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__THE Horus HERESY®

SIEGE of TERRA

It is a time of legend.

The galaxy is in flames. The Emperor’s glorious vision for humanity is in ruins. His
favoured son, Horus, has turned from his father’s light and embraced Chaos.

His armies, the mighty and redoubtable Space Marines, are locked in a brutal civil
war. Once, these ultimate warriors fought side by side as brothers, protecting the
galaxy and bringing mankind back into the Emperor’s light. Now they are divided.

Some remain loyal to the Emperor, whilst others have sided with the Warmaster. Pre-
eminent amongst them, the leaders of their thousands-strong Legions, are the
primarchs. Magnificent, superhuman beings, they are the crowning achievement of
the Emperor’s genetic science. Thrust into battle against one another, victory is
uncertain for either side.

Worlds are burning. At Isstvan V, Horus dealt a vicious blow and three loyal Legions
were all but destroyed. War was begun, a conflict that will engulf all mankind in fire.
Treachery and betrayal have usurped honour and nobility. Assassins lurk in every
shadow.

Armies are gathering. All must choose a side or die.

Horus musters his armada, Terra itself the object of his wrath. Seated upon the
Golden Throne, the Emperor waits for his wayward son to return. But his true enemy
is Chaos, a primordial force that seeks to enslave mankind to its capricious whims.

The screams of the innocent, the pleas of the righteous resound to the cruel laughter of
Dark Gods. Suffering and damnation await all should the Emperor fail and the war be
lost.

The end is here. The skies darken, colossal armies gather. For the fate of the
Throneworld, for the fate of mankind itself...

The Siege of Terra has begun.



~ DRAMATIS PERSONAE ~

The Primarchs

JaGHATAI KHAN, 'The Warhawk’, Primarch of the V Legion
MORTARION, 'The Pale King', Primarch of the XIV Legion
ROGAL DORN, Praetorian of Terra, Primarch of the VII Legion
SANGUINIUS, 'The Great Angel', Primarch of the IX Legion

The V Legion 'White Scars’

SHIBAN KHAN, Called 'Tachseer', Brotherhood of the Storm
Y IMAN, Brotherhood of the Storm

CHAKAJA, Brotherhood of the Storm

QN Fal, Noyan-khan

G ANZORIG, Noyan-khan

JANGSAI KHAN, Brotherhood of the Iron Axe
NARANBAATAR, Chief of Stormseers

NAMAHI, Master of the Keshig

ILya RAVALLION, Called 'the Sage', Counsellor to the Legion
Sosuk KHAN, Ilya's adjutant

The VII Legion 'Imperial Fists'

SIGISMUND, First Captain, Master of Templars
FArFNIR RANN, Captain, First Assault Cadre
ARCHAMUS, Master of Huscarls

The XII Legion 'World Eaters’

KHARN, Captain, Eight Assault Company
SkARR-HEI, Berserker

The X1V Legion 'Death Guard’

TyPHUS, First Captain

CArPHA MORARG, Equerry to the Primarch
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GURGANA DHUKH, Sergeant
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ADRIA VOSCH, Main Gunner
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HeLwa DREsI, Driver
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JERA TALMADA, Colonel, Departmento Munitorum
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PART ONE



ONE

The blade
Handing over
New blood

It begins under stone.

Hidden, folded up in darkness, cold as the breath of winter dawn. The people of Ong-Hashin
come for it, as they have done for as long as songs have been sung in their high valley, lodged
between the Takal Shoulder and the eastern fringe of the Great Borai Plain. They climb the
narrow ways, leather-bound feet slipping against the rock, hauling their own picks and baskets.

The ways down are hand-cut, supported with timber frames. The lintels of those frames are
scraped with angular glyphs, made with the same blunt knives they use for prising stones from
their mounts' hooves. These are not high calligraphic marks, but the marks of a hard people, used
to rockfalls and landslips. They wish to delve for it, to find it, then return. They do not love the
deep places, the cool sweat of the narrow tunnels, for they are Chogorian after all, and like the
open wind on their faces.

When they hack it out, it is brittle. Blacksand, they call it. It crumbles in your hand, if you treat
it roughly, once out of the earth. A few moments later, though, and it is hard, so much so that
you can toss it into a basket and start to work at the lode again. If you hold it up - a chunk the
size of a man's fist - you can see the sparkling fragments within, catching the light of
subterranean candles.

Once done, they take it all back down the track, picking their way carefully. It rains often, as the
Takal Peaks capture the moisture rolling across the open lands, and the rocks are greasy with
moss. This party returns to a settlement deep in Hashin country, perched between pine stands,
frigid and mist-clouded. They take the blacksand pieces and haggle with the blademakers. This
takes a long time, and is a bad-tempered affair. Those who have laboured to obtain it are weary
and need to sleep. Those who wish to take it are anxious to get to work. And the sun is low, by
then. No bargains are well made at dusk, the sages say.

The following dawn, and the labour begins. In Hashin, blademakers always come in pairs - a
man, a woman. They need to know one another very well. Sometimes they are siblings; more
often, bonded couples. The charcoal furnaces are stoked until the flames spit. The blacksand
chunks are turned and assessed again, then placed in long-handled pliers. At this stage, the man
works the fire, the woman handles the pliers. Both wear thin cotton shirts, despite the chill of the
air outside. Inside the forge, it is already punishingly hot, and their exposed flesh glistens.

Once hot enough, the chunks are withdrawn from the fires and beaten. The man takes up a
hammer, striking hard. The woman directs him, shifting the red metal over the anvil's blunt
surface. Impurities are beaten out. It is gruelling work, a process that jars bones. The process is
repeated, over and over, until the steel starts to purify. The beaten flakes are broken up, doused



in cold water, then re-melted and re-struck. Plates are created, stacked on top of one another,
then gently placed back into the flames, melted, compacted, re-melted. Both parties scrutinise,
checking for flaws.

Neither speaks. If they need to make their feelings known to one another, they tap with a
hammer in a certain way, but this is rarely necessary - they are masters of the craft, working by
intuition and observation. The steel is folded, again and again, each time refining the metal,
hardening it, purifying it. Soon it begins to lengthen, to thin, to extend out into the long curve of
a true blade. The hammering is remorseless, clanging out of the forge's open doorway, keeping
the rest of the village awake.

Finishing the blade's face is done by the woman. She mixes a clay jacket for the cutting edge,
using her thinner fingers to press the spatula into the slurry. By then, both workers are weary,
having been at the forge for days. When the clay is broken off after more time in the coals, the
pattern on the steel is visible. Every blademaker has a different mark - for some, solak blossom;
for others, tiger's claws. The most prestigious, and hardest to achieve, is the lightning spread,
forking from tip to scabbard-edge. This one bears such a mark.

Then it is filed, marked, polished, washed. If all is perfect, the blade is wrapped in straw and
fabric, and placed in a heavy cart drawn by aduun. A red pennant is tied to a long pole, marking
the cart as sacred cargo - it will not be attacked on its journey, even if it passes through tribal
lands at war. The blademakers rest at last, their hands calloused, their skin blistered. They will
never see their creation again, and receive no payment for their work. The entire village supports
them, and they occupy positions of reverence. All know where the swords are destined to find
service.

The cart then travels west, descending rapidly before reaching the open country. After many
months of trekking across the grassland, eventually the drivers spy the Khum Kharta on the
horizon, pale against the whisper of the long grass. They pull up, and prepare the cairn. Stones
are piled up, draped with prayer-fragments and incense bowls, crowned with the pennant. The
blade, still wrapped, is placed at the top. Then the drivers withdraw, beginning the lon journey
home.

The following night, it is taken up into the fortress by Legion menials. Once inside the shadowy
halls of Quan Zhou, each prayerfragment is studied, interpreted, then placed in the librariam.
From these scraps, the masters of Chogoris learn much of the shifting patterns of the endless
grass, and where to draw aspirants from, and how the health of the thousand realms ebbs and
flows. The blade - still without its hilt, scabbard or guard - is unwrapped and carried into the
forges. None of the painstaking marks made by the Hashin blademakers are removed. None of
the tiny flaws - few as they ever are - are removed. This is a product of the people of Jaghatai,
not of a machine intelligence. When polished to a mirror sheen, it reflects the authors' faces in
every flash of light from its surface.

A powered grip is added, meticulously crafted onto the steel, bound into it, worked at by hand
until the gold chasing cuts smartly into the metal's surface. The disruptor field is blended,
harmonising with the structure of the underlying blade. It will be tested, over and again, returned
to the forges many times by the sparring-tutors until the balance cannot be improved upon. The
flare of the energy field is bonded to the marks made in its first forging, augmenting them, giving
the sword its signature. Thus the labour of Hashin will be witnessed across the known galaxy, as
vivid as the lightning it mimics.

Only when all is done can it be passed up to the blademasters of the ordu for final scrutiny.



They keep the weapon in their temple vaults, surrounded by ritual guardians, unused, unlit, until
an aspirant is inducted into the Legion with a suitable character for the blade.

This one is given to the warrior named Morbun Xa. Morbun Xa is famed, not just for his
prowess, but also for his restraint. He is model of the Path of Heaven, they say. The blade suits
him. He take it with him on the void-ship Korghaz with the Brotherhood of the Night's Star. It is
first drawn against an enemy on the world of Egetha IX, where the ordu is victorious.

During the long years of the Crusade, it changes hands twice, as its bearers meet their end in
battle. The great treachery nears its endgame, and now it is borne by Ajak Khan, of the
Brotherhood of the Amber Eagle. He stands on the walls of the Palace as they crumble beneath
his boots, and calls out curses on those who assail him. He grips the hilt loosely, making the steel
dance around him. The skies are black, like calligrapher's ink. The air is ringing with noise -
from the infantry yelling, from the god-machines that have all but penetrated the last solid line of
defence, from the thunder of the fixed guns.

Ajak Khan spies his enemy, a captain of Angron's tragic berserkers, debased fighters he pities
as much as he hates, clambering through ruins towards him, followed by a dozen more. In their
wake come the hordes, still languishing in no-man's-land, exposed to the pounding of the guns.
Ajak Khan runs, accompanied by his battle-brothers, racing into the close combat he loves. The
blade whirls, trailing forks of lightning. It bites, it cleaves, and Ajak Khan cries aloud in
pleasure.

Under the stone, on another world, by candlelight, the rock-cutters of Ong-Hashin pause. The
flames have shuddered briefly, though there is no wisp of a breeze in the deep places.

It happens, sometimes. They know what it means.

Diligently, they take up their picks, and return to work.

"Why tell me this?' asked Jangsai Khan, though he felt that, in truth, he already knew.

Naranbaatar's face was in shadow, half-lit from below by a cracked sodium tube. The rest of the
bunker was dark, hot from confinement, stinking of sweat and mould. The Stormseer's skin was
dark too, scarred from ritual marks and newer wounds, creased with age. The crystals of his
armours hood glinted, and animal skull totems twisted gently from their fixings on lengths of
twine. "You should know its history,' he said.

Jangsai took up the sword. Il was a fine piece - a mid-length blade, slightly curved, though less
so than the tulwars used by the mounted units. He switched it to the horizontal, looking down it,
feeling for balance. Faint lightning patterns were visible on the steel, part of the structure of the
cutting-face. He slipped his thumb over the disruptor trigger, already speculating on how the
blaze of energy would take its key from those marks.

'Its bearer—'

'Died well,' said Naranbaatar. '"Much was recovered, including this. Now it is yours.'

Jangsai nodded. No use in wasting it. Powerful, fully functional powerblades were valuable
now. Everything was running out, on its last legs. 'l knew him,' he said. 'Ajak.’'

That was less of a claim than it would once have been. Almost the entire Legion was clustered
together now, their numbers winnowed cruelly, hemmed in behind walls and pressed up against
the faces of the enemy. Once-sundered brotherhoods fought next to one another, mingling as
their casualties mounted up. At times it felt that there was not a warrior of the ordu still alive that
Jangsai didn't know the name of, or hadn't witnessed fighting, or whose unit's history he wasn't
acquainted with.



'His brotherhood no longer fights,' said Naranbaatar. 'The survivors have been distributed. But
the deeds have been recorded, and will be taken to the halls of Quan Zhou when ah this is over.'

That was one of the hallmarks of Naranbaatar. Jangsai had never heard him boast, but time and
again the Stormseer had spoken of plans for the future, nonchalantly, with the certainty of
success underpinning it all, and hence the need to move on to the next task. It was all so matter-
of-fact - this thing here must be done, and then we must return to what we were doing before.
Everything shall be put in order again, everything recorded. It was amusing, sometimes, to listen
to it all, as the world around them sunk further into desecration.

'"Then they are inside the inner wall,' Jangsai said.

'Within the hour, we think.'

"You wish me to take over Ajak's position?'

'No, that has been assigned to another. I wish you to leave your station - you have new orders.'

'From you?'

'From the Khagan himself.'

Jangsai hesitated. "We are hard-pressed here, zadyin arga.' That was as close as he would ever
come to pushing back. He had to register something, though - his warriors were dying, and
would continue to die, and his place was with them. The unspoken undertone was understood by
them both. Why now?

'We need you to speak to someone,' Naranbaatar told him. 'He is not a native of Terra. As we
learned recently, he comes from the same world that you did. So that is the reason. I know you
wish to fight on here, but, believe me, you will not be deprived of chances to do so again soon.'

Once again, a fractional pause before replying. 'This is the end, then,' he said.

'"The beginning of it.'

'What can you tell me?'

'Enough for you to perform this task. After that, it depends. We do not know what will be
possible yet. Maybe nothing. Maybe everything.'

It could still take you aback, that essential calmness. Jangsai knew that Chogorians got angry.
He'd seen it many times in combat, and they were terrifying when they really, truly lost their
composure, but for the most part they maintained an equanimity that could be as infuriating as it
was impressive.

Jangsai looked down at the blade again. Ajak would have been holding it, just a matter of hours
ago, maybe. They would have been a seamless pairing, both products of the same background,
pans of a harmonious whole.

'"Tell me where I need to go," he said.

The world was called Ar Rija.

It had suffered greatly during the terrors of Old Night, and so when the Emperor's armies
arrived during the first few decades of the Crusade, they had been welcomed enthusiastically. Its
old industrial base was rebuilt quickly, and within a generation it was contributing handsomely
to the war effort. Many regiments were raised for the Imperial Army, a number of which went on
to earn widespread fame. By the time of the Triumph at Ullanor, Ar Rija was considered a
linchpin planet - one upon which the security of an entire subsector depended, sited at the
strategic junction of many established warp lanes, a settled, substantial place.

The Legiones Astartes, the Imperial Fists in particular, had begun to take aspirants from Ar Rija
from the second century of the Crusade Age onwards. It had never been a major recruiting world,



being generally considered too civilised to produce the optimally brutal Space Marine candidate,
but the demands of the all-encompassing conquest meant that every avenue was explored. Only
when the civil war broke out in earnest did that situation change. As the scale of Horus' treachery
became apparent, Imperial strategos began a frantic programme of asset-withdrawal, pulling
everything they could out of the reach of the oncoming enemy. Ar Rija, for a lime, was
considered a safe haven. Its Naval yards were reinforced, its regiments b its defences resupplied.
Recruiters for a number of Legions their eyes towards it, already seeing how desperate things
were like y to become, and suddenly needing to make use of every [ means of increasing the
supply of aspirants.

It was always a tenuous hope. The process of turning a mortal child into a Legion warrior was a
delicate art, honed over many years and conducted in secure surroundings. It could be speeded
up, if necessary, and its programmes moved to different locations, but both actions brought risks
with them. Even once a number of scattered Legion facilities had been evacuated to Ar Rija,
increased aspirant deaths meant that recruitment rates failed to rise as swiftly as hoped. More
subjects were sought from the native population, fast-tracked through the usual screening and
placed onto accelerated ascension protocols.

