abaddon’s claws rammed so deeply into Horus’s chest that they burst from his back. The scythes pushed out the stunted remains of Telemachon’s swords, sending the broken blades clattering against the floor. 

			Dark redness spread across what was left of the white fur cloak draped in tatters across Horus’s shoulders. A genetic god’s blood rained down over me. I felt like laughing without knowing why. Shock, perhaps. Shock and naked relief. 

			The storm bolter on the Talon’s back kicked three times, burying six bolts inside Horus’s exposed chest and neck. They blasted him apart from within, adding viscera to the blood slopping across those of us left prone.

			And that was how they stood, as gold flared in the eyes of one and life faded from the eyes of the other. Horus’s knees buckled but Abaddon would not let him fall. Horus’s mouth worked but no sound came forth. If his last words found any voice, Abaddon was the only one to hear it. 

			I was fortunate that day. Not just because I survived a battle with a demigod that should never have been fought, but because I heard Abaddon’s last words to his father. With a slow, smooth withdrawal, he pulled the Talon clear of his father’s body, and the moment before Horus fell– the moment before the light finally went out in the primarch’s eyes– Abaddon whispered five soft words.

			‘I am not your son.’
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			And so, the first part of our tale comes to an end. Thoth’s quill may rest for a time, as my hosts pore over these words and seek weakness between the dictated lines. But I doubt it will rest for long. They will want more. They have been told of the Black Legion’s genesis, now they will ask of its birth and first battles, as well as the Thirteen Crusades that followed. There is still so much to tell. So many wars won and lost; so many brothers and enemies fallen into memory. 

			After the Canticle City came the Illumination, when we battled those who would not swear allegiance to the Warmaster and sought to end our rise. During that era we traversed the Empire of the Eye, ending the Legion Wars with our ascendance above the Nine, and one by one the primarchs bowed before Abaddon. Some willingly, some only grudgingly, and one who had to be brought to his knees. But all of them bowed in the end: Lorgar, Perturabo, Fulgrim, Angron, my father Magnus... even Mortarion, who came closest of all to slaying us through his holy plagues.

			And after that came our First Crusade. Imperial record remembers it as the first time the Nine Legions broke free of the Eye and returned to the galaxy in strength against an unprepared Imperium. The Nine Legions remember it for the triumph at Uralan, when the Warmaster claimed his daemon blade, Drach’nyen. 

			We of the Ezekarion have a different recollection– or, at least, one with a profoundly different focus. Perhaps the new regents of the Imperium did not expect our return and so were unprepared to face us, but not all of the Emperor’s servants had forgotten its wayward sons.

			I can see him still: that ancient Templar-king sitting upon a throne of hand-carved bronze, his armoured fingers laced around the hilt of his great blade. I remember how, to my secret sight, his immense pride and his absolute faith in our grandsire turned his aura into a raging halo of pearl and gold. 

			‘So, you have returned.’ His voice was deep, as old as time itself, yet uncracked by the years it carried. ‘I never doubted you would.’ 

			He rose smoothly from his throne, his back straight, the Sword of the High Marshals held loosely in one fist. By that point he was a veteran of more than a thousand years. Age had ravaged him, yet he burned with life. 

			Abaddon stepped forward then, gesturing silently for us to lower our weapons. He inclined his head in respectful greeting. 

			‘I see time has blackened your armour as it has ours.’

			The ancient Templar descended the three steps from his throne, his gaze fixed on the Warmaster’s face.

			‘I looked for you. As Terra burned in the fires of your father’s heresy, I hunted for you, day and night. Always lesser men blocked my way. Always they died so that you might live.’

			He came to a halt no more than two metres from Abaddon. 

			‘I have never stopped searching for you, Ezekyle. Not through all these long years.’

			Abaddon bowed then, with no hint of mockery. Not in his eyes, nor in his heart. Ezekyle has always cherished valiant foes, and none were more valiant than this knight.

			‘I am honoured, Sigismund.’

			Both of them raised their blades... 

			And then there was Commorragh. That endless night we laid siege to the Dark City in our intention to wipe one of their noble houses from the face of the galaxy, in punishment for them for taking Nefertari from me. Abaddon made no move to chain my grief and keep me under control. He encouraged my rage. He admired it. He ordered the Black Legion into the webway in support of my fevered wrath. That is loyalty, my friends. That is brotherhood. 

			But all of this is yet to come.