Tuyo had known nothing of this at the time, of course. He had been too young. His ambitions,
such as he had had any back then, had been to serve in the Army one day - to take ship as part of
one of the prestigious regiments and sail into the void in pursuit of the Emperor's designs. When
the officials had come to his parents' cramped hab-unit, with their strange expressions and odd
uniforms, he had thought little of it. Only later, when his mother had burst into tears and his
father's face had lost all its colour, had he begun to realise that something was very wrong.

Those were his last memories of them. It was hard even to remember their faces, now. So much
had changed - in himself, in the Imperium. For a while, he'd been determined to hang on to those
final childhood images, thinking it important that he had some kind of tether to his old life. As
the training programme had commenced, however, and he had undergone the first rounds of
mental conditioning, that had become hard. After a few months, he had stoped trying. Everything
had been consumed by the changes raging through his prepubescent body - the agonising
hormone treatments, the psycho-honing, the relentless physical improvements.

He had had four years of that, Ear too short a time, he learned later, to be sure of success. More
than half of those he started the programme with died early on. Others fell by the wayside after
the first wave of implants. His memories of that phase of his life were hazy now, filled with the
impressions of faces he had no names for and places that he could no longer locate. He had been
angry, so angry, all the time. They had made him that way, he assumed - pumping him with
chems that fuelled his rage. Those had got him through the pain, made him work harder - just for
the sake of spite, it felt like sometimes.

But he had learned a great deal. He had learned that the Imperium he had assumed was ever-
expanding and secure was in fact on the brink of destruction. He had learned of the Enemy and
its ruthlessness. He had learned of the history of the Eighteen Legions and the role each one had
played in the entire affair, including the traitors, because you had to know an enemy before you
could be sure of killing him.

In other circumstances, he would have completed his training on Ar Rija. Near the end, though,
everything had changed again. The war reached his home world, just as it had always been
destined to. He was not permitted to fight for it. None of the aspirants were. They were herded
into transports and sent hurtling away from the wave of destruction. Now Ar Rija was far behind



enemy lines, presumably destroyed or occupied. He hoped the former, with what lingering
human attachment he had for the place - you did not want to live under the rule of Horus, not if
you had been a loyal world.

So it was that he had seen Terra at last, the centre of all things, heart of the Imperium, and yet
already threatened with attack, already vulnerable. The entire place was filled with soldiers,
teeming with them, spilling out of every lander and onto every viaduct and marshalling yard, all
tense, all terrified.

This was where he would fight. It was where he had been made to fight. He would know no
other battlefield, not unless they were victorious here. Those final few months had been the
hardest of all - the last implants had had to take, his accelerated training had had to be completed.
He had needed to prove himself to the instructors, and then to his Legion, neither of whom could
afford, even now, to let a substandard product enter the ranks of the Emperor's Finest.

He was a newblood. A hurriedly created product of a desperate empire on its uppers. A warrior
rushed through both creation and training, given none of the immersion and cultivation that the
Imperium had once lavished on its paramount living weapons. If things had not been so
desperate, he would never have been changed on Ar Rija. He would never have been transported
from station to station, his development interrupted, overseen by instructors drawn from a dozen
worlds. Everyone knew it was suboptimal. A few even counselled against the process entirely,
acutely aware of the consequences when a Space Marine entered service with a flawed
background.

For all that, he had still been proud. He had burned to fight, to demonstrate what he could do,
both to himself and to the established members of his Legion. He was neither Terran nor
Chogorian, but he was still a warrior, a battle-brother of one of the three Blessed Legions, the
honoured trinity tasked with the last defence of Terra. The soul of the primarch smouldered
within his own blood. The sacred scar ran down his cheek, zigzagged like lightning.

They had left it a long time to perform the final rite of ascension. When the moment had come
at last, he had stood in long lines with many others, all of them mongrels like him, plucked from
obscure backwaters and outposts, painfully undertrained, painfully eager.

Their armour was bone-white, immaculate, fresh from the forge. The lord commander had
arrived by shuttle, making the dust on the open parade ground billow and skitter. He had clanged
down the ramp, flanked by ivory-armoured giants in battle-tarnished plate. The skies were
blusters' and rain-blown above them, yet to be darkened by the downdraught of a million landers.

Tuyo had waited patiently, arms by his sides, tensing his muscles one by one. Spires and
defence towers rose up around them, casting deep, cold shadows over the gravel. You could hear
the noise of military preparations in all directions - the grind of machine-tools, the grumble of
engines, the tramp of marching boots. Everything was on the edge, there. Everything had been
poised, ready to explode into violence.

Eventually, the lord commander had reached Tuyo's place in the line His name was Ganzorig a
noyan-khan in the Legion's own reckoning. He was a Chogorian, one who had been fighting
against the traitors for seven terrible, arduous years. He had been a seasoned warrior for decades
before that. That left its mark on him, like a scent. He looked unbreakable.

Tuyo had looked him in the eye. Ganzorig had looked back, coolly, lingering, as if appraising a
steed for purchase.

'"Tuyo,' the noyan-khan had said eventually. 'You are of the ordu of Jaghatai now. Your old life
is no more. What name do you take to mark your ascension?'



'Jangsai,' he had said, without hesitation.

Ganzorig had nodded, satisfied. It didn't matter to them, where you came from - only what
name you took, and whether you gave honour to it. 'You are one with the ordu, Jangsai.'

Jangsai had waited. One final thing remained to be done - to assign him to his minghan, his
brotherhood. So straitened were the times, and so mauled had the legion been on its return to the
Throneworld, that reconstruction was still ongoing, and recruitment was a matter of considerable
fluidity.

Ganzorig had given it much thought, as he had with every new-blood warrior he'd inducted that
day. Hundreds of warriors had been standing there, but the noyan-khan had known everything
about all of them - their training records, their confidential instructors' reports. Jangsai waited in
silence.

'"You are of the Brotherhood of the Iron Axe,' Ganzorig had said, at last. "You will not leave it
except in death - may it be long in coming and may glory accompany your deeds until that day.'

Jangsai had bowed. Now he was complete. Now, at last, he was a White Scar.

'Hai Chogoris!" he had said. 'Glory to the Khagan.' Then, with even more feeling, 'And a
thousand deaths to his enemies.'



Jangsai Khan, Brotherhood of the Iron Axe.



TWO

Death in life
Apothecary
The Pale King

But he had already died so many times he could no longer count them. Over and over, he had felt
his hearts stop, with a jolt so painful that he would have screamed if he could have somehow
hauled the breath in.

That was what it had been like, in the void, for that period of time that had felt longer than
eternity. Perhaps it had been longer. Perhaps a part of him was still out there even now, dying
and then living and then dying again. At times he'd not been able to tell the states apart - they had
merged together, just one long stretch of agony. And now it was over, in a manner of speaking,
but he was still somehow stuck in that halfway state, as if his soul had never truly escaped the
Destroyer, caught in its vice and gently crushed into pliant mush.

In other respects, though, he had gone back to being something that he recognised. He could
carry a weapon again, trudge towards a horizon, kill for his primarch. He could follow an order,
give an order. He was a soldier, just as he had been ever since his youth on Barbarus. A fighter
against tyranny.

So Caipha Morarg was utterly transformed, and also utterly unchanged the externals were all
rearranged, but his mind was much as it ever had been. He could no longer remove his encrusted
armour, true, and he could no longer breathe without wheezing, nor blink without leaving lines
of mucus across his eyeballs, but he remained himself, loyal equerry to the primarch, servant of
the legion, observer of deeds for the histories that would one day need to be written.

He lifted his heavy head, feeling the servos in his decaying battleplate catch and snick.
Everything was dusty. The ruins roiled with it, running in tear-lines from mortar wounds, silting
up across the foundations of half-toppled buildings in grey-black dunes. You couldn't see far, in
all that. A mortal might peer out for a few dozen metres. He himself could see a bit further, all
through the film of green that coloured everything for him now. He could make out the ruins of
Corbenic Gard in the far distance, a slumped heap of masonry, still hot from all the munitions
that had been hurled at it. Closer in, a few kilometres off, the walls of the Colossi Gate stood,
blackened, damaged, but stubbornly there. In between those peaks were the blasted lands, the
flattened carcasses of old dwellings and factories, a maze of low-lying rubble heaps.

Even as he watched, something shimmered in the half-light, gauzy and translucent. A face
emerged from the dust clouds, briefly elongating, slipping over itself, solidifying into a
distended, slack-jawed creature that popped and wobbled its way into full being. It shuddered,
slipping in and out of reality, before slithering off into the shadows, looking for something to
gorge on.

Morarg still hadn't got used to them. The daemons. Once, he would have been repelled by even



a sniff of such horrors, but now they were everywhere, sliding across the open doorways,
capering down bombed-out streets, They rose up from the soil, and squirmed down from empty
window frames. Some were silent, some whispered all the time. Some took the form of animals,
so that you could never be quite sure what was real and what was not, until you got close enough
to sniff the wrongness. Others were gigantic and repellent, lurching and shifting through the dust
clouds, towering over the troops below. They all had trouble, still. The closer they got to the
great wards, the worse it was for them. Even now, even after so much pain had been piled onto
the Emperor's psychic barricades, they couldn't quite cross the final threshold. They still needed
flesh and blood for some things.

But that wouldn't take long, now. Every wall of the long Inner Palace perimeter was under
attack. The bombardment never ceased. The pressure never slackened. What paltry territory
remained in the hands of the enemy was being compressed, wrung out, tighter and tighter, until it
would burst apart like rotten fruit. Then the daemons would truly go to work. Then they would
run amok, unfettered, feasting on whatever living souls remained in the debris.

On some days, when Morarg thought about that, he became morose and sluggish, remembering
when his purpose had been to hunt down monsters rather than enable them. And on other days,
when combat roused the cold coals of his soul's furnace, he wished for nothing more than to see
it, to relish it, to grin in a stupor as the lesser children of the god did their holy work. Typhus -
they had to call him Typhus now - preached that doctrine endlessly, telling them all that this was
what they were always destined to become, and never to regret the sacrifice, for even when they
had been waifs and wretches on Barbarus, the god had always had them in his mind, and had
always known they could be something greater.

Morarg smiled at the memory. Greater? In some ways, they were. So few things truly hurt him,
now. Bolt-shells would punch through his armour, blades would bite deep into his addled flesh,
and he would recover from it all so quickly, just as it had been in the warp-death to life, life to
death. And yet, how could he ignore the visible price of all that power - the way his skin hung
slack from wasted muscle, the way his pores oozed black gunge, the way everything he touched
seemed to thicken up with corrosion and start to fester? If this was a gift, then it was a strange
one. If it was a reward, then its taste was bitter.

In the distance, he heard the pounding rhythm of guns. He felt the earth under his feet tremble.
The god-machines were still walking. They were at the wall, he knew. Now. This was a moment,
a point of change. Once the first incision was made, all else would follow from it. He wished he
was there, far away, out on the Katabatic Plain to witness the Legio Mortis demolish the last
physical barrier. As the dust clouds in the north-eastern horizon kept on growing, rising up to
form seething pillars between earth and sky, he imagined the panic they were causing, and
started to chuckle.

That made his phlegmy throat catch, and he coughed himself to a halt He couldn't even take
pleasure in a chortle now without his body betraying him. Some bargain. Some contract. But
then, it hadn't been his to make. The primarch had done it for them, and for reasons that still
baffled him. You had to have faith. Even if Morarg didn't have much in the god, yet, he could
still trust the one who had saved them from Barbaras.

He began to walk again, lifting one mud-dogged boot, then the other. It would take him a while
to get where he needed to be, but that was fine by him. He had already experienced eternity,
already gone to the universe's end and back, already died and lived and died again.

That tended to give you a sense of proportion. After all that, in the midst of all this, and into



whatever pristine hell was due to be served up at you by the uncaring cosmos, you had to see the
funny side.

Whenever you killed, he thought to himself sometimes, wondering if he was the very first to
entertain the notion, it helped to laugh.

It was all so fascinating. A new world, opening up like a budding flower, and all within his
grasp.

Zadal Crosius breathed it in, tasted it, felt it. His body responded, soaking up every new
sensation, absorbing it all, feeling things that he had no words to describe. The sky was dark
grey, hanging heavily with smog. The earth was black, choked with ash. Every surface, every
brick and block, was coated with filth. And yet, if you knelt down, pushed your helm close
enough, you could see the variation there - the tiny glints of crystalline carbon, the movements of
insects across the dirt, still struggling on, despite the poisons everywhere. Crosius would reach
out with a finger, toying with them for a moment, then crushing their glossy shells.

He had been an Apothecary, before. Back in the world that had been dull and dutiful, he had
spent his time patching up lacerations and repairing bones. He had thought himself content with
that, at the time. A Space Marine was an astonishing thing, capable of self-repair in all but the
most catastrophic circumstances. The warriors of the XIV Legion were exceptional even by
those high standards, having made a virtue of extreme physical endurance. The ones who had
come from Barbarus had set the pace, having lived in a world of poisons for as long as anyone
could remember, but the Terrans had caught up fast. The message had come right from the top,
from the primarch, repeated over and over.

You are my unbroken blades. You are the Death Guard.

In hindsight, Crosius wondered how he had ever really taken pleasure in that old life. True, the
position had been an honoured one - the Apothecaries of the XIV had been treated almost like
the Techmarines of the X, charged with watching over the Legion's jealously guarded
specialisms. But his subjects had been so dour so relentless, so... uniform. They had never
smiled at him, nor offered thanks when he had stitched them up and sent them back to the front.
There had been a cloud over them all, a kind of heaviness, dull as stone, turgid as oil.

Now, though. Now.

He limped across the broken ground, his boots sinking deep into sucking clay. Pain flared with
every movement, but it was interesting pain, something he could reflect on and marvel at. His
body, once such a source of pride, was falling apart. His muscles were loose, his skin sallow.
When he swivelled, his armour complained, already beginning to fail. Rust had crept across the
face of his plate's metalwork, spidery and multi-hued, and he no longer scoured it off. Better just
to let it all degrade, to slide down into a greasy mass. You could take real pleasure in that - the
release! The freedom from all that endless, endless drudgery.

Now his mind worked differently. He regarded his fellow battlebrothers, and saw that they were
changing, too. It was almost childlike, this emergence into a new world, each one of them
treading carefully, discovering slowly what they had been turned into, and what they might yet
become. So appropriate, that it was taking place here, on the very world where everything had
started. The Legion had spread out across the galaxy, waging their dreary war over two hundred
years, and were now back again, improved, released, on the cusp of marvels beyond imagination.

The term 'Apothecary' was no longer really suitable, he thought. Something better would have
to be concocted, to reflect more closely the biological explorations that were now possible. For



now, though the old title would just have to do. There was, after all, a war on.

'Crosius!' came a shout from behind him.

He turned, watching as an armoured column trundled out of the mists, tracking alongside him.
Infantry marched in ragged mobs, rags hanging from their exposed skin, their expressions vague
and ill-focused. Full battle-brothers, the ones who still called themselves the Unbroken, marched
alongside those wretches. They were bloated creatures now, swelling up at the armour-joints,
their ceramite crusted and filmy. A column of Legion tanks rocked and swayed across the
uneven terrain, chucking lines of thick smoke into an already hairy atmosphere. The growling
formations of heavy vehicles stretched off down the road, finally disappearing into the curling
mist. Crosius halted, waiting for the one who had hailed him to crunch down from his tank's top
hatch and lumber up to him.

Gremus Kalgaro had always been a taciturn, closed kind of character. He'd served as the master
of ordnance for the Legion fleet during the opening years of the Great Uprising, and the cold of
void-war had suited him. Now, though, he'd loosened up. He'd taken his helm off, exposing a
puffy riot of pink flesh that looked ripe to spill down his chest. One eye was closed, hidden by a
cluster of tumours, ones that Crosius found himself itching to examine.

'Going my way?' Kalgaro asked, spittle hanging from a swollen lower lip.

'Depends,' said Crosius. "Where are you going?'

'Over there,' said Kalgaro, gesturing ahead vaguely, into the boiling clouds of dust and steam.
'His new Manse.'

Crosius knew what he meant. The primarch's current residence, co-opted from his brother
Perturabo, the staging point for the final push. It had been a port, once. A space port. So vast,
they said, that it scraped the edge of the atmosphere. Capturing that had allowed the Warmaster
to bring Titans down quickly, ready to deploy against the Palace walls. It remained an important
asset, a conduit for resupply, though the Lord of Iron had clearly failed to see its continuing
value, and so now the place was theirs.

'T'll get there,' Crosius said, 'though I prefer to walk.'

Kalgaro grinned. Good day for it. He wiped the back of his hand across his forehead, leaving a
dark smear on the skin, A wound across his right temple was stubbornly refusing to heal. Better
there than Colossi, anyway. What a mess.

'Ach, it would have fallen eventually. II we'd kept going. Priorities change.'

'"They do. Just wish they'd tell us why, eh?' Kalgaro laughed harshly. Crosius had never, ever
seen him laugh before.

'l was fighting with Caipha Morarg,' Crosius said thoughtfully. 'Out past Marmax, where they
tried to Hank us. We were slaying anything that came up. They were cowering behind the high
walls, at the end, and we were just chewing down the trench lines, taking our time about it. We
could have razed the whole place.'

'So there's something better being planned.'

"You'd think so.'

The tanks kept trundling by, one after the other. They were obese things, for the most part -
angular Spartans, low-slung Sicarans, a few specialised transports and bombards. Every surface
of them was caked in muck, clogging the intakes and staining the exhaust pipes. Their
commanders slouched in the open top turrets, their armour glistening with engine oil, streaked
with bloody patches. One unit clattered along with its left-hand track flapping loose, the plates
knocked out of true. It hadn't been fixed. Crosius guessed it would right itself, at some stage.



That seemed to be the way things worked, now.

'l wanted so much to be the first, you know that?' Kalgaro said, scratching at his chin. 'First over
the walls. I thought we'd earned it.'

'Doesn't seem to matter now, does it?'

'No. Strange. It doesn't.' He seemed briefly troubled. 'l don't even hate them much, to be honest.
I just light because it's... interesting.'

Then he shot Crosius a guilty look. 'But ignore me. I didn't mean that.'

Crosius laughed, and slapped him on the shoulder guard. 'Relax. I'm not an informant. Anyway,
I feel much the same.' Mucus pooled at the back of his throat. 'Hatred is for the past. This is just
an obstacle, something stubborn and stupid to be cleared away. And then - then, my old friend -
we can start to build again.'

'But I don't know what.'

'No, I don't see it yet either. Maybe only the primarch does. I trust him, though. He'll have it all
worked out, just like before. We knock this place over, bury the tyrant under His own walls, and
then it starts. We create it all again, but right. Explorers, truth-seekers, just like we were
promised the first time around.'

Kalgaro laughed again, with genuine pleasure. 'l like that, Apothecary! I like the way you talk.
We should do it again, when we're all up at the Manse.'

'Surely.'

The master of ordnance stomped off, still chuckling, to where his big Spartan waited for him.
'T'll hold you to it, and don't dawdle - he'll want you there in time.'

'For whatever he has in mind.'

The Spartan's engines spat oily smuts, and then the tracks churned, grinding back up on the dirt
track. Kalgaro clambered up the handholds and took his place again at the top turret. Crosius
watched him go. He watched the rest of the column go. It was a big formation and took a long
time to pass by. When it had gone, it left furrows in the mud, glistening with scummy water.

Crosius started to walk again. His limp was more pronounced. A new pain was curdling in his
stomach, as if something had started to ferment. His helm's tactical display started to
malfunction, and everything up ahead became blocky and blurred.

As he limped, he started to hum. A little tune, something to repeat to himself, something
cheerful.

Fascinating, it was. Everything up ahead, all within his grasp, just waiting for him to come
along and discover it.

On some days, he believed he had become immune to doubt. On others, he felt as if there was no
other state left.

To be a primarch - what was that? Was it physical strength? Yes, partly. There had always been
so little that he was not an equal to in combat, and even less now. The power currently at his
command was almost too much - overspilling, bursting at the seams of his stretched armour.

But it had been more than that, in conception. They had been made to be generals, not just
warlords. Commanders. Governors. In some unrealised future, they would have been the satraps
of an eternal realm, committed to the rediscovery of ancient truths as their civilisation went from
strength to strength. At times, using the gifts he now possessed, he even thought he caught
glimpses of that ruined future, like mockeries. Maybe his new patrons sent him those, as a kind
of dark joke. Or maybe whatever was left of the soul his father had crafted for him was still



active somewhere in his broken psyche, struggling to revive an alternative causality that became
more distant with every passing day.

Now, though, he had made a bargain. He had traded away that future for another one, one that
was more magnificent and expansive than any promised by this dying Imperium. Every time he
breathed, every time he blinked, he saw more snatches of that possibility unfolding, one glorious
aspect at a time. He remembered things that had taken place before he had been born. He
perceived things that were yet to occur as if they were cemented into history.

Because he had made the choice. That was the important thing. For so long he had skirted at the
edges of it, chafing at the impossible demands placed on him, gnawing at the injustices that had
always been heaped his way. He could have stayed in a twilight state of indecision - lighting for
the Warmaster without ever truly embracing the powers he had unleashed. He could have held
back, indulging witchery only when it was needed, never committing, never submerging himself
into its cold, dark waters.

What would that life have given him? He would have preserved more of his old self. He might
have found a way to pick through the contradictions, maintaining something of his original form
and temper while still breaking free from the strictures that had both suffocated him and kept him
safe. Some of his brothers were still trying to tread that impossible line. Perturabo, he thought,
would probably try it for longest. He would fail. Anyone who tried it would fail. Once you began
to teeter, no matter how slightly, you were destined to fall.

Or rise. That might be a better way of putting it. Rise up, become an immortal, play a part in the
highest level of drama. He was still a general. He was still a governor. He had no masters at all
now, except in the sense that the god was a part of him, suffusing him, animating him, and he
was a part of the god, albeit with a will of his own and a soul that remained discrete. These were
the paradoxes. These were the gifts.

He could turn his agile mind to what came next. He could begin to think about a world without
an Emperor in it, and what that would mean. Would Horus take the tyrant's place once all was
done, becoming Emperor in turn and ruling from the ruins of the Throne he had destroyed? Or
would everything dissolve again, when the common enemy was crushed, all of them going their
own way, like ants without a queen?

If Horus had a vision for the future, he had never articulated it to him. He suspected, deep
down, that the Warmaster was so consumed by the present, so gorged on the gods'
vindictiveness, that he could see no further than his own horizon of vengeance. Let the galaxy
burn, so long as the tyrant was overthrown. Everything else could be attended to once the
Emperor's throat had been cut.

Whatever the truth of that, he himself could not be so cavalier. He had to think about the dawn
of the new age. He had to shepherd his faithful children through it, ensure that no new Barbarus
was erected over the smouldering wreckage of the old. He had to guarantee that the god was
honoured, and that its realm was extended out from the immaterium and into the world of the
senses. Fulgrim could fritter away his debauched life if he wished to, Angron could howl in lost
rage all he wanted. He had to be different. He had to make the sacrifices worth something.

Now he looked out across the world he was helping to destroy He skxxi alone in one of the
spare port's control chambers, a huge high vaulted space strewn with wreckage, half-lost in
darkness as the sun sc t on another day of pain and struggle, lull windows in the western wall
burned red from its final rays, golden on the edges of the shattered panes. Everything in that
place still stank of the iv 1 stench of burning, of oils and grinding metal. The Legion, a lingering



Iron Warriors had only vacated the operational levels a few hours ago, following the petulant
commands of their lord. Many of them, he guessed, would choose to fight on somewhere else on
Terra, whatever Perturabo did. But not in this place. This was his citadel now. This was the
mountain he had conquered at last, the highest peak, the one from where he would crush the last
flickers of resolve among the unbelievers.

As the sun slid wearily down into the burning west, he watched the ongoing battles rage across
the northern Katabatic Plain. Thetlailauds were cloaked in dust and smoke, but his eyes saw mote
death now than they had ever done before, he perceived the usults of l.egio Mortis' brutal
advance, smashing its way across the wastes until engines stood in the shadow of the Mercury
Wall itself. He saw the outlines of the Titans, mere specks against such colossal emptiness. Even
Dies Irae, greatest of them all, was a minuscule dot, lost in the vast arena of ongoing combat.
Down there, though - down at ground level, they would all be leviathans, splitting the air apart
with their war-horns, starting to drill and cut and hack, undermining the last solid perimeter
between them and the enemy. Only moments remained, now. Just slivers of time, counting
down, almost gone. In the shadow of the god-machines marched the uncounted hosts - the
faithful and the mercenary, the warriors of the Free Legions, the creatures of the New
Mechanicum, all champing at the bit, all yearning for the first break.

He had been at the front himself. He had fought up close, bringing his scythe to bear on the
necks of the faithless, settling old debts and seeing to the demands of vengeance. Some scores
had been difficult - even painful - to settle, but the ledgers had been scraped clean all the same.
He could have stayed out there, stood against those quaking wall-foundations, ready to clamber
up the slopes of rubble once they were toppled. But no. His place was here. His duty was clear.

His gaze scanned upwards, westwards, away from the incipient breach and across the still-
flickering corona of the Emperor's great ward-shield. He observed the high spires, crowded
together under its faltering protection, climbing higher and higher until he caught sight of the
pinnacles of his father's private domains, night-black against the bloody sunset - the Great
Observatory, the Investiary, the Tower of Hegemon, the Bhab Bastion.

He extended his right claw, stretching the talons out as if he might pluck the summits from
those fortresses and scoop up the cowering inhabitants inside. His tarnished gauntlet compassed
the blunt parapets of the bastion, command centre of the most dull-witted, duty-obsessed lackey
of them all.

'"This is the gift 1 bring for you now, my brother,' he breathed, his metallic voice rattling against
the strictures of his corroded rebreather. '"The gift that only I could bring, the reason the god set
me here, in this place, at this time.'

He closed his hooked fingers over the bastion, snuffing it out, masking it with his sealed fist.

'The last sensation you will ever have. The last emotion you will ever feel. And you will
understand, in your soul, who gave it to you, and why you remain powerless against it.'

The sun slipped away, drenching the entire Palace in darkness. All that remained was the vice,
the grip, the merciless application of pressure.

'Despair,' rasped Mortarion, ascended daemon-king of life and death, plague-maker, hope-
ender. 'l send you despair.'



THREE

Praetorians
Too soon
Day of wrath

And he felt it.

Rogal Dorn had been feeling it for days, weeks, building up, up, up, rising over him like a black
fog, dragging at his limbs, clogging his mind, making him question every decision he made,
every order he gave.

He hadn't had any respite at all, of any kind, for three months. Three months! His sharpness was
going now, his reactions were slower. A billion functionaries depending on him for everything,
reaching out to him, suffocating him with their endless demands, pleas for help, for guidance. A
billion eyes, on him, all the time.

And he'd fought, too. He'd fought. He'd fought primarchs, brothers he'd once thought of as
equals or betters. He'd seen the hatred in Perturabo's eyes, the mania in Fulgrim's, stabbing at
him, poisoning him. Every duel, every brief foray into combat, had chipped a bit more off, had
weakened the foundations a little further. Fulgrim had been the worst. His brother's old form, so
pleasing to the eye, had gone, replaced by bodily corruption so deep he scarcely had footing in
reality completely.

You couldn't show that repulsion. You couldn't betray the doubt, or give away the fatigue. You
couldn't give away so much as a flicker of weakness, or the game was up, so Dorn's face
remained just as it always had been - static, flinty, curt. He kept his shoulders back, spine
straight. He hid the fevers that raged behind his eyes, the bone-deep weariness that throbbed
through every muscle, all for show, all to give those who looked up to him something to cling on
to, to believe in. The Emperor, his father, was gone, silent, locked in his own unimaginable
agonies, and so everything else had crashed onto his shoulders. The weight of the entire species,
all their frailties and imperfections, wrapped tight around his mouth and throat and nostrils,
choking him, drowning him, making him want to cry out loud, to cower away from it, something
he would never do, could never do, and so he remained where he was, caught between the
infinite weight of Horus' malice and the infinite demands of the Emperors will, and it would
break him, he knew, break him open like the walls themselves, which were about to break now
too, despite all he had done, but had it been enough, yes it had, no it could not have been, they
would break, they must not break...

He clenched his fist, curling the fingers up tight. His mind was racing again. He was on the
edge, slipping into a fugue state, the paralysis he dreaded. It came from within. It came from
without. Something - something - was making the entire structure around him panic, weaken, fail
in resolve. He was not immune. He was the pinnacle - when the base was corrupted, he, too,
eventually, would shatter.



So he searched, as Rogal Dorn always did, for something to do some way to fight back. The
klaxons were going off around him, wild and loud. Men and women were running, their
discipline failing.

They were trying to shut down the plasma reserves in the foundation interiors, drain them,
prevent the penetration cascades that would critically weaken the Mercury Wall's substructure.
Even as they ran, shouting, tripping over one another, the Titans were there - unwrapping their
drills and energy-hammers, powering up forbidden drive-weapons augmented with daemon-
essences, clawing, scraping down the outer skin like rats.

'My lord!'

And then, hearing that voice, he remembered. He had already acted. Typical Rogal Dorn,
anticipating his own momentary weakness, he had already put the necessary move in place. He
had summoned Sigismund here, to Shard Bastion, to speak to him in person, to give him the
command, because he could never falter in front of his son, not this son.

He turned, just for a moment, away from the confusion of the command station, and faced him.
Sigismund wore the black of the Templar Brethren. He had come up to the command level with
others of his order, a dozen, and they all looked as grim as one another - fatalistic, hammered
into a kind of permanent, shell-shocked fury.

Sigismund's own expression was wary. He had reason for that - Dorn had run him hard, borne
down on him, bathed him in disapproval, ever since Isstvan. The reasons had been sound.
Neither of them could have expected any less, given the codes of honour that made them who
they were, and Sigismund had never complained.

But there had always been something else, under all that - not quite a test, but maybe a
tempering, like that of the best blades. To see if the steel could withstand the fire, be more hard-
wearing for it.

'"This is the end,' Dorn told him flatly. 'All that could have been done, has been done. Every
delay, every counter-strike, every anticipation. Now, they get in. Mercury will fail imminently,
then Exultant, then the others.'

Sigismund's unwavering expression never flickered. He was one. Almost too good an Imperial
Fist. Almost a parody of their entire philosophy.

'Faster than we might have hoped,' Dorn said. 'Not as fast as we might have feared. Soon the
shape of the battle will change - we will be like dogs in the nibble, scrapping over every
habitation. The reserves are ready. You have their coordinates, they have their orders.'

Sigismund nodded.

'T will return to Bhab,' Dorn said. 'Communications are collapsing, and the Sanctum must
remain operational. You, though. He smiled coldly. 'l remember your ambition. To be here,
whatever the cost.

No reaction. Just that unbending devotion to duty. It could be almost scary, sometimes, to be in
the presence of such a hyper-controlled psyche. Maybe other souls saw much the same
monomania in him, too, but Sigismund was... well, Sigismund had always been something else.

'It has all come to pass, I suppose, just as the remembrancer girl told you it would. Coincidence?
I have to believe it.

Did he, though? Clinging too closely to the old rationalist cant felt pointless, now. Even
Malcador was beginning to waver, marking the slide back into superstition.