			‘Khayon,’ one of my captors speaks my name, and I smile at the sound of it from a human throat. She is the one that always lingers longest when the others are gone, and asks the most pressing questions. She brings the queries that matter to me, rather than seeking yet another dry recounting of gods and faith and weakness and war.

			‘Greetings, Inquisitor Siroca.’

			‘Are you well, heretic?’

			‘Well enough, inquisitor. You come with a question?

			‘Just one. In your account so far, you remain silent on one vital aspect– you’ve not told us why you surrendered yourself into our custody. Why would a lord of the Ezekarion do that? Why did you come to Terra alone, Khayon?’

			‘The answer to that is simple. I came because I am an emissary. I bring a message from my brother Abaddon, to be carried to the Emperor, before the Master of Mankind finally dies.’

			I hear her breath catch in her throat. Instinct forces her reply before she can even consider what she’s saying.

			‘The God-Emperor cannot die.’

			‘Everything dies, Siroca. Even ideas. Even gods, and especially false gods. The Emperor is the memory of a man enthroned on a broken engine of false hope. The Golden Throne is failing. No one knows that better than those of us who dwell in the Eye. We can see the Astronomican dying. We can hear the Emperor’s song fading away. I did not come to Terra to surrender myself into your hands in order to laugh at the dying of His light, but neither will I coat the truth in honeyed lies to make it easier for you to hear.

			‘These are not reports on a screen to me, inquisitor, or reams of casualty figures to be easily discarded. The Emperor’s Light is fading across the galaxy. How many fleets of vessels have been lost these last decades, to flickers in the Astronomican? Thousands? Tens of thousands? How many worlds have cried out in rebellion in the last ten years alone, or screamed in psychic distress? How many have fallen silent in the shroud of the warp, now home to nothing but the tread of daemons? Here, on Terra... Can you hear any of Segmentum Pacificus’s thousands of worlds? A quarter of the galaxy has fallen silent. Do you know why? Do you know what wars they are fighting, while cloaked in silence and shadow?’ 

			She is silent for a time.

			‘What is the message you brought for the Emperor?’

			‘It is simple enough. Ezekyle asked me to journey here and stand before our grandsire, just as we did when the Imperium was young. I will meet the dying Emperor’s empty eye sockets and tell him that the war is almost over. At last, after ten thousand years of banishment in the underworld, his fallen angels are coming home.’

			‘Does the Warmaster not need you in his war, on the front lines?’

			‘I am exactly where he needs me most, inquisitor.’

			I feel her watching me in the wake of those enigmatic words. She judges me for them, judges their possible meanings. And at last, she nods.

			‘And will you keep telling your tale?’

			‘Yes, inquisitor.’

			‘But why? Why do you give your enemies everything they ask for?’

			Ah, such a question. Did I not tell you, Thoth? Did I not tell you that she was the one to ask the questions that mattered?

			‘These are the End Times, Siroca. None of you are destined to survive the coming of the Crimson Path. The Imperium has been losing the Long War since it was first declared, and now we enter the endgame. I will tell you everything, inquisitor, because, for you, it will change nothing.’

		

	


THE WONDERWORKER


I
Only mortals measure time in the passing of years. Immortals, and those closest to eternal life, measure the tread of time in moments and memories. I can recall every word spoken to me over the course of my life, I can remember every second spent fighting on this galaxy’s battlefields, but I measure it through the conjuration of evocative memories. Entire wars become distilled into those moments that mattered most - a duel with an enemy warlord, perhaps, or a brother fallen in war and never to rise again.

I have no shortage of such waypoints. The Imperium, an empire I helped forge, has butchered thousands of my brothers since the declaration of the Long War. And I have struck down hundreds of its champions, worthy and unworthy alike.

Sometimes it can be reduced to an even cruder poetry. In the past, I have marked the passing years by numbering Telemachon’s attempts on my life, and counting my attempts to destroy him in turn. However, our spiteful attempts on each other’s lives played little part in those earliest years. Only when we had armies at our backs did our grudge deepen and degenerate.

It is a strange comfort to think that he is out there now, far from Terra, commanding my fleet. He sails at our Warmaster’s side while I am here, blinded and mutilated in captivity, speaking these stories to a servitor that would never even know if I lied.

Tonight, my flesh prickles with inflicted pain. The Inquisition is not so naive as to think their petty tortures matter to me, and in that regard I wonder why they bother at all. Cutting my skin with sacred blades and breaking my bones with holy instruments will not change a single word of what I say.