'So many wars. So much blood spilt, all to reach the point that she foresaw from the start. I gave
you hell for it then, but the new doctrines must give way to the old, it seems, and we can worry



about what that means if any of us get out of this alive.'

Sigismund just stared back at him, the steel-trap gaze, the same mask he wore when he duelled.

'So the discipline is ended, the leash is off,' Dorn told him. 'March out. Take the wall defences,
take the reserves and rally them. They will be blind and deaf out there soon, and so will need a
lead.'

Sigismund nodded again. No other soul would have noticed it J there was something other than
the usual dutifulness in his eyes just then. Something like hunger. 'Any specific objectives, lord?'
he asked.

At that, Dorn almost laughed. Not from humour, just from emptiness, the caustic recognition of
what would come next.

He had given everything. He was already empty, drained to a husk, and the hardest test still lay
ahead. The Lion had not come. Guilliman and Russ had not come. They were out of time, out of
luck, and what remained now was only defiance - only bloody-minded, bloody-handed defiance.

'No, I set you free, my beloved, my best, son,' said Rogal Dorn, never taking his eyes off his
First Captain. 'Do now what you were made to do.'

He smiled a second time, the expression as icy as the despair that gripped his hearts.

'Hurt them.'

Bran Koba sprinted, straining so hard that his lungs throbbed and his boots slipped. His squad
came with him - thirty troopers, all in the carapace armour of the 13th Astranian Void-Jackals.

His heart was thumping wildly, both from the exertion and from a healthy slice of fear. General
Nasuba's orders had filtered down the command chain too slowly, hampered by the faulty
comms, by the general collapse in morale, by the rising tide of panic that seemed to be engulfing
everything. Each of Mercury Wall's four great bastions was a gigantic citadel, stacked with level
after level of internal complexity, and you just couldn't keep control of all that without the
confidence people would actually answer their damned vox.

He could hear the thunder from outside now. His entire squad could too, swelling up against the
exterior of walls so immense that by rights no noise at all should ever have been able to
penetrate. But they were a long way down - close to the very base of it all, buried deep in a core
foundation section. The ancient piles were sunk into the raw stuff of the terraformer's art here,
and resonances travelled a long way, echoing in every chamber and knocking dust from the
narrow-arched roofs.

The overhead suspensors blanked, then blacked out, just as something colossal struck the outer
wall-skin again.

'Helms!' Koba yelled, switching on his forehead-mounted lumens.

After that they were haring through the darkness, relying on thirty-one bobbing pools of weak
light, tripping and blundering like lost children.

The walls of the Inner Palace were not, as might appear from the outside, monolithic blocks of
solid matter. They were honeycombed inside with all the machinery needed to keep the integral
heavy gun platforms working - the energy conduits, the cooling vanes, the access galleries and
service tunnels. They were like subterranean cities in their own right, manned by tens of
thousands of technicians and wired-in servitors. If, in theory, an enemy were ever to come close
to cracking the outer layers of defensive plating, then protocols existed to depower the entire
spider's web of control chambers and flood them all with flame-retardant chems. In such an
eventuality you would lose the wall guns - again, in theory - but negate the risk of catastrophic



chain reactions in the - highly theoretical - case that something explosive managed to worm its
way through hundreds of metres of solid adamantium.

All so much theory, Koba had always thought. A typical piece of over-engineering from the
lord primarch, whom they all knew had built so much redundancy into every single bulwark and
every single rampart that the chance of system failure across an entire wall section was as close
to zero as made no difference.

But now he'd seen what the enemy looked like. He'd watched of gallery-mounted through his
magnoculars, alongside thousands defenders, as the inarching hell-machines had chewed their
way across the open plains. It wasn't their size that had been so horrific - even though that had
been bad enough - but their speed. The horizon had been tilled from north to south with a tidal
sweep of explosions, advancing faster than should have been possible - sheets of rippling tire
through which those damned monsters had just kept on striding. A kill-zone that should have
taken months to subdue had been compassed in days, an appalling spectacle, one that had blown
all the defenders' careful fallback scheduling out of the water. Everything sent against those
things had been crunched into fragments. Koba had imagined that an individual Titan was
something close to being invulnerable, a weapon so outrageous in form and heft that its very
presence should be enough to quell anything conceivable, but to see them destroyed, not in ones
and twos, but in their hundreds... There were no words for that, no ways to articulate the things
he'd seen.

They had been caught napping, a situation made worse by the degradation of every command
conduit in every control tower. It wasn't just the augurs and the comms-tech that had failed them,
but the defenders' nerve. Something had got inside the walls before the physical enemy had - a
surging tide of hopelessness, a mounting pall of desperation that made men throw themselves
from the high parapets and women slit their throats with their own bayonets. Until Dorn had
deployed four hundred of his own Legion warriors to restore order it had looked likely the entire
section might slump into complete anarchy, but even now things were balanced on a knife-edge.
You couldn't rely on a voxed order being carried out, you couldn't rely on an augur reading being
accurate or a section report being anything other than gibberish. You had to send armed teams to
oversee everything, to make sure things were done, then come back in person to confirm it all,
and somehow make sure your troops didn't go mad or kill themselves in the meantime.

That dragged them down. That gummed them up. And that was the weakness, the decisive daw
- the protocols were too slow, and the enemy was too fast, and suddenly it was all going to the
hells. The generators had to be shut down, their power intakes killed, their reservoirs drained.
And it had to happen now, before those hell-machines managed to force a breach and get their
vile weaponry inside.

'"Taster?' he shouted, making it to the end of the corridor, stumbling, catching himself,
scrabbling around the corner, then running hard for the security hatch at the far end of the next
one.

Now he could hear the plasma generators roaring, making the walls shake, filling the cycled
atmosphere with the tang of chems. He could hear the shouts of anger and confusion from up
ahead. He could sense the fear.

'Emperor guide me,' he muttered. He didn't know whether that would help. The Emperor was
just a man, they had always said. But when Koba whispered it, for some reason, it gave him a
little boost. It kept him going.

He reached the security door, punched the access code, then burst through.



The chamber on the far side was very big indeed - a yawning chasm set inside the wall's core,
soaring away both up and down for a hundred metres. Koba and his team emerged onto a
platform perched on the inside edge. The platform's deck was already crowded with functionaries
and guards, some wearing Mechanicus colours, others in the ochre yellow of the Palace technical
cadres. Control machinery, most of it boxy and human-sized, took up the rest of the space. A
man lay on the floor, bleeding. Another man, in the longer robes of a senior technician, had been
pinned up against a sensor bank by three menials, his hair and clothes disarranged. Others were
shouting, jabbing fingers at one another, faces flushed.

Beyond the safety railing, out in the gulf beyond, were the generators themselves - each the
height of a multi-storey hab-unit, glowing internally with vicious levels of power, strung up in a
web of cabling and support beams. Arcs of energy crackled and spat between the immense coils,
making the entire space flash and jump with vivid light It was noisy, echoing, and smelled of
piped coolant.

'Shut it down!" Koba shouted, switching off his helm-lumens and levelling his lasgun at the
member of the mob who looked the most senior.

'No, it's a mistake!' one of the operatives yelled back. Her face was wild, her eyes staring. "The
enemy wants them shut down! We need the guns operational!'

'"Throne, just listen to him!' pleaded the senior technician, still pinned against the wall. For the
first time, Koba saw the bruising on his face 'They were genuine orders.'

Koba gestured for his troops to advance, guns trained. Time was of the essence. 'Shut them
down,' he ordered the woman. 'I won't tell you again.'

'Never!' she retoned, reaching for her own weapon. 'You're just another—'

Koba shot her in the shoulder, hurling her back against the railings. His squad opened fire in
support, aiming high, making the rest of the technicians scamper for cover. Then Koba was at the
command terminals, trying to make sense of the controls. The generators thundered, less than
fifty metres away from him, lacing everything with static, booming, making it hard to think.

the senior technician, freed from his captors, scrabbled across to him. 'That one!' he blurted
urgently, gesturing to a glistening control column. 'Plunge it!'

Koba seized it two-handed and slid the column into its sleeve. Nothing much happened. An
alarm briefly sounded, and a monitor hank blew out, but the generators kept on booming, the
plasrna silos kept on feeding out, the power lines remained fully activated.

'What in the—' he started, before seeing the woman again, on the deck now, just a few metres
away, grinning at him.

She had a duster of wires in her hand, yanked from an open access panel Some of the conduits
were still live, and tiny flickers of electricity squirmed to the deck, making her start and wince.

"You'll never do it, traitor!' she screamed triumphantly, wriggling away and pulling the gaggle
of cabling with her. Blood ran from her mouth, bright red in the plasma-flare. "You'll never do it.
The guns must fire!"

He stared at her, horrified. For a terrible instant, he had no idea what to do. He wasn't a
technician - he was a soldier, just sent to ensure orders were followed.

'Blow the main power intakes!' the senior technitian shouted, yanking at Koba's arm to show
him where he meant. '"That'll trigger a shutdown! Blow them out!"'

Above them, maybe thirty metres up, six massive tubes jutted from the wall and ran
horizontally out towards the generators. They were encased in polished metal jackets, well
protected, but Koba guessed lasguns might puncture the outer skins.



"You heard him!' Koba yelled at his squad. 'Knock them out!'

But then the entire deck rocked, shivered to its foundations, and half his troops lost their
fooling. A web of fissures crackled outward across the wall section directly overhead, spreading
with astonishing speed. Blown masonry chunks cascaded down, crashing off the deck and
bouncing into the gulf below. Spears of fire shot out from the fissures, and the ear-splitting sound
of military drills broke out, echoing eerily as the main wall structure was pummelled from the
outside.

The enemy was almost through. The generators were still barrelling along at full tilt. Koba
gritted his teeth, aimed upward at the power lines, and fired. He hit with every shot he took.
Others of his squad hit them too. Even as they emptied their power packs at the links, the walls
above them bulged obscenely, cracks widening, the cacophony of the drills rapidly crescendoing
until nothing else but the grind of adamanlium through rockcrete could be heard.

He fired through it all, his finger clamped onto the trigger. He found himself willing a las-boll -
just one - to cut through. He found himself asking the Emperor to grant him that. That one small
thing.

It was never going to be enough. He'd have needed much longer to cut through the power line
casing with a handheld las-weapon. Maybe a bolter could have done it. Maybe the lord primarch
should have sent one of his sons for this work. Then again, there were dozens of generators, and
the Space Marines could not be everywhere.

A wall-plate above him blew out entirely, vomiting debris at the plasma chambers. The scraping
whine of the drills screamed off the scale, followed by the howl of incoming air - superheated,
acrid, blasted in from the raging battlefields outside. Shattered metal-faced ouslite blocks
thunked and pinged from the generator's housing - huge pieces of the wall's external plating, sent
spinning into its core like bullets. Then came the beams of energy weapons, blistering into the
chamber and igniting on the already gas-infused air.

As the first of the mainline beams struck home, piercing the outer skin of the nearest plasma
chamber, Koba knew that his lime was over, and that he had failed. Still firing doggedly, he
managed to mouth four final, horrified words.

'"Throne preserve us all...'

And then everything turned into fire.

The Nails bit deep, goading him, driving him to a heightened pitch of frustration. He had to kill.
He had to kill now, to bury his chainaxe into something living, or the Nails would just spike at
him harder, punishing him, those glorious barbs against weakness, the things he both hated and
needed.

For so long, there had been nothing to kill. Skarr-Hei had raced across the wreck-strewn plains
in the wake of god-machines, first inside the stinking hull of a foetid old Land Raider, then on
foot, desperate to fight. Hundreds of thousands had come with him - legionaries, mutants,
cultists, all the varied servants of the gods, all slavering to gel across the threshold. Some had the
light of faith in their staring eyes, others were animated by a baser kind of bloodlust.

He barely felt anything now, save for the blinding waves of agony. His vision was cloudy,
tinged with red, juddering whenever he moved his head. His hearts were already pumping,
flooding his system with violence, and yet there was nothing to hurt, nothing to test him, nothing
to go up against.

He wanted to scream. He wanted to roar, it would come, soon. Surely. The primarch had



promised them that much, showing them the way.

Skarr-Hei wondered, briefly, where the primarch was now. He wondered where the captain of
the Eighth Assault Company was. Everything seemed to have dissolved so quickly, the battalions
disintegrating and pursuing their own targets. His own squad were close by, somewhere, but he
couldn't see any of them in the murk. Okasha had gone on a bit of a rampage, hacking his way
through a detachment of beastmen, his frustration at having nothing better to kill getting the
better of him. Ghazak and Nham had lumbered off in the shadow of a gang of Knights, perhaps
sniffing something to hunt down. The rest should have stayed close, but he couldn't see them.

Smoke rolled up around him, smothering the landscape in clods of shifting blackness. Every so
often those blooms would ignite, lit from within by some detonation, hearts of blood-red amid
the deepening night. The Titans were still grappling out there, he knew - the last of the False
Emperor's slave-machines, selling their unquestioning lives without honour or commitment. He
didn't care about that kind of combat. He didn't care about ranged mega-bolters or las-cannons.
He wanted to get up close, the kind of fighting he'd been made for. You needed a Titan to open
the first crack, but you needed flesh-and-blood warriors to actually make use of it, to take it and
hold it, to push on and turn the ground red.

So he'd come alongside Mortis on their rampage, his Land Raider skidding and gunning around
their mighty feet, coming so close to them that he might have been crushed more than once.
When the transport had been hit sufficiently badly that its armour had peeled off and the tracks
jammed, he'd leapt from it eagerly, knowing he was near enough now to make it on foot, to be
there, to witness the moment when they would get their reward and start the proper slaughter.

Just then, even in the midst of the combat-madness, inside his closed sphere of fury, he'd
retained just enough awareness to be momentarily daunted. From ground level, up so close, those
walls were gigantic. Far bigger than anything he'd gone up against before, difficult even to
process. The vanguard of the Mortis Titans were up against the base of them, void shields
crackling with the debris that showered down. The terrain was broken-up and sodden, cratered
by the march of the leviathans. Mortar shells fell incessantly, throwing up sprays of boiling mud
where they thunked to earth. Uncounted thousands of helm-lenses pinpricked the gloom,
blinking in and out as the smoke rolled across them, marking the ragged advance of the
swarming infantry-tide.

They were caught in the open ground now. You couldn't go back, or you'd end up mired in the
ongoing Titan-brawls on the plains. You couldn't advance, because those damned walls were still
intact. The parapet guns had mostly fallen silent, but a thick storm of artillery still looped over
the summit The longer this lasted, the more likely it was that they would all die out here, in the
slime, having achieved nothing.

Skarr-Hei lumbered up closer, breathing heavily, watching warily as the curve of the high
perimeter swept up into the starless night, he panted in the smoke, tasting the thick cocktail of
engine fumes and weapon discharges. He felt as if he would burst apart, spill out of his armour's
confines, become just another swirling ball of flame to score the darkness. Gangs of warriors
milled around him in the shadows - Lorgar's fanatics, Perturabo's now leaderless technicians, the
Warmaster's own sea-green killers. More troops were arriving all the lime, spilling from the guts
of transports, forming up into straggling columns and sent trudging up the slope towards the
wall-shadow.

A singular colossus stood above and ahead of them all - an Imperator-class Titan, surrounded
by a phalanx of its giant escorts, vast and fire-shrouded. Its hide was corrupted, blistered,



weeping from metallic sores. Liquids poured from its vents and sluice-gates, foaming down its
immense legs, mingling with the sludge-trail it had left on its advance. It smelled fouler than
anything else on the entire befouled planet, corrupted to its core, leaking ruin like a living thing
would leak sweat. Skarr-Hei didn't know its name. He barely knew his own, by that point.

Getting so close to it was dangerous. If that thing moved by just a fraction, a single tread could
wipe out a whole infantry company. But Skarr-Hei didn't care. He pushed up, pushed on, his
breath coming in animal growls now, sensing the static prickle of void shields far above. The
Titan's bulk stretched away, looming over him, just like the other god-machines gathered there -
fifty at least, more coming all the time. It felt like being lost in the shade of some metal forest,
dwarfed by the boles of impossible, twisted trees. The engines' combined shield-aegis had
mingled properly now, forming a giant film of interference-drummed protection in the sky
overhead, one that burned and fizzed and flexed as projectiles crashed across it.

As Skarr-Hei crept along beneath their feet, the earth reeled. The night-gloom was ripped into
slivers of dazzling light and smoke. Drills, propelled by mighty arms, gouged and tore into
adamantium plate and piled rockcrete. Energy beams and melta-bursts pummelled and atomised,
opening up caverns and cutting ravines. The scale of destruction was tremendous - a symphony
of concentrated annihilation, focused and overlapped and poured onto the fracture points with
remorseless single-mindedness.

On another night, Skarr-Hei might have admired the skill of it But now, with the Nails biting
deep, he was only conscious of his frustration. It might take days to blast through that barrier.
Maybe weeks. Someone had miscalculated. He didn't care who, or why, but he was being denied
his prey.

He almost turned back. He could hack his way out across the plains again, he thought - track
down the rest of his god-cursed squad, make his way to some other battlefront in the ruins below
the Anterior Wall, somewhere he could actually do some fighting.

But then the drills abruptly silenced. The beam-weapons went dark. The Titans' war-horns,
deafening since he'd arrived at the front, echoed out.

Something had penetrated. Something had ignited. The entire battlefield, crammed with
hundreds of thousands of armoured warriors, held a breath. Even the metronomic beat of the
artillery seemed to falter, as if the world itself suddenly found itself on the edge of a cliff,
horrified, poised to drop into an oblivion from which there would be no return.

Skarr-Hei peered into the murk. He could hear explosions, buried deep, muffled by layers upon
layers of protection. He could feel the torture of the earth underfoot, more profound than the
tremors provoked by the constant impact of munitions. He could see forks of lightning flickering,
racing across the enormous black expanse, scampering like daemons across the face of an oily
mirror.

The Titans started to withdraw, cumbersomely, awkwardly, causing havoc as they slowly
turned. The war-horns started up again, as did the screams and shouts of stimm-crazed cultists.
Skarr-Hei remained rooted to the spot, watching as the explosions fed off one another, building
and building, still trapped under all dial weight of wall. Shafts of light burst out from the fissures,
blue-edged, angling into the gloom like floodlumens.

'It's... happening,' he slurred, feeling the tectonic instability begin to accelerate, to turn the soils
into a drumming mass of dirt and ash He smelled the telltale tang of a plasma breach reaching
critical explosive mass He heard the howl and bang of escaping gases, followed by a roar so
massive that it nearly floored him. Blisters of flame burst out, shooting up the wall-surface and



sucking at the parapets. Armour plates detached from the outer skin, disintegrating as they slid
down, accelerating the collapse. The rumbles merged, swelled, became roars like starship
engines kindling.

Then it blew, the long awaited apocalypse, the almighty chain-linked explosion that blasted the
outer plates clean away, sending thousands of tonnes of defensive architecture hurtling out into
the night, backed up by a blast wave that radiated out from the epicentre and sent the structure
around it crunching and slipping and tumbling over itself, spawning a debris cloud that reared
higher than the parapets, surging into the heights, extending over even the pinnacles of the great
spires, coating everything within kilometres in a layer of hot dust.

Skarr-Hei was laughing even as the storm swept across him, tearing at the tethered skulls on his
armour. His axe was raised, streamers of fire flailing from Us killing edge, whipped back as the
hurricane screamed past.

There was no complete collapse, no total flattening ol such an enormous Mnictutv, but a mighty
landslide, a stalely implosion of internal layers a see sawing of toppling observation towers and a
subsidence ol support piers. The dust cloud kept on rising, fuelled by its own mass now, lit up
internally by secondary fulguration. A tidal wave ol detritus spilled from the high breach,
scraping down the slope in an avalanche that went on accelerating. The infantry vanguard fled
from that, stumbling away from it, wiping their visors and trying not to lose their footing in the
swirling miasma. Even the god-machines stumbled, rocked by the maelstrom they had
unleashed.

Skarr-Hei remained defiant, arms outstretched, roaring back at the deluge. He swayed into the
press of the wind, revelling in its intense pressure.

'"Tor the Lord of Rage!' he cried, the Nails spurring him, now with the joy of what had to come
next.

Even before the avalanche had stilled, he was running again, clambering, slipping and
scrabbling up the piles of rubble. Alongside him, he could hear the massed roar of many
thousands more, all rousing themselves from their stupor, stirring into action and calling on their
gods and daemons to aid them.

The Titans couldn't follow - not yet. The incline was still massive, still steep. Even for Skarr-
Hei, the ascent was testing, as the red-hot rubble slipped under his boots and clattered back down
the slope. He was only dimly aware of those coming up with him - his crimson-tinged focus was
firmly at the crest of the breach: a jagged heap of blown rockcrete, maybe three hundred metres
wide, flanked at either end by the sawtooth edges of the intact parapets. Reaching it was like
struggling to crest a mountain pass, beset all the while by the searing pressure of the superheated
wind.

But then he did it. As the artillery fire started up again, as a stunned corps ol defenders started
to recover their wits and race to activate what defensive positions were still intact, Skarr-Hei of
the World Eaters crested the final rise of twisted metalwork and smouldering masonry. For a
moment, he stood on the cusp, staring out ahead.

Behind him lay the wastes, crawling with innumerable fighters. On either side of him were the
walls, penetrated here but otherwise intact. Ahead of him, unravelling under the heavy shadow of
dust and smog was the object of all his tortured dreams, the promise of which had kept him
going, year after year, even when existence itself had become so agonised that only death had
felt like a possible release.

Spire up against spire, basilica up against basilica, a press of buildings so tight and so dense that



it fell like you could shelter an entire world's population within its precincts. It was stuffed with
life, now-tearful, timorous life. Skarr-Hei looked out at it, gazing across the nsta of fear taking in
the intoxication of its abjectness, its ripeness.

it had begun here. Everything had begun here. But he didn't see any of that. He didn't see the
place truly at all - the citizens budded in the basements, the young and the old gaping with horror
at the noise and the stench. He didn't even see Terra, just then. It could have been any citadel on
any world, albeit a civilised one, one full of the rich and the weak and the cruel.

Now he was here, Skarr-Hei, Eater of Worlds. He had already killed man's souls in this battle,
but many more lay before him at that moment, in numbers undreamed of, herded together like
cattle into the abattoir.

He gunned the teeth on his chain axe, and the familiar whirr made him warn to roar with
pleasure.

'Inside,' he slurred, his hall-seeing eyes blearily fixed on the dis tarn Sanctum Imperialis. 'God
of all murder, we're inside!’



FOUR

Restorer
The Sage
Superiority

Inside back within the walls, the sanctuary he'd worked so hard to reach, sheltered from the
maelstrom for just a short lime.

He didn't remember the journey from Marmax South very well The entire front had been in
disarray, collapsing around him, and he had flitted in and out of consciousness the whole lime. A
man had been there with him, one called Katsuhiro. Il was he who had managed to raise the
alarm, get him dragged from the from line and sent back through the warren of trenches. That
was the last he'd seen of him. He found himself wanting to go back, now - to seek him out again,
give him thanks for it. But at the time he had just moved on, carrying the corpse of the other man
he'd encountered, Cole, only for long enough to bury him. The child, the one Cole had been
caring for in the wastes, he had left behind. I low could he have done otherwise? There were no
better sanctuaries now than those trenches, and no better carers for him than those people. He
needed to return to the fight, lo lake his place beside his brothers once more.

Still he thought of them often Cole, and the child, and the Katsuhiro.

Shiban Khan flood up. He extended his right arm, then hn. He tested the reactions of his power
armour, the interface with his muscles, paying particular attention to where those muscles were
bundles of Martian metalwork rather than products of Terran genecraft. He walked, just a few
paces across the stone floor, letting the weight of the battleplate test his still-raw wounds.

He was recovering quickly. Part of that was his Astartes physiology, part of it was the superior
augmetics he'd been given on his return to Terra. He was hard to kill He always had been. Not as
great a warrior as Hasik or Jemulan, to be sure. Certainly not in the class of Qin Xa or Jubal. But
they were gone, all of those names, swept away by this murderous war. Somehow, he was still
intact, his wounds knitting up, his weapons reconditioned, ready to go again.

Withdraw, then return, he thought.

The chamber was a small one - windowless, buried deep in one of Colossi's many thick towers.
Even so, he could feel the thrum of constant bombardment resonating up from the floor, making
the slabbed stone walls shiver. The lumens blinked every so often when a big hit came in, and
dust trickled from the whitewashed ceiling.

His knowledge of the wider battle was incomplete The last he'd known, Colossi was where the
Khagan had chosen to make his stand, and where much of the ordu's strength had been gathered.
Clearly for the time being, that defence had succeeded. Marmax, too, was in the defenders'
hands, though the situation there had felt precarious in the extreme. Beyond that, he had little
certainty. His long trudge through the outer wastelands, territory lost to the enemy, had shown
him only what depravities wailed for them all, should they fail here - it had been a desperate



place, a fog-wreathed swamp where only the corrupted could linger.

The Eternity Wall space port was like that now, in all probability for this enemy did not merely
occupy territory - they changed it, twisted it made it an incubator for their perversions. The
bodies of those who had fallen at Eternity would be sunk deep into the warp-sick muck by now,
denied an honourable burial or - for the White Scars among them - the rites of kal damarg.

He could so easily slip into hatred, for that. He had flirted with it, during the long years of the
fighting to get back to Terra, his soul ravaged by the constant losses, but never quite given in.
Nothing could ever be as carefree as it had been for them on the White World, back when the
only enemy had been xenos, but if Yesugei had taught them anything at all, it was that the
greatest failure was to lose yourself, the core of your being, the essence of the thing.

So he guarded it carefully now. Maintain the balance, remember that war is an art, treat it like
the curve of a brush on paper. The Legion was not quite extinguished, and its numbers had been
swelled by those hastily inducted into the ranks, neither Chogorian nor Terran, but gathered up
and made use of from a dozen worlds before being thrown into the furnace here. They would
need guidance, if they were not to fall into the trap that he himself had danced around. In the
absence of the giants of the past, the ones who had forged the Legion in its infancy, they would
still need schooling.

He didn't feel like an exemplar. Perhaps, just after Prospero, when many had been clamouring
for him to assume greater influence, he might have seized the chance, but the injuries just then
had been so great, so debilitating, and after that the poison of betrayal had soured everything for
too long. It had always been the Khagan's choice to make, and Jubal had been the right one.

So what did it mean, then, to be the last one standing? Was there any particular honour in that,
or were the flaws all still there, ready to be exposed in the final analysis? Hild have been good to
speak to Ilya about it, though he doubted if it would be possible now. He didn't even know where
she was - not here, at the front, surely. But just then the chamber door opened, as if prompted by
the very thought of her.

It wasn't Ilya, of course - fate was never quite that neat. Stooping as he always had to in these
fortresses built for baseline humans the Warhawk of Chogoris, Jaghatai Khan, his primarch,
came inside.

Shiban bowed low. 'Khagan,' he said simply.

The Great Khan appraised him. 'You seem better, Tachseer I'm glad of it. Welcome back.'

'"Thank you.'

There had been a time when Shiban had been so eager to lay eyes on the Great Khan that he'd
have fought his way across half a planet to be there Jaghatai had been a force of the universe
then, something to marvel at as much as to serve. In some ways, Shiban still felt the same way -
the devotion was just as strong - but the endless conflict had ground away at all of them, and
even Jaghatai had not been spared. He had always been lean; now he looked rangy; He had
always spoken softly; now his voice was hoarse. Something had changed in him after Catullus -
he was not diminished in raw power, as far as anyone could have gauged, but there was
something colder in him now, something frozen. His ivory warplate was chipped, the gold lining
had faded. His hair was loose and hung lank against his copper skin. The scar on his cheek
seemed darker, more like a birthmark than something he'd cut himself.

The Khan looked around the sparse chamber - the narrow cot the table, the chair, the comms-
box and the sensor-jammer. 'l never truly thought you'd died,' he said.

Shiban raised an eyebrow. Then you had more faith than I did.



'Some of the time, at least.'

'I've begun to recognise the signs. The way I feel, before a soul of my people is lost.' He smiled
thinly. 'So many gone now, I've had the practice?

But Colossi holds. I didn't know if you'd still be here.

'We won't be Not for long.' Then the Khan stirred himself drew in a long breath, shook off his
torpor. 'Tell me of the Eternity Wall port.'

Shiban recounted how it had been - the overwhelming assault the gradual wearing down of the
defences, the progress of the resistance, the price they had exacted from the enemy before the
outer gates had finally fallen. He spoke quickly, precisely, giving only the information his master
would wish to know. 'At the end, we were trying to use the port's tugs, to turn the drives into
weapons. That was what kept me away from the final assault, as well as what launched me away
from the fighting. The last thing I remember, after being hit, was striking the outer edge at speed.
I woke up somewhere to the south of the curtain wall, I think. Then it was just a matter of finding
a path back.'

The Khan nodded. 'Just a matter. My guess is there's a story in that all of its own.' He had been
staring down at his clasped hands, and now looked up. 'But I'm proud. Truly, I am. We needed a
representative there, someone to remind my brother just what we contribute to his endeavours. I
never believed in ceding the ports. I would have fought for longer at the Lion's Gate platforms,
but at least we learned our lesson from that.'

'Maybe we should have done.'

'But we did.'

Shiban hesitated, unsure how to respond to that. The words confused him. Could it be true? Had
his master truly not known? In some ways, that made things easier. In others, far more difficult.

'"Then, you..."' he began. 'You believe we were meant to hold it?'

'Of course You did what you could.'

"You and the Lord Dorn both?'

Jaghatai's dark eyes pinned him. 'What are you trying to say, Shiban?'

It would have been impossible to conceal anything from his genefather, even if he'd been
minded to try. Still, trying to find the words to determine how to break this painful truth, that was
tortuous.

'l may have been wrong,' he said weakly. 'That is always possible. But I spoke to Niborran, the
commander. He made things as plain as they were ever likely to be." He took a deep breath.
'Eternity Wall space port was allowed to fall. It could never have been held, not with what we
were given.'

'No. If that had been true, you would have been evacuated.'

'We couldn't have been. The enemy had to believe we were fixed on keeping it. Eyes had to be
focused on it, to prevent them from lighting somewhere else.'

Shiban remembered then how he had first felt, knowing that truth. It hadn't been so bad, back
then - dying in battle, for whatever reason, was something that would come to all of them, sooner
or later. Trying to reconstruct it all now, though, after all the deaths - that was miserable.

'l don't know what it was. Some other front, some other gambit. But, when I went up for the
tugs, to buy us a little more time, I did so knowing that it wouldn't be anything other than a
stalling of the inevitable. I never expected to come back. None of us did. That was what a few of
us learned. We were sent there to die, my Khan. It was a ruse.'

For a moment, a single moment that felt everlasting, Jaghatai said nothing. His scarred face



remained rigid, digesting that. His lips remained sealed. Shiban suddenly remembered how the
primarch had been during the Legion trials, when he had wielded the blade against those of his
own people who had been tempted by Horus, and had been more deeply wounded than any of
those he had passed judgement on. 'The bastard,’ the Khan breathed softly. His eyes darkened.
The mournful look hardened quickly into anger '"The lying, deceitful histoid." He turned away,
lists now clenched, looking suddenly, alarmingly, as if he might tear the entire chamber apart.
'He looked me in the eye. He stood right before me, closer than you are now, and lied. What did
he think? That I'd blow his secret? That I'd prevent him? Damned right, I would have.'