I cannot, after all, change the truth.

I believe several of them are uneasy that I surrendered myself into Imperial custody. They did not ravage my army and capture me in battle; I came alone to the surface of Terra, and that remains a blow to their pride. No surprise, given the number of times the Inquisition has sought to assassinate me in the past. Generation upon generation of Inquisitorial agents have hunted me for thousands of years, stalking me under countless names and titles. Some even came close to seeing me dead. The Imperium is nothing if not persistent.

Not all of my captors are so easily baited. Siroca least of all. She comes alone more and more, and I wonder just who claims the parchments bearing my dictated words.

‘What came after Harmony?’ she asked me.

How do I answer that? Everything. Everything came after Harmony. War after war, battle after battle, allegiance after allegiance and betrayal after betrayal. We endured, we survived, and we rose.

‘But what came first?’

Inquisitor Siroca can be an impatient creature.

‘First,’ I tell her, ‘we licked our wounds. Part of the process of regeneration took me to Chariz Terenoch, Wonderworker of Anzu and Thaumaturge of the Heka. We met in his fortress.’

‘And?’

‘And he told me I was already dead.’




II
‘You’re not Iskandar Khayon,’ he said to me.

Chariz Terenoch was no taller than I, and his armour was of the same ornate style, bearing similar markings. ‘The starkest difference was that after the Rubric he had painted his a deep, dark green between the golden trimmings, while mine - in the months after Harmony - was still the colourless grey of bare ceramite and fire-blasted bronze. It felt wrong to retake the cobalt of the Thousand Sons, and Abaddon had not yet decreed that we would claim the black.

‘Your words present me with a problem,’ I admitted. ‘For I am indeed Iskandar Khayon.’

‘Khayon died at Drol Kheir.’

I shook my head. ‘You have no idea how weary I am of hearing that, Chariz.’ With a hiss of vented air pressure, I pulled my helm clear, immediately filling my senses with the chlorine spice of sacred oils. His throne room reeked with the death-laced, resinous scent of refined alchemicals. I could not even begin to guess what reagents the Wonderworker used in his craft.

As I removed my helmet, the two Rubricae standing watch by the fleshmetal throne turned to regard me in their slow, dull way. They, like their master, wore the green and bronze of the Heka warband. Apart from these two sentries, Chariz and I were alone in the great chamber. I sensed no echoes of past presences imprinted upon the walls. I doubted he received many guests here.

Chariz, who was bareheaded himself and with the dusky skin so typical of many Tizcans, was unconvinced even upon seeing my face.

‘The fact that you wear Khayon’s face means nothing. I once met a shapeshifter that could assume the form of any man, woman or legionary simply by tasting a drop of their blood. If you are Khayon as you claim�’

‘I am.’

‘Then where is your hell-hound? And where is your murderous winged alien?’ His cold, pale brown eyes narrowed as he gestured dismissively towards me. ‘Those beings never leave Khayon’s side.’

What could I say? That we had fought a clone that believed itself to be the slain Warmaster of the Imperium, and that it had destroyed Gyre’s physical form? That a blood-maddened thing in

Horus’s armour had rampaged through our ranks and half-killed Nefertari?

‘For now,’ I said, ‘they have both left my side.’

‘Then where is the Tlaloc?’

‘Dead. Gone.’

‘And your precious axe?’

‘Broken.’

‘And where are Makari and Djedhor?’

He had a talent for probing fresh wounds.

‘I thought it prudent to come alone. This was supposed to be a show of minimal force, Chariz. You are making me regret that choice.’ The Wonderworker had pearls woven into the skin of his face, following the contours of his bone structure. Emeralds gleamed in his mouth, drilled and implanted into the artificial ivory of his teeth. Both were Tizcan traditions, customs sometimes seen among my home world’s wealthiest and most respected artisans.

We stood in a chamber that matched his dark and curious elegance, with the twisted walls showing exquisite bronze carvings of Prospero’s Fall. I admired a particularly gruesome scene of Magnus the Red turning away from a sky raining fire. His weary betrayal had never been portrayed quite so perfectly before: a being of our primarch’s power could have fought the Wolves before they even made planetfall, yet he had chosen - out of misplaced guilt - to hide in his tower until the very end and let the Einherjar annihilate our home world.

And so the sons paid in blood, as their broken father’s penance. Sometimes I suspected Lheor was right. Perhaps the Thousand Sons were a ludicrously sentimental Legion, unable to overcome its past.