Shiban almost had to suppress a smile then - not from amusement, but from a kind of relief. His
primarch was still a force of the universe, after all - still as alive and passionate and fiercely
protective as he had ever been.

'"They should have been told. You should have been told.' The Khan shook his head in furious
disbelief. 'A warrior may sell his life for a cause, but he must know. When we created the sagyar
mazan, we never lied to them. That foul habit is what got us into this damned mess in the first
place - thinking the truth was something to be kept under wraps, to be hidden from those who did
the work.'

'If we had known,' Shiban offered carefully, 'the truth would have got out. The gambit would
have failed.'

'"You really think that? You trust those you fight alongside so little, even now?' Jaghatai's lip
curled in disdain. 'Since this thing began, I've seen baseline detachments face up to horrors they
had no business even being in the same galaxy with. I've seen them stand up, keep their weapons
straight, stare down their own annihilation. Soul of the Altak, they have schooled us all. They
should have been told.'

Slowly, the Khan brought himself under control, though anger still simmered under every
gesture. He slumped back against the far wall, his long arms slack against the rockcrete. His chin
sank against his chest.

Silence fell across the chamber again, and Shiban knew better than to break it.

The next thing he heard was unexpected - a low, sourly amused laugh. 'But then, what kind of
example am I, really?' the Khan murmured. 'My brother does what he has to. He cannot break his
nature, anymore than I could. I understand some things better now.' His lips twitched into a wry
smile. 'He was right, of course. Saturnine, I'm guessing. That does not make it any less
contemptible, but I am sure he was right.' He pushed back from the wall, stood tall again. 'And |
was always indulged beyond belief, you know that? Rogal spent his life denying himself
everything, curbing every urge that might have actually given him some kind of joy, and all that
while we were given our head, cut loose, treating an order from the Throne like it was some kind
of insult.'

'We were true to our nature.'

'We were lucky. And we were selfish.' His expression became darker again. 'So this is where we
make amends for that. The cost has been too high already, and there are more payments to come,
but now I am angry, I am furious, for no one has been listening, even while the source of our
sickness is as plain as the scar on your face. If we fail to act now, we will die behind these walls,
another wasted defence, and that cannot be borne, for wherever and whenever I am destined to
meet my end, it will not be behind a damned wall.'

It was good to hear such words. Even if the Khan's anger was colder than it had been, less
joyous and harder-edged, it was still magnificent to behold.



'"Then you will call kurultai,' Shiban said. "You will summon the khans.'

'"The call has already gone out,' the Khan said. 'Not just to the Legion. To anyone, anything, that
can help us.' He grinned then, the old expression of dangerous anticipation. 'Which makes me
glad you are back in time to join us, Tachseer. The hunt has been called. It will need its masters.

* %k 3k

"It was still a city. You had to remember that. Millions of people still lived here, crammed up
against one another, terrified, doing their best to stay alive as the tides of unreality crashed
against the faltering barricades. Many, perhaps even most, were no sort of warrior at all They
were the scribes, the administrators, the operatives and the civil servants who had come here first
to govern an empire. Nestled up against those were the refugees from the Outer Palace and the
sprawl beyond, who were far too diverse to classify, and had now merged into the already
crowded tenements and spire trunks, starving, terrified.

Ilya Ravallion watched the immense, interlocked buildings pass by in the night. The sky above
her was lurid, inked both by the orbital assault against the shields and the closer explosions of
terrestrial artillery. The few remaining street-lumens strobed and guttered. It was all filthy,
coated with ash, piled up with rubbish that could not be collected. They were hemmed in, a
sealed system now, surrounded on all sides.

She leaned against the condensation-fogged window on her armoured transport, watching the
narrow streets slide through the darkness. Crowds were everywhere. Troops ran and shouted.
Administratum vehicles occasionally nudged their way through the dogged-up transitways,
sirens wailing, some of them grav-plate skimmers, most old-model groundcars. If you looked
carefully, you could catch snippets of more mundane forms of life in the gaps between the urgent
war-business - queues for rations, huddles around burning promethium canisters, children in rags
scuttling through the legs of the adults. You could see arguments, fist fights, couples holding on
to one another desperately, glass-eyed loners stumbling amid the refuse. Despite the universe
ending around them, they were still doing what they had to. They had to eat. They had to keep
warm. They still squabbled over their place in the ration-lines, bickered about whether they
should have taken that shuttle off-world four years ago when there had still been time, wondered
if their overseer position at the tooling works would still be secure by this time next month.

This time next month. That made her smile.

It had taken humanity two centuries to spill out from Terra and smother the entire galaxy with
its hubris. It had taken seven years for it to contract again, pulling all of that reckless energy back
to a single city on a single world. Now, only days remained before it would all be over, one way
or another. The few comms-bursts she managed to get from the Legion command indicated that
the Mercury Wall had been breached, less than a hundred and sixty kilometres to the north-east.
The war had been uncomfortably close to these citizens for weeks; soon it would be rammed
down their throats, surging up every thoroughfare and through every hab-cluster.

But Ilya was not much different to all those scared souls, she knew. The long fight to bring the
V Legion home had hollowed her out. She had been near the end of a distinguished career at the
start of the war, and the privations of the extended void campaign had done the rest. She didn't
have any of the advantages of the Space Marines she worked alongside. They still deferred to
her, called her szu-Ilya - even more so than before, especially the newbloods - but it had almost
become irritating now, because she was so obviously dying, just like this world, just like the



Imperium, and there was no real point in any of it any more.

They wouldn't change, though. You had to love them for that. All the daemon-terrors of the
species' nightmares could be pouring through the air vents and scrabbling at everyone's throats,
and there would still be a White Scar on hand to ask if, szu, are you most well? Is there anything
you are in need of? Can I be of any assistance?

'We are almost there, szu,' said her driver, right on cue. 'Commencing descent to yard two-forty-
one.

The speaker was one of the ordu, a warrior named Sojuk. Such experienced fighters were like
gold dust at the front right now, but still the Khagan had insisted on her being accompanied on
her mission by a full battle-brother. When she'd protested, insisting that a standard Imperial
Army escort would be sufficient so far back from the main combat zones, he'd fixed her with that
heavy, unarguable stare of his, and said, 'It'll all be engulfed soon. Just take him.'

So she had. Now she was glad of it. The Inner Palace felt more dangerous than she'd ever
known it, suffused with an air of mania that got under the skin, and having Sojuk at her side was
a comfort. It was hard to pinpoint exactly what was going wrong. Civilians in warzones often
panicked, but this was different. It was almost as if they'd begun to give up entirely, their vital
spirits drained out of them by some vile, unseen miasma.

'Very good,' she said, adjusting her uniform jacket, glancing in the rear-view mirror to check
her appearance, tucking in a stray wisp of grey hair. She was very thin now. However old and
useless she felt these days, though, you had to look the part - sharp, together. 'Bring us down.'

The transport swerved off the main transitway and trundled down a shallow rockcrete slope. A
pair of heavy blast doors drew up, manned by sentries and gloomy under low lighting. Sojuk
spoke briefly to the senior guard, and a moment later the doors were hoisted up, revealing a wide
tunnel running further down below ground level.

Sojuk travelled another few hundred metres before the incline brought them out into a
subterranean cavern, sunk deep into the solid bedrock of the city foundations. The air smelled
strongly of exhaust fumes, and the space echoed with the ringing clang of power tools. He drew
the transport up at a vacant berth, killed the engine, dismounted, and opened the door for Ilya.
She stepped out, feeling her muscles ache, and looked around.

Yard 241 was huge, running back into shadowy depths that her eyesight couldn't penetrate. The
cavern roof was about twenty metres up, rough-cut and hung with sodium tubes. Long chains of
atmosphere processors snaked across it, sucking up the noisome air and blasting the worst of the
toxins back up to ground level.

Across the rockcrete deck stood tanks. Hundreds of them, by the look of it. They were decked
out in a range of colours and bore many different regimental badges. Most were standard Leman
Russ battle tanks, arranged in rows, their panels open for servicing. Other variants clustered here
and there - Medusa artillery pieces, Chimera armoured transports, even a few giants such as the
mammoth Baneblades and Stormlords. Technical crews clustered around many of them,
hammering at the engines, clamping fuel lines, welding fresh armour plating. Interspersed with
the static units were the long lines of support vehicles: the tankers, the platoon groundcars, the
maintenance and medical wagons. Gangs of Imperial Army personnel were everywhere, running
to and fro, shouting at one another, or just lounging against the tracks of their vehicles looking
exhausted. It was noisy, reverberating and stinking. After only a few seconds standing there, Ilya
felt as if her skin had been freshly coated in grease.

Sojuk pulled up a functionary in a staff uniform and asked for the commanding officer. The two



of them were led through the lines, past the long rows of tanks, some idling, some in decent
condition, some barely working at all, until they encountered several dozen senior officers
crowded around the blackened chassis of a Hellhammer super-heavy. The functionary scampered
up to a woman in a khaki uniform, who looked up, recognised Ilya's rank, and strode over to
meet her.

'Greetings, general,' she said, making the aquila and bowing. 'Colonel Jera Talmada. Can I be of
any help?'

She was a stout, olive-skinned woman with a harassed air about her. Her uniform was grimy
and filled poorly - all of them had lost weight over the past few months - but her eyes were alert
and she didn't have that awful defeated expression that you came across so often now.

Ilya glanced at the Hellhammer. Its panels were broken open, and lexmechanics were lugging at
its innards. The side plates were heavily damaged, as were the nearside tracks. Bloodstains ran
down from the top turret, long and black.

'What happened to it?' she asked.

'Stationed south of Aurum Gard, with the Hundred-Thirty-Fourth Kalans,' Talmada replied.
'Pulled back five days ago with the rest of the division - they took a beating. We've got six hours
to turn them all around and get them back out."'

A Hellhammer was a formidable machine, valuable in the kind of close-range urban combat
they were being forced into. Properly supported, it should have been tough to knock out - Ilya
had always rated them, back when supplying the Army had been her main concern.

'Will you do it?'

The colonel laughed grimly. 'We'll send them what we can.' She leaned in closer, lowered her
voice. 'They don't last long, out there. Not any more. You should hear the reports we get from the
survivors. Half of those we can't even—'

'I'm aware of the general situation, colonel,' said Ilya, glancing back along the rows of damaged
and rebuilt vehicles. 'You can't be thinking of deploying back to Aurum.'

'Last orders we got informed us all assets to be retained for Inner Palace, southern zone. We're
still waiting for our detailed tasking.'

'"The waiting's over. I come from the primarch of the Fifth. One-third of your main strength is to
be deployed to Colossi. You have twelve hours to make preparations.'

Talmada blenched. 'One-third? General, there's no—'

"You can do what you want with the rest, but I need intact squadrons, capable vehicles,
seasoned crews who know what they're doing. No mobile artillery, just the main battle tanks, all
with loadouts optimised for confined spaces. I'd take this thing here, fora start. But they all must
- and this is important - all must have full chem-rating. That's gas masks for the crews and
working lox-filters on the hulls. No exceptions. Anything you give me without complete
coverage, you might as well shoot the drivers now.'

'But, I've got my—'

'Colonel, the comms are down across half the city. No one knows where anything is, or where
anything's going. Unless someone as reckless as me actually comes down here in a transport,
even the Lord Dorn himself isn't going to know what you had here and where it ended up, and
very soon no one's going to be out on the streets at all unless they're dead." She slowed down.
This wasn't Talmada's fault - there just wasn't enough to go around. 'So it won't come back to
you, is what I'm saying. But you do have a chance to make a difference. There's a plan. It makes
better use of what's sitting here than anything you'll get out of core command now, because it'll



have a chance to do something, something that has a hope of hurting the enemy. Like I say, this
comes direct from the Lord Jaghatai. You know that name, yes? Heard it before? Good. I have
the holo-seals and everything.'

Sojuk took a step forward, held out his gauntlet palm up and the hololiths flickered into life.
They were all above board, regulation, checked over by herself personally.

'l have the requisition details here,' Ilya went on, as Sojuk reached for a dataslug and handed it
to Talmada's adjutant. 'What we need, how much of it, where and when. You were spoken of
highly, colonel - I'm sure you'll step up to this now, given the urgency of the situation.'

Talmada, to her credit, started to recover her composure. 'This isn't the only depot you're
visiting, is it?'

"You're fourth on the list. And I've got more to go.'

'That's a lot... hells, that's a load of tanks.'

Tt is.'

'It'll leave holes.'

Ilya just maintained eye contact. 'If they weren't absolutely critical, I wouldn't be here.'

And then, somewhat unexpectedly, Talmada's demeanour shifted, just by a fraction. She looked
suddenly enthused. 'Counter-offensive. That's right, isn't it? Throne, tell me that's it. Tell me
someone's going out after those bastards now, because we've been falling back for so damned
long now that it crushes you, after a while. You see that? Tell me you're launching—'

Ilya laid a hand on the woman's crossed forearm - gently, firmly. 'We just need them at Colossi,
delivered in twelve hours.'

And, just like that, the enthusiasm was snuffed out, replaced by that old fug of worry and doubt.
It was everywhere, all the time. 'But they've got total air superiority. Total. That's what's
knocking them out - you push out of the Inner Palace rim, beyond the working wall guns, and
they start throwing it all down. That's your problem, general. That's why we pulled them back.'

Ilya left her hand where it was. This was how it had been at the other depots, and how it would
be at all the rest. It didn't matter much - the Khagan would get what he required - but better to do
this the right way, through the right channels, as resolutely and quickly as possible.

'Just get me what I need on the ground,' she said. 'Air support is someone else's headache.'

Jangsai Khan took a Kyzagan speeder out from the Colossi bunkers, rumbling clear of the
subterranean hold-pens and along the tunnels leading back towards the Ultimate Gate. Once free
of the fortress tangled foundation level, he boosted up onto the main supply route running back
west. Most of this avenue was underground, heavily shielded from mortar and shell impact he
had to weave through the heavy traffic going both ways around him - wounded fighters and
damaged vehicles limping back towards the support bases al the Lion's Gate nexus, palched-up
fighters and reconditioned vehicles limping back to the front. The procession of supply ground-
trucks was thinner than it had been at the start of the siege - everything, from basic rations to
ammunition, was running low now. Over it all came the constant crump of gunfire, the earth-
tremors of impacts, the steady thunder-rumble of the kilometres-long enemy advance.

He couldn't make out much of the wider tactical situation from so low down. Only as he neared
the Lion's Gate itself - the penultimate bulwark before the Inner Palace - did the route briefly
sweep up to ground level, giving him a few moments' glimpse of open terrain. The sky overhead
was black, of course - it had been black for weeks - making the ruins of the great buildings look
like bleached bones. Fires smouldered in the deft shadows, most kindled by incendiaries, some



from ruptured fuel bunkers or holed transports. The horizon to the west was vivid with angry
plasma-flares over the orbital void shields, a flickering inferno that never went out. The
pinnacles of the distant spires spiked up into that furnace, looking very fragile under its ceaseless
ripple and bloom. To the north, past the ruined slag heap that had once been Corbenic Gard,
there stretched a blasted realm of Haywire and trenches, most in the hands of the enemy now.
He'd fought out there for a few weeks, part of a holding operation to prevent Colossi being
entirely cut off from the Lion's Gate. That had been hard fighting - a nerve-wearing grind that
had seen too many warriors crushed into the toxic mud and rubble. Still, it had worked. Supplies
still got through... just.

For how much longer, though - that was the question. Every hour of defence they bought cost
them in lives and materiel, whereas the enemy was free to resupply at will Jangsai had seen
landers coming down to the Lion's Gate space port, the towering structure that was just about
visible from the defensive portal that shared its name. For as long as the besiegers held that
place, the torrent could not even be slowed, let alone staunched. They all knew it. They all knew
what they wanted to do about it.