‘What am I to believe?’ Chariz asked, pulling me back to the present. ‘I’m sharing words with a brother who died at Drol Kheir, who has no evidence of his identity and also claims he was sent to me by the dead High Chieftain of the dead Sons of Horus, while the long-lost flagship of the Legiones Astartes drifts in orbit high above my fortress. A ghost has come to my world, sent by another ghost, sailing aboard a ghost ship. What am I to think, Khayon? What would you do in my place?’

That, at least, was easy to answer.

‘I would trust this ghost, and do whatever it asked me to do.’

The Lord of the Heka smiled, though the expression did not reach his eyes. ‘And why should I do that?’

‘Because if you do not willingly comply, my friend, the Vengeful Spirit will tear this fortress apart, and I would pry command of your Rubricae from your dying mind. But I would like to come to an agreement before we reach the point of needing to resort to base threats. Your talents are needed.’

He did not answer for some time. Chariz Terenoch was not a man to be rushed.

‘Does Abaddon truly live?’ he asked at last.

‘He does. And more than that, he wields the weapon that slew the Angel and crippled the Emperor.’

The suspicious stare became tainted by something fierce, something close to cunning. ‘I would like to see those blades with my own eyes.’

‘That can be arranged.’

Chariz considered my words. ‘And if I comply,’ he said eventually, ‘what does Abaddon require of me?’

‘Ezekyle needs nothing from you. It is I that need your expertise, not him.’

Curiosity lit a fire in his dark eyes. ‘Now I know you’re not who you say you are. Iskandar Khayon could never afford my craftsmanship.’

‘Times change, Chariz.’ I unchained the deck of tarot cards from my belt, sliding the thick papyrus cards free from their casing of Hayed flesh. Each one showed a figure of twisted, daemonic madness, painstakingly painted by hand. I fanned them for him, feeling my knuckles tighten possessively when his breath caught in his throat. His surge of desire to take them at any cost pressed against my senses: oily, thick, and jealous.

The last card, at the bottom of the deck, I handed to him.

He took it with due reverence, the light still flaring in his eyes. His gauntleted fingers caressed the treated papyrus, following the painted lines upon its surface.

‘Khayon/ he said, his voice now a whisper. ‘So it is you.’

I nodded and said nothing, knowing silence would speak for me. There could be no greater sign of trust than to allow another practitioner of the Art to cradle a daemonic primer. Allowing him to touch any of the cards - let alone that particular one - was a gamble at best and a risk at worst. Sorcerers killed each other for far less.

Sure enough, Chariz continued as he thumbed the details of the daemon painted on the parchment.

‘Only you would take one of their wolves to use as your own.’

The card was The Huntress. Its face showed a wolf made of smoke and shadow, with eyes of lambent white. Like the other cards, the pigments I used in painting the image were a compound of rare reagents, chosen for their potency. Unlike the other cards, it bore no number, and was not to be used in any prophetic tarot. Part of the set, yet undeniably separate.

‘Gyre chose her own form. I had nothing to do with it.’

‘I apologise for doubting you,’ Chariz said as he handed the card back to me. ‘Why have you come?’

‘I need you to forge me a new weapon.’

He nodded, doubtless having expected no less. ‘You said your axe was broken, yes?’

‘Yes. Horus Lupercal shattered it with Worldbreaker.’

Then Chariz Terenoch, Thaumaturge of the Heka and one of the most renowned weaponsmiths ever born to the Thousand Sons Legion, looked at me as if I had spoken in a tongue wholly devoid of meaning.

‘Who did what?’




III
The last time I had enjoyed Chariz’s dubious hospitality was when he had taken me into his fortress’s inner sanctum. The deeper one walked into his citadel, the deeper one walked into his mind. The walls went from stone and bronze to dusty red coral, interlinked and interwoven in binding structures. Anzu was a world with expansive oceans, and Chariz worked his dark and dubious miracles beneath the boiling tides. Out there in the liquid void beyond the coral walls, vast and fiery intelligences devoured one another in an unceasing war. I could sense them but not see them. They existed to my reaching mind, but to my ship’s scanners and the evidence of my eyes, the waters outside the tangled coral castle were a cold and lifeless murk.

The world was forever reacting to him, as so many daemon worlds reacted to their masters’ minds. His turbulent imagination manifested in the form an endless oceanic slaughter between beasts no one but Chariz could see.

His arcane forges were down in the fortress’s deepest reaches. I had expected to be offered another chance to walk those lower halls, but in this I was wrong. In the first example of what countless brothers would later request, he wished to see the Vengeful Spirit. Not out of any nostalgia or mawkish affection, but to see what changes the Great Eye had wrought upon its sacred decks. I agreed without resistance.

The primary’ hangar was nearly empty but for inactive gunships and fighter craft, populated only by isolated clusters of the Tlaloc’s lowest-ranking tech-adepts and their servitor contingents. The moment our boots touched the deck, I felt Chariz casting out with his senses, sniffing after new sensations, seeking any nexuses of psychic resonance.

Be careful, I warned him.

He learned the truth of that warning almost immediately, crashing back into his own mind with a violent lurch.

So much life, he pulsed. His silent voice was rancid with suspicion. ‘How have you crewed a Gloriana battleship, Khayon?’

‘We have not,’ I replied. ‘Not yet. Come, I will show you what you are sensing.’

In the warship’s labyrinthine hallways, we encountered the crystal dead. They still sang their silent, psychic songs, and it did not surprise me to see Chariz treat them with funereal respect rather than break them to observe their reactions. His gauntleted fingers caressed them more willingly than I had, though I could sense his interest in them was as warp-born phenomena, not as the grave markers of loyal crew. Another wealth of observations to be made. Another lesson of the Great Eye to be learned.

That dispassion had a place. Still, I was not certain that place was here, with these statues. I had come to respect them, in my own way. Once I had dreamed of wolves; now the soft and mournful songs of a hundred thousand dead men and women soothed me to sleep.

‘They are calling to you,’ he said as we passed several of the reaching grey crystal figures.

T know, Chariz.’

‘They sing your name.’

‘I know.’

‘Khayon, Khayon, Khayon,’ he said quietly, repeating the dirge that stroked both of our senses. I waited until he pulled his thoughts back inside his own skull.

‘Brother,’ I said, ‘would you like to see Sanguinius?’




IV
The Angel of Blood knelt in the heart of Lupercal’s Court, beneath the hanging banners of half-forgotten warrior lodges and alliances between Legions and regiments that had long since fallen into mistrust and animosity. Here, in this grand strategium a short distance from the command deck, the first heretics had built their schemes upon foundations of false confidence and the lies of mad gods.

Sanguinius was alone, rendered in a motionless storm of contradiction, showing a demigod’s strength and a mortal’s weakness in the same flawless lines. He was on his knees, yet his great wings were spread high and wide. He had died to Horus’s butchery, yet here he was preserved unwounded, showing no sign of the injuries that had ravaged him.

The contrast was clearest in his eyes. They were narrowed in agony’s reflection, yet still conveyed the sense of soulful regret that thickened and sickened the air around the crystallised statue. The primarch’s grey crystal hands were offered outward, not in yearning as the others reached, but to ward away the final blow that had ended his immortal life.

That detail rang false to me. ‘The Angel of Blood had died here on his knees, cut down and murdered by the First and False Warmaster. But I could not imagine Sanguinius pleading for mercy or striking such a piteous posture when the blade finally fell. The Vengeful Spirit, and my sister now incarnated as its consciousness, had a memory as bitter and biased as any Legion warrior.

Chariz slowly circled the kneeling statue again and again, his fingertips stroking over the flawlessly rendered feathers of the Archangel’s wings, and along the individual strands of the primarch’s hair. I heard my brother swallow, and felt how difficult it was for him to form words.

It’s perfect, he pulsed to me. The most exquisite death echo I have ever seen.

‘I often come here to meditate,’ I admitted.

‘Where is Horus?’

That was a question I had asked myself more than once. Ashur-Kai and I had spent many long hours seeking any spoor of the First Primarch’s spiritual legacy. We had come to a unique conclusion.

‘The Vengeful Spirit remembers all those that died aboard its decks. All who breathed their last breath within these halls are honoured thus.’

‘Then Horus should be here,’ Chariz pointed out.

‘I thought so as well, but the Emperor did not kill Horus. The Emperor annihilated him. The primal matter of his body was eradicated, and his soul was removed from reality.’

‘Banished?’

‘Banishment implies existence elsewhere. It was� erased. Torn from existence, pulled apart into nothingness. There is no echo of his death for the warship to memorialise.’ I gestured to the kneeling Angel. ‘And so we have Sanguinius alone, kneeling before Horus’s ruined throne.’