The road ducked back underground, and he re-entered the shadowy realm of flashing lumen
lines and clogged asphalt. The closer he got to the interior, the more frequent were the
checkpoints, the more intrusive the questions and the more comprehensive the ident-checks. One
of the big barrier-stations was comprehensively on fire when he got to it, with no sign of anti-
flamm teams or reconstruction units. Saboteurs, they told him. Enemy agents, perhaps. Or maybe
just a trooper going mad. There was a lot of that about. It took a special degree of madness to
capitulate to this enemy, once you'd seen what they did, but the soul-sickness was everywhere,
and it was getting worse.

Eventually he pushed through it all and emerged deep into the Inner Palace itself, that city-
within-a-city, the last portion of the Palace proper to remain entirely in the defenders' hands. The
great ward that kept the worst of the yaksha - the daemons - out was still intact here, as was the
main orbital aegis overhead, but the physical damage from ground-level artillery was still heavy.
Jangsai drove as fast as he could, weaving through the constant press of military traffic, swinging
away west when the transitways allowed and heading towards the industrial zones on the inner
sprawl of the Adamant and Europa wall-angle. Even without the crowds it would have taken him
a long time - you forgot, sometimes, that the distances between salient points were so vast.

He caught sight of his destination when he was still some way off. It was hard to avoid it,
hanging low in the fire-streaked atmosphere, less than six hundred metres above the tallest spire-
tops, shrouded in the crackle and arc of grav-plate-induced lightning storms. The thing had been
even larger in the past, before being part dismantled and refitted as part of Lord Dorn's orbital
plate scuttling programme. Only this one station had been spared, he knew - less due to its
formidable array of ship-killing cannons than for its innovative immersion drives, which had
allowed it to be lowered steadily through the atmosphere until it hung just above the high limits
of the cityscape, hard under the protection of the Palace's void shields, ready to angle its
remaining cannons out at the armies on the plains.

The Skye plate, it was called, presumably in homage to that atmospheric capability. Despite its
extensive reductions and modifications, it was still a truly gigantic slab of metal - more than
eleven kilometres in diameter and over three hundred metres thick at the rim. It was blackened
across its entire upper face, scorched to pitch by days of solid incoming fire, back from when it
had been stationed at high altitude to take part in the early defence against the mass void-drops.



Its guns had mostly fallen silent now, either blasted to scrap by enemy fusillades or starved of
ammunition, and so it had ceased to be a major part of the Palace's defensive cordon, reduced to
not much more than an array of airstrips for the defenders' ever-diminishing fleet of atmospheric
flyers and a static backup for the main wall gunlines. It would still have dominated most other
cities, hanging like some unfathomably large capstone over the buildings below, but here, at the
very centre of humanity's realm, it was just another megastructure in a landscape already stuffed
with excess, a throwback to a prouder age, forlorn and derelict.

But its engines, for all anyone knew, were still intact. Its power generators had never been
knocked out, and it still harboured a skeleton crew of a couple of thousand. Skye brooded,
immobile, over a landscape of munitions works, manufactoria and refineries, all very much in
operation and working to feed the ever-thinning defensive lines. Burn off towers and cooling
vents jetted in the plate's shadow, turning the entire urban sector into a hell hot vista of tumbling
srnut clouds and gusting spark plumes.

Jangsai made his way through those industrial clusters, boosting as fast as he could towards the
epicentre of the hovering plate. The parapets of the Adamant Wall rose up some eighty
kilometres away to the south-west, backlit from the constant barrage. They said now that
Mercury had been breached - it wouldn't be long, surely, before the rest of the perimeter could no
longer be relied on either.

Once at the agreed coordinates, he fed power to the Kyzagan's boosters, and rose up steadily
above the rooflines. He transmitted and received the handshake comms-burst, then felt the
shudder as his speeder's momentum was taken over by the plate's own grav-lift drives. He killed
the engines and powered down, ascending now in an invisible column of energy. For a little
while, suspended above the buildings around him, he had a panoramic view right across the
southwestern zones of the Inner Palace, and saw the swathe of fighting running in an arc from
Western Hemispheric to the Saturnine Gate and beyond.

Then he was swallowed up by the plate's underside docking apertures, lifted gently into the
receiving hangars and set down on an empty apron. Jangsai jumped down from his seat, feeling
the emptiness in the space around him. You could have housed a thousand fighters in that
hangar. Apart from his speeder, the only other occupants were a few lighters and a defunct
Marauder bomber with its landing gear blasted clean off.

He was met by a few dozen crew, all in the pale grey tabards of the now obsolete Terran Orbital
Command. They took him to a mag-train terminal from where they were whisked down tunnels
and out across high viaducts. It was all shabby dust-blown, poorly maintained. Jangsai was no
Techmarine, but even he could see the rapid degradation. A few well-placed shots, and the whole
place looked liable to come apart.

Eventually they reached a command tower sited on the upper face of the disc, and took an
elevator up to the topmost level. They emerged into what looked to be an observation chamber,
with wall-high windows on all sides and flickering screens of augur equipment embedded in a
wide central column. Most of the escorts withdrew, leaving just two to guard the slide-doors they
had come through. The chamber's only other occupant was a man, standing in front of the west-
facing wall, staring out into the night. As Jangsai drew alongside him, he immediately
recognised the telltale signs - the slightly too-tall body, made lissom by Ar Rija's low gravity; the
faint hint of yellow on the exposed flesh of his face and neck.

'Greetings,' Jangsai said, looking out of the windows.

'Be welcome, honoured khan,' said Ayo Nuta, major general of the Terran Orbital Command,



master of the Skye plate. "We have not had any visits from core command for... well. More than
two months, I think. Forgive the way the place looks.'

Jangsai looked out of the tower's windows. From that vantage you could see the flat disc of the
orbital plate extending outwards in all directions, studded with sensor vanes and gun towers. It
was like a landscape of its own, with its own topography, its own scars, all as empty and airless
as a moon's.

'l read the reports of your action during the void-drops,' he said.

"You performed admirably.'

Nuta smiled sadly. 'We had dozens of these things, once. Dozens. They cut them all up, shipped
the guns back to ground level. I mean, I understood the arguments. Lord Dorn does nothing
without reason.

'But still, it broke my heart to see it. Even this one... it's just a shadow. A shadow of what it
was.'

"You managed to maintain the main systems, though?'

'As ordered. And we can still launch six fighter wings from the wall-facing strips.' He shook his
head wearily. 'Down from fifty-four.'

Would this man - a senior military officer - have talked in such a way, two months ago? Jangsai
doubted it.

'But the immersion drives are still operational?'

'Just about. Three of the four reactors are powered, so we can hold this position for as long as
ordered.’

'But if you had to shift position?'

'Shift position? To where, khan?' He finally turned away from the window and looked at
Jangsai. The flashes from the battles outside lit up his tired face. "'We're static here because
there's nowhere else to put us. I haven't had a tasking for weeks. We're almost out of supplies. |
was wondering just what to do when the power starts to fail. I thought I might shift position then.
Maybe straight into the Katabatic Plain. Take a few with us, at least.'

'Look at this.'

Jangsai opened up a lithcaster, and a spectral map of the eastern warzone spiralled into shaky
life over his open palm. It was marked with a trajectory vector. Nuta took it all in, snorted, and
shook his head.

'Impossible.’

'"You didn't study it for long.'

'East of the Ultimate Gate? This thing doesn't have any teeth left. What good would it do out
there? They've got Titans walking west of the space port now, they tell me, and, in case you
hadn't noticed, we're a hard target to miss.'

'Also hard to bring down.'

Nuta laughed humourlessly. "To what end, though? Eh? To what end?' He rubbed bis temples,
making his skin crease. He looked exhausted. 'l was ordered here by the Lord Dorn. To eke out
the last of our useful existence while we could. Unless I hear from him to the contrary, that's
what I plan to do.'

This comes from Lord Jaghatai, of the Fifth'

'Last time I checked, lord Dorn was in overall command.'

Jangsai felt irritation rise up, and quelled it. This man was one of very few left - perhaps the
only one, now - who understood fully how to operate an orbital plate. When Naranbaatar had



tasked him with this mission, he'd felt a similar irritation. The fact that he hailed from the same
world as this man should have made no difference, not in the Imperium of Unity where the only
mark of allegiance was membership of the species, and to have it suggested that, in this case, a
pre-ascension heritage might carry any kind of importance was almost something he could have
been offended by.

But this was, clearly, no longer the Imperium of Unity. The spiritual sickness was everywhere
now, dragging everything down, making good men and women weak and querulous. In such
times, given such stakes, a warrior made use of every weapon to hand.

'So what commune were you raised in?' Jangsai asked.

Nuta blinked, surprised. 'Which what, now?'

'Which commune? Uyani, I'd say, by the way you pronounce your Gothic.'

Nuta chuckled. 'Well, then. Either you're very well prepared, or you're a Rijan White Scar. I
didn't think such things were possible.'

'Most things are possible, if you put your mind to them.' Jangsai was not wearing his helm, but
most of the giveaway signs of his original heritage had been overlaid with the heavy musculature
and gene-imprint of the V Legion, so Nuta could be forgiven his surprise. 'l was born on Gyuto,
and I do not recall all the Dictates from your commune. Ours were derived from Praefectora
Talyi, a heritage you would consider less than reliable, and anyway I was a child then. But I do
know of one Dictate, one that stuck in my mind, and I am sure it was from the llyani thought-
strain. Tell me if I have it right - the traveller is the one who takes his truth with him into strange
lands. The moment he forgets his truth, he ceases to be a traveller, and becomes the strange land.'

Nuta blinked again. This time, though, it was not from surprise, and his eyes glistened. 'Ah,
Throne. I never thought I'd hear the Dictates again. Least of all here, on this terrible world.'

'What was your truth, commander?"

'"That I had command of this thing. That I had worked for it, and that I deserved it. That I would
use it to give honour to my commune, to my home world. To the Imperium.'

"You are not a part of this terrible world yet, commander. You can still do all of that.'

Nuta looked rueful. 'No guns left. No supplies left.'

'Did I ask you for any? I only asked that you move the plate.'

'And what good will that do?'

He was still resisting, but the tone had changed. He wanted to be told now, to be reminded of
who he had once been, and where his old ambitions had once taken him, and how he could
recover all of that. Not that Jangsai had ever thought it, but Naranbaatar was no one's fool.

'So listen now with your whole mind and soul,' said Jangsai, adopting the litany-rhythms of the
praefectoras. 'This is what the Khagan wishes you to do.'



FIVE

The sword
The saint
The sinner

So he knew what he had to do.

Sigismund jogged down the corridor, his heavy armour clanking on the metal deck. Alarms
were going off everywhere, resonating down the maze of interlocking passageways. The few
active lumens were shaking on their chains now, rocked by the volume of ordnance slamming
into the fringes of the Mercury urban zone. Fatnir Rann came with him, as did his brothers of the
Templar order - not at full tilt yet, their gait heavy and purposeful. Their black-and-white plate
was hard to pick out in the flickering light, like ghost-edged shadows, glinting from the chains
that held their weapons.

Since leaving Shard Bastion, Sigismund had done a hundred things. He had given unit
commanders their orders. He had despatched reserve companies to their stations. He had enacted
destruction plans for key bridges leading into the city core. He had chosen battle-brothers of the
Legion to lead counter-attacks, measuring each threat against the characters of the warriors in
question. It was nothing he hadn't been doing since taking part in the defence of the Lion's Gate
spaceport, except that now there was no deferral, not to Rann, not to his primarch. He had sole
command.

And it was glorious. He couldn't lie to himself - this was the moment he had been yearning for.
The words of his gene-father still echoed in his ears - the leash is off. For so long it had felt like
he had been compromising, holding back, second-guessing every decision he made lest it
somehow worsened the censure he'd been operating under. In the past, during the Crusade, there
had been none of that, only certainty. That was what he had always thrived on, the surety of
purpose, the absence of choices or hesitation. It was what had made him so deadly, and he had
revelled in it, fully aware of what other warriors in other Legions had said of him. He had
duelled them all, and beaten them all, and taken a pure martial pleasure in every moment of it -
not in the disgrace of his opponents, mind, but rather in the edging closer to total mastery, to the
knowledge that there was nothing more to learn or discover, and then he could simply exist in
that truth, as an aspect of it, as a face of it.

He had always wanted the world to be just like that - no doubts, no lingering areas of hesitation
or equivocation, just action, purity of will and deed, the knowledge that whatever he did could
never be, and could never have been, otherwise. From the first day of this rebellion, everything
had shaken that single-mindedness. The things he had relied on with total surety had proven to
be illusory and weak, and things he had thought of as being fictive and simple-minded had
proved to have unexpected power. He had been forced to recalibrate, to reorientate. As every
sword-brother knew, the time of greatest weakness was during the correction of a defective



technique. He had started to fight... and lose. He had faced Horus Aximand and had been made
to withdraw. He had faced Kharn, whom he had not yet been able to bring himself to hate fully,
and been beaten. He had even taken on a primarch. Had that been hubris? Or just frustration, a
desperate bid to recover his now-so-elusive sense of superiority? If he had somehow done the
impossible and bested Fulgrim, would that have finally banished the whispers of doubt?

Probably not. The fault had never been external, he knew now - it had always been within him,
slowly metastasising, becoming impassable the longer he ignored it. He had needed to hear
Dorn's words of release to understand it. They had, all of them, been fighting with one hand
behind their backs, trying to hold on to a dream that had already died. The enemy was utterly
changed now. They were physically stronger and morally intoxicated, eagerly drinking up gifts
that should have been shunned as poison. And yet, those who remained loyal had tried to cling
on to what they had been at the very start. They had still mouthed pieties about Unity and the
Imperial Truth long after fealty to such virtues had become impossible. Once he grasped that,
once he faced up to it, he had what he needed to remove the fetters in his mind.

I no longer fight for the Imperium that was, he told himself. I fight for the Imperium as it will
become.

So now, as he neared the exit ramps, the portals that would take him out into the night of fire
and blood, all he felt was eagerness. Everything that had held him back had been destroyed,
burned away, immolated in the consuming fire of this certainty.

But at the inner barbican entrance, just before the last of the sealed gates, he saw troops waiting
for him, lots of them. They were heavily decked out in arcane armour patterns he didn't recognise
- dark green, smooth-faced, lined with gold. As Sigismund motioned for his escort to come to a
halt, their leader made the aquila. The man flipped back his helm, which folded up and withdrew
into the armour's collar-array in a sliding series of servo-motions. The face it revealed was slim,
dark-skinned, dark-haired, with the Sigillite's mark prominent on one cheek.

'Battle calls, adept,’ Rann growled, clearly unwilling to have the squad's momentum halted.
'Stand aside.'

The man bowed in apology, but addressed Sigismund directly. 'I have been seeking you for
some time, First Captain. Khalid Hassan, Chosen of the Sigillite, operating on my master's
behalf. This will take but a moment.'

He gestured, and one of his soldiers brought up a weapon, the trooper held it two-handed,
cumbersomely, barely able to keep it aloft despite wearing what looked to be a kind of power
armour. It was a sword, still in its scabbard, far too large for a baseline human ever to have
wielded.

As soon as Sigismund laid eyes on it, a faint shiver passed through his body. He almost thought
he heard something emanate from it - a faint murmuring, unquiet and veiled. The body language
of the man who held it up gave away what he thought of it - he was desperate to be shot of it.

'What is that?' Sigismund asked, doubtfully.

'A gift,’ Hassan replied. 'From my master's own repository. Forged a long time ago, when the
world was a different place.'

Sigismund found it hard to take his eyes off the blade. He could sense immediately, even before
it was drawn, that it was beautifully made. Everything about it - its size, its profile, the fine gold-
and-black decoration that ran from tip to guard - screamed of excess, of extremity.

'l have a blade.’

"You have a blade. This is the blade.'



'"Then give it to someone who wants it.'

"It is for you.'

'Who says it?'

'"The Emperor.'

Sigismund found himself gazing at the black hilt. He had to make an effort not to reach out and
seize it. The damned thing was seducing.

Sigismund takes up the Black Sword. A mingled sense of revulsion and awe froze him in place.
'He speaks not.'

"You truly believe that? The sword is yours. It has always been yours.'

Rann laughed harshly. 'Witchery.'

'Nothing further from it,' said Hassan, never taking his eyes off Sigismund. 'The hour is come.
Take it.'

As if in some kind of trance, almost without meaning to, Sigismund did so. As he grasped the
hilt, a shiver ran up his arm. He took the rim of the scabbard, and drew the blade smoothly. The
metal was as black as jet, hardly reflecting the lumens. He lifted it to his face, and saw nothing.
The surface drank in light, giving nothing back. It was selfish, this thing.

'Why me?' he asked, almost for the sake of form. Now that he had it in his hands, he sensed the
truth of it all.

'l have no idea,' said Hassan, smiling wryly. "My orders were only to deliver it.'

Sigismund angled it, turned it, switched it to horizontal and looked down the blade's length.

Heavy. Far heavier than any sword he had borne before, but something told him it wouldn't
slow him down. Its weight was just another aspect of its savage nature. The murmuring carried
on, just beyond the edge of hearing, almost intelligible as he swiped it in practice arcs. It might
have been his imagination. It wasn't his imagination.

'It has been here, all this time,' he murmured.

'Many ancient things are guarded in my master's chambers.'

'No, you do not understand me.' Sigismund finally looked up at Hassan again. "When we went
into the void, preaching the end of magic, this thing was already here. It had already been made.
By Him. What does that tell you?'

Hassan shrugged. 'I'm not minded to speculate.'

Sigismund laughed. With a deft movement, he unchained his old blade and handed it over to
Rann. Then he shackled the black sword's grip, and locked the scabbard at his belt. "Well, you are
fortunate that it pleases me. Give my thanks to your master, and tell him that it suits my new
mood.'

'l will. And what mood would that be, captain?'

Sigismund moved past him. He could smell the promethium even before he crossed the
threshold.

'Murderous,' he growled, and started to accelerate up the exit ramp.

Running, always running now, scampering into culverts and cubby holes, clamping her hands to
her ears to muffle the stomach-churning bangs, wrapping rags around her mouth to stop her
breathing in nothing but brick dust.

Euphrati Keeler fled from hideout to hideout, bedraggled as a half-drowned dog, barely able to
pause for a moment to think properly about why she was there at all, back in the thick of things.
It had been safer - sort of - in the Blackstone. At least in there she hadn't had to zigzag across



mortar-blown streets as the undermined walls around her were blasted apart. Dealing with
monsters like Fo had been intimidating in its own way, but at least she'd been fed and watered in
there, given a data-slate to work with, something to fill the hours. And after the trauma of the
escape itself there had been more trials, more horrors to witness. Some encounters - one in
particular - she could hardly bear to recall.

What had she been thinking? Why had she let them persuade her that it was a good idea to
leave? It had all gone predictably wrong so quickly - a confusion of guns and transports,
shouting and screaming, the spark of pure terror. Then she'd just run, run hard, never working out
what had come after her, never looking back to check. She'd outpaced those faceless hunters, but
now whole armies of killers were everywhere, swarming through the city-palace like flies.

She'd be kicky to last a clay or two out here. She didn't even really understand why they'd ever
tried to get her out.

Just don't preach, they'd said. It's you that's important. So don't preach. Just... be there.

At the time, it had been a way out, sent to her as if by providence, and she'd not argued, because
you didn't argue with providence. You let the river take you where it would, turning and kicking
in the gyres, but never resisting. You had to trust that the current was taking you in the direction
it was meant to, otherwise what was the point?

She scuttled across the face of a wide impact crater, skipping through the debris of something
huge and metallic, before skidding under the shadow of an intact hab-block. The eternal night
sky above her was lurid with the splash-patterns of munitions hitting the defensive aegis,
underscored by the ground-mounted guns that were now being deployed liberally within the
suspended barrier. It was so loud now, all the time, a tidal-wall of noise that crashed and
reverberated from every intact surface, making her arms vibrate, making her teeth throb.

She crouched down, arms around her knees, panting hard. She was wearing nothing more than
the prison fatigues they'd given her in the Blackstone, but she was still hot. The volume of
explosives going off had made the Himalazian air as humid as the tropics, and slicks of sweat
stained her tunic-top.

She had to rest there, just for a moment, despite the obvious danger. She had no idea which
zone of the city this was, but the enemy was advancing through it, or close to it, because crowds
of people had already surged back the other way, panicked as rats from a fire. Like everywhere
in the beleaguered Inner Palace, the press of high buildings was close. The unlit towers around
her were all massive, but half of them were mere shells now, and the rest had all sustained fearful
damage. There was nowhere for all that disintegrated rockcrete and steel to go, so the transitways
choked up, and even the flimsiest remaining frontages were propped with piles of rubble. It
seemed to her that all the enemy was doing was creating a denser, more tortuous landscape to
eventually bludgeon their way through, though millions of souls were probably still hunkered
down in the semi-demolished husks around her, hidden from view or buried deep, gnawing at
their own terror in the munition-lit dark.

She wormed her way backwards, pushing between two heavy beams that had come down from
some shot-to-pieces balcony, letting the metal cool her skin. She was hungry now, and very
thirsty. She'd have to move off again soon, if only to find something to drink. She had no plan,
no direction. It would only take one stray mortar or las-beam, and she'd be gone, snuffed out,
with nothing achieved.

Well played, Euphrati, she thought to herself. You've really excelled yourself this time.

It felt strange, despite everything going on just then, to think that somewhere up above her,



probably at high orbital anchor, was the Vengeful Spirit. It had been years now since she'd been
on that ship, but the memories were still so vivid that it felt like moments ago. She knew enough
of the enemy to doubt whether any of the dorms and mess halls and recreation stations were
anything like they had used to be, but she could still vividly picture how they had once been,
with the civilians and the regular ship crew jostling up alongside the transhuman giants and
Army personnel - good-humoured, for the most part, full of optimism, free to jibe and dispute,
yet part of something, an endeavour, all pulling in the same basic direction.

That little band of explorers was diminished now. They had all been so young. Like children,
really, sent off to caper around the galaxy, wide-eyed and ignorant. Mersadie was gone, Ignace
was gone. Kyril still pursued something like his old trade, though it was so compromised that it
bore little relation to what he'd once been proud to do.

Did he really think that Dorn wouldn't just yank the leash back if he somehow prevailed in this
desperate scrap for survival? The idea that they had been there to freely observe, record, report -
that is dead now, and Sindermann surely knew it, deep down, in some part of his soul that he
didn't look at very often. She wondered what, exactly, he thought he was up to.

She gazed upward, squinting against the neon-flare of the distant aegis. Yes, somewhere up
there, hanging amid the other void-giants, was the old home from home, the old haunt.

And you are on it, still, she thought. We all left, but you're still there. I can sense you, you devil.
Maybe you can sense me too. I don't care. I never want to see you again. I have enough images,
too many I wish I could erase. I never want to see just how bad you've become.

Suddenly, she tensed. She felt something stir, up ahead, somewhere in the clouds of dust that
drifted and swirled in the flickering half-light.

She squinted out at the streetscape. Nowhere to run to - not without giving herself away. She
squirmed back up against the angle of the two beams, seeing if she could shove herself through
the gap between them and find some way down into the building's foundations.

No good - she was stuck there, her spine hard up against the masonry, in the shadows but hardly
protected from prying eyes. All she could do was make herself as small and still as possible,
hardly daring to breathe.

Away ahead, some fifty metres off, the curtains of smoke split open. Figures emerged out of the
haze, marching steadily, not hurrying. They were all huge, and with the telltale hunch-shouldered
profile of Space Marines. For a moment, Keeler dared to hope that they'd be from the loyal
Legions, but it only took seconds to see that they weren't. Their battleplate was gunmetal-grey,
blunt-edged and utilitarian. They clunked their way heavily through the rubble, hefting.

Their huge guns two-handed, scanning carefully as they came. Eight of them were there,
bearing the black-and-yellow chevrons of the Iron Warriors, helm-lenses glimmering in the
shifting light.

Keeler felt her heart thudding A line of sweat ran down her temple. She hitched her hands
together, drawing her body in tight, as if she could squeeze it down so small that no one would
ever see it.

The Iron Warriors marched down the transitway running alongside her position, clambering
over the heaps of debris and kicking through the muck. Their armour was heavily marked with
battle-damage, and two of the warriors were limping. Some of them had Space Marine helmets
hanging from their belts - the crimson of the Blood Angels and the ivory of the White Scars.

They weren't looking in her direction. They seemed to be heading straight down what remained
of the central avenue - perhaps a scout squad of some larger formation, or maybe just a gang of



freelancers looking for loot and glory. At this rate, they'd pass less than a groundcar's length
from her position.

Thirty metres. The crack and rumble of the artillery carried on the whole time, masking the faint
noise of her breathing. She pressed herself harder under the crossed beams, hardly daring to look
at the monsters as they neared. They were horrific things, fusions of genecraft and techno-
weaponry from some industrial nightmare-factory. The play of light over their armour made
them seem somehow less than fully real, like hololiths, but she saw the rubble-chunks burst into
powder under their boots, and smelled the hot-metal stench of their armour's reactor cores.

Twenty metres. They would see her. They had to see her. It didn't matter that she was tiny, and
crouched down, and lost in a fog of dust and darkness - they had sensors, ways of picking up
heat and fractional movement. There was nowhere to go, no route of escape. They would see her.

Ten metres. She thought about bolting. That would surely be the end of her, but at least it would
be clean. A single mass-reactive shell didn't so much as stop a human body as obliterate it. She
wouldn't feel much.

Then one of the Iron Warriors held up a fist. The squad halted. The one with the clenched
gauntlet moved its enormous, slant-faced helm, very slowly, in her direction. A pair of red lenses
pierced the darkness, staring straight at her.

She couldn't breathe. She stared right back at it. She was frozen, her heart hammering, pinned
like an insect to a card. All it had to do was lift the muzzle of its weapon. Or maybe just stride
over and grab her by the neck. Or maybe, if it wanted to give her a heart attack, just carry on
glaring at her like that for a little longer. Somewhere under all that ceramite and beaten iron, she
knew, was a withered transhuman face, a withered transhuman soul, a corrupted being of
boundless malice and infinite cruelty, the stuff of Old Night rendered back into reality. If she was
lucky, very lucky, all it would do was kill her.

The red lenses. For an eternity, staring at her.

Then it lowered its fist. It turned away. It started to walk again. The others came with it,
clanking along on their corroded servos. They trudged down the long, detritus-strewn avenue,
overlooked by the ranks of eyeless hab-blocks. It took them a long time to pass out of earshot,
and only a little longer for the stench to fade away.

Keeler stayed where she was, shivering, her body locked in place. Only once she was sure that
they were well out of sight did she manage to unclench her stiff limbs and unfurl out of her
hiding spot. Shakily, she edged out along the wall's length, clear of the shadow of the beams. The
empty transitway stretched off in either direction, a battered wasteland of twisted rebar and pitted
asphalt.

It had seen her. It had to have seen her. Even a pair of mortal eyes would have been able to pick
her out at that distance. Why had it moved off? Those things didn't know pity. They no longer
even comprehended it.

She was still shaking Gingerly, she clambered back up the rubbleslope, until she was up at the
level of the transitway. On the edge of what had once been its kerb, a single skull was perched on
a tiny cairn of stones there were skulls aplenty in the ruins, of course, but most of those were still
flecked with flesh patches and attached to spinal cords. Ibis one was on its own, bare to the bone,
glistening faintly as if someone had cleaned it. It had been facing away from her, angled back to
where the Iron Warrior had been standing, interposed between them like a guardian totem.

She picked it up, turned it around and looked into its eyeless face. There was something oddly
appropriate, even comforting, about its presence. A death's head in the city of death, the symbol



of human mortality, the last and permanent remnant of an unremarked life.

They stared at one another for some time, flesh and bone. As they did so, Keeler felt her
composure gradually return. Her hands stopped shaking.

Why had she ever doubted? She had already faced the worst the realm of the false gods could
throw at her, and had never faltered. She had faced the wrath of primarchs and regents, and never
backed away from it. Of course the Iron Warrior hadn't seen her. She had been chosen for this.
She had a duty to perform, a mission to accomplish. Even now, amid all that was collapsing and
falling apart, He was yet mindful of her, warding her, ensuring that she didn't stumble at the final
hurdle.

She looked up again. Gauging distances, even gauging directions, was next to impossible. The
firefights looked to be most severe towards the cluster of high towers she had been heading
towards. She could hear the rattle of small-arms fire from up ahead, perhaps even the cries from
human throats.

Some souls were still fighting, then, even here. Some who would need their faith bolstering, if
they were not to be swept away.

Just... be there.

'Come on, then,' she said, wrapping the skull up in a rag-length and tucking it into her belt. 'You
and me. Let's do this.'

Basilio Fo had no business being alive. He had no real business being on Terra, and certainly no
business at all being free of captivity. Life was strange like that. Just when you thought it
couldn't get any more implausible, something would show up and teach you a little humility.

Or, at least, it might have taught another man a little humility, but Fo had never been a humble
soul. He was rational enough to see the twists of fate for what they were - dumb luck, for the
most part - but it was still difficult not to feel a swell of pride every time he evaded his no-doubt-
very-much-deserved comeuppance and trotted off towards his next opportunity for intellectual
growth.

His fellow travellers were mostly gone - all the warlords and splicers and sociopaths, the ones
he had either traded with or run away from as they eked out their hardscrabble life amid the ruins
of Old Earth. Just him and the old man left, plus those few flunkeys and hangers-on of His that
lingered within the Palace like leftover parts for a machine. Just the two of them now, an
argumentative old couple, worn out, nagging at one another around the edges, their best years
long gone.

He didn't mourn many of the others. Narthan Dume had actually been good company, in his
early years at least, but the majority of them had been wearisome. Survival on Terra during the
turmoil had been easier for the brutal ones, and brutes generally made poor acquaintances. Only
a very few had made it through via cunning and subtlety, and he was by far the best of that breed.

Now the endgame. All the schemes and stratagems had come to nothing, bulldozed by that
juggernaut on the Throne, the dullest and the maddest brute of them all So much had been
destroyed, so much irreplaceable and unreproducible had been rendered down to dust, it was
enough to make a cultured man scream. What did it matter if this gigantic city was similarly
pulverised? It was ideas that mattered, and they were already mostly wiped out, replaced by a
sterile contest between two rival horror shows of almost equal slack-wittedness.

But it wasn't quite over yet. He had his freedom, he had just a little time, and he knew where he
was going. The Inner Palace had been knocked about a bit, by the look of things, but he had a



good memory and the street patterns were more or less as they had been when he'd last visited. It
remained very dangerous, but he was used to danger. He liked it. You had to have a little danger
in your life, when you were his age - something to keep the blood pumping.

By then he was dressed in a staff uniform of an Interior Departmento armaments inspector. Its
original wearer had been unfortunate enough to run into him soon after his release from the
Blackstone, and had died almost insultingly quickly. Fo had made a few adjustments, managed
to access his victim's augmetic data-tables, even tweaked his own facial configuration a little, so
that in a poor light, at a distance, even people who'd known the real owner wouldn't take a
second look. Now he was hurrying through the corridors, adopting the preening