My brother and I were silent for a time. A companionable silence, as I allowed him the time to absorb all of the things that were becoming commonplace to me. A month before, the sight of this dying demigod’s torment immortalised in grey psy-crystal had left me breathless and speechless. Now, it was merely home.

‘Have you seen enough?’ I asked politely.

‘I’m a Thaumaturge, Khayon. A worker of wonders. I have never seen enough, nor learned enough, but if you wish to move on I will accompany you. What other miracles lie aboard this vessel?’ He was distinctly more polite now that he had seen our ship. That, also, was a trend I would encounter many more times in the future when we crossed paths with brothers from other Legions.

‘Many more. However, you have not yet agreed to forge my weapon.’

‘Then I agree here and now. It will take several weeks to attune the components to your anima, even before forging the blade.’ Hesitation crept back into his dark eyes as he ran a thumb along his pearl-encrusted features. ‘Did you bring me the raw materials?’ I found myself smiling in response to his sudden professionalism. Here at last was the master artisan I had sought out.

‘I have brought you materials the likes of which you have never seen before, Chariz. The blood of cloned primarchs. Shards of Worldbreaker, the maul of Horus Lupercal. The ashes of Imperious, Solar Priest and Avatar of the Astronomican.’

His mind reached for mine, ferocious in his need to know if I spoke falsehood. But I have never been a liar. Every word I spoke was naught but cold truth.

‘There is more,’ I promised him. ‘Sanguinius’s own sword is aboard this ship, Chariz. It lay next to his corpse when Horus struck him down. Ezekyle has made a gift of it to three of us, letting us use the pieces of its broken blade however we see fit.’

I was the last to make use of that gift. Telemachon had melted his portion down into a new silver facemask of surpassing beauty. I.heor, with typical World Eater crudeness, had reforged his pieces into hundreds of monomolecular teeth for his arsenal of chain weapons.

More than awe lit my brother’s eyes now. Avarice shone there, greed without shame. If these were the materials I would grant him in the new blade’s construction, then his payment would surely be of similar majesty.

If I may pause to reflect for a moment, I am given to understand that fragments of Lord Rogal Dorn’s sword were used in the forging of the Sword of the High Marshals - a relic that is still treasured across the Imperium in this last, dark millennium. Similarly, Telemachon kept his faceplate for thousands of years.

And by comparison, many fragments of Lord Sanguinius’s blade went into the teeth of a chainaxe that Lheor would lose in a swamp less than a decade after it was forged. Not all of us treat legends in the same way.

‘If this is to be a force weapon,’ Chariz pointed out, ‘there’s the matter of psychically resonant materials necessary for the construction of its power field generator.’

The Thaumaturge had guessed my intent. He was already turning to the incredible, torment-wrought statue of Sanguinius when I shattered it with a sudden telekinetic pulse. Jagged knives of grey glass rained across the chamber, clattering against the durasteel deck.

In the tinkling quiet, I heard Sanguinius screaming. That, also, rang false. The wishes of the warp? The delusions of a haunted ship? Either way, it was no matter. I pointed at the spread of broken crystals.

‘Use those.’




V
I watched him work in the foundries aboard the Vengeful Spirit. A great many unspoken words lingered in the fire-touched air between myself and Chariz. I told him little of my journey past the Firetide, and in kind he told me little of which warbands had sought out his services. He considered me secretive and irritating. I considered him naive to the point of foolishness. In my eyes, he was fortunate not to have been captured and enslaved by a warband seeking to use him as a pet weaponsmith.

Chariz was that rarest of things: a true mercenary, supplying his craft to any warlord able to pay his price. Some of the work shamed him, I was sure of that. It emanated from his aura in occasional waves when the discussion turned too personal. At such points, he would fall silent and speak no more. I saw no benefit in challenging him.

We were brothers but not close, raised on the same but born into different cultural castes. His roots were ripe with the decadence and indulged ease of the wealthy artisan class. I was from the more philosophical, stargazing tiers of society.

The writings of Old Earth - the Terra That Was - tell us of three pillars in its primitive societies: Those Who Toil, Those Who Pray, and Those Who Lead. Peasants, priests and princes.

Tizca was similar without the same barbaric pretensions. Our code was Ixacalla teotich asta hicuan, meaning ‘All are equal beneath the shining sun! The castes were free, even encouraged, to interact.

As one of the Thousand Sons, Chariz became one of the Legion’s finest forgewrights, blending sorcery and a smith’s skill into his own avenue of the Art. He pursued psychic mastery not for knowledge, war or power, but for its use in his craft. I admired the practicality of it, even as I recognised he was fortunate to have escaped the Rubric. When Ahriman’s folly devastated the Legion and slew those with the weakest sixth senses, I would have expected Chariz

and those like him - to end their lives among the ashen dead.

He used my blood in the weapon’s forging. He used my breath, my emotions, and my memories. The blade was attuned to me, to my soul, before I ever touched it. It was shaped perfectly for my grip before my fingers ever closed around its hilt.

Chariz never asked what weapon I desired, nor did he ask about the specifics of weight and shape. His skill was in forging a weapon to match its wielder’s needs, twinned with the owner’s soul. That was his gift, and his insight. He did not cater to the whims of warlords that demanded ornate flourishes and specific daemons bound into unholy iron. Supplicants brought him the materials and remained outside the artisan’s decisions. Trusting in his judgement was not just an aspect of his craft, it was the beginning and end of it.

‘Hold this,’ he told me at one point.

To my knowledge, he had not slept in six days when he ladled the molten orange metal onto my gauntlets. It was like holding magma. As the superheated liquid steel hissed and steamed and began the slow process of trying to eat through the heat-resistant ceramite of my gauntlets, Chariz unlocked them with smooth haste, using his forge tools to drill them open before tossing them into his forge fire with the molten sludge he had bid me to carry.

Several nights later, he pressed a slice of black shrapnel into my mouth. It immediately lacerated my tongue, filling my mouth with the copper spice of my own blood over the scorched earth aftertaste of old wars.

‘Swallow it,’ he told me, ‘then cut it out of your belly in one hour, with your own jamdhara. Return it to me still wet with your blood and internal acids.’

I obeyed the first order. An hour later, I obeyed the second, learning as I held it in my palm that he had fed me a fragment of Worldbreaker’s spiked head. Immediately after that revelation, I obeyed Chariz’s third request. He took it from me without comment, hammering the shard into a lumpen mess of shapeless metal. The anvil he had brought up from Anzu was a block of dark iron in the shape of a wounded and wingless dragon. The Thaumaturge’s hammer seemed to break the beast’s back anew with each strike.

Tokugra, Ashur-Kai’s familiar, joined us on several nights as the weapon neared completion. The crow would perch upon the gargoyles lining the walls of the primaris forge, blessedly silent and keeping its cawed prophecies to itself. Chariz did not even seem to notice it. I suspected Tokugra was here as Ashur-Kai’s eyes rather than out of its own interest.

On the final night, a Prosperine lynx padded its way into the cavernous forge. The firelight turned its white eyes into amber gems as it looked around with a disinterested air of lazy, feline self-importance.

Engine-stink and false fire, the beast sent to me. Let us hunt instead of watching the miracle-worker toil.

Chariz heard, for he looked up at the lynx’s indolent demand. The hammer fell silent while he turned to the source of the silent words.

‘Gyre?’ he asked the great cat. I felt him questing towards the beast with his senses. His sixth sense was significantly weaker than mine. I realised it then, as his senses felt almost feeble, like a child’s hands unable to keep their grip.

Prosperine lynxes are ill-named, comparatively speaking. Archival evidence indicates that the Ancient Terran root species was a small creature, something of a scavenger that, at best, hunted rodent vermin. The lynxes of my home world were closer in size to Terran horses, and as subtly psychic as the majority of Prospero’s fauna. The animal to which they bear the closest resemblance is the Terran tigrus-cat, or tiger, though even they are small and slight by comparison. This lynx was black-furred with dark grey striping along its flanks. It stalked like a murderer and lounged like a contented queen.

‘Gyre?’ Chariz asked again. The lynx yawned, entirely for show, and licked its sabre-teeth.

I will hunt without you then, it sent to me.

We are almost finished here.

The cat’s mind reflected my words back at me - the psychic equivalent of being too distracted to pay attention. Without any other acknowledgement the lynx padded its way from the forge chamber, pausing only to growl up at Ashur-Kai’s crow. Tokugra rustled its feathers and hopped up to a higher gargoyle.

Chariz turned to me, his hammer still in his hand. ‘That was a Prosperine lynx.’

‘Yes. It was.’

‘I believed them extinct.’

‘They are.’

‘Was it Gyre?’

I gestured to the metal cooling on the anvil. ‘Keep working, Thaumaturge.’




VI
Artisan craftsmen tend to mark their work. A name in the corner of a painting; a flourish at the end of a song; an imprint in the base of a statue - something, somewhere, marking the art as the creator’s. Weapon-crafters are no different. Many are the tales of smiths adding a drop of their own blood for symbolic purposes to the quench-water when it comes time to cool a newborn blade.

Chariz gave more than a drop of blood. He gave part of himself, layering his aura and senses around the weapons he created, investing his own pride and power into them. Just a scarce touch of his soul, but enough to mark his blades apart even if his craftsmanship did not make his genius so utterly apparent. To hold one of Chariz’s weapons was to know a man had dedicated his whole heart to its perfection.

He presented it to me without ceremony, offering it while it still steamed with the last kiss of the cooling - and blood-tainted

water.

A sword. I had used an axe for decades, but he had fashioned me a sword. I felt no irritation. I knew the blade was mine even before I clutched it, and the moment my fingers closed around the grip I knew I would never again wield a weapon as wholly, utterly mine as this one. Saern was my most precious weapon because of what it represented. The sword Chariz forged for me was by far the finest.

The long blade was silver, rich with acid-etched Tizcan runes in spiralling mantras and mandalas. The hilt was darkened metal, indented for my grip, comfortable beyond comfort. When warriors speak of their weapons being extensions of themselves, they are speaking of familiarity and training. Ibis sword, a blade I had never held before, was an extension of my mind and power as surely as an extension of my arm. It thrummed with a subsonic vibration, the crystal-fed generators in its handle awakening to my touch. The pommel jewel was a gem of psychically-shaped amber, showing an animal’s roaring face. The beast was chimeric in nature - half of its face was a howling Fenrisian wolf, the other half was a snarling Prosperine lynx. Somehow it looked natural - Chariz had fashioned the two halves of its head mesh together to perfection.

I felt the weight of the sword in my hands - not its physical weight, but its resonance and importance. The list of arcane materials used in its creation is too long to list here, but the most obvious components cannot be ignored. Here was a sword forged from the fragments of two primarchs’ weapons.

It had never woven a wound nor taken a life, yet it pulsed with murmuring threat and lethal promise. How would it sing when bathed in ten thousand years of ichor and blood?

I do not remember how long I was lost there that night, just staring at the piece of perfection crafted for me by my brother. I know that it was his voice that brought me back from my reverie.

‘Khayon,’ he said, and not for the first time.

I looked at him, realising for the first time that gratitude can reach such heights of ferocity that words are incapable of doing it justice. Instead of speaking, I sent the raw, unfiltered thanks from my heart to his. It was a psychic pressure heavy enough to send him back two steps before he recovered.

‘Your satisfaction pleases me in kind,’ he said. ‘You know what I wish as payment.’

I did. I had known it since he came aboard.

‘We suspected you would ask. Ezekyle has already given his acceptance. You are one of us the moment you wish it, Chariz.’

Before answering, he looked down at my armour, at the colourless war-plate I wore. ‘Who am I joining, Khayon? Who are you?’

‘We do not yet know.’ I cradled the sword in my hands, still caught by its splendour. ‘But we are sailing to the remnants of Lupercalios, for we intend to find out. If the last Sons of Horus will not bare their throats and swear allegiance to us, then they will die like the rest.’

Our eyes met in that moment. That simple connection shredded all pretence and deception. The sword was no favour to me. It was his test, his trial to prove worthy of coming with us. Neither of us had said it, yet we had both known it all this time.

‘What would you have done with me had I failed, Khayon?’

As I have told Thoth and Siroca so many times before, I am not gifted with a liar’s tongue. So, again, I told only the truth.

‘I would have gutted you, given your head to Ezekyle, and stolen your Rubricae by binding them to me.’

The eye contact lingered. ‘You still intend to take my Rubricae.’ It was not a question.

‘I do. Whatever this new Legion is called, I will be the master of its ashen dead.’

When the stare finally ended, Chariz was the one to break it. He went to one knee before me, his head lowered, his hand on his heart.

In that moment, he became the first of the Black Legion’s warriors ever to kneel to me as his warlord.

‘My lord,’ he said.

In the back of my mind, I felt Abaddon’s presence, and his pride. I le saw everything aboard the Vengeful Spirit. None of us knew how.

It begins, Khayon. It begins.
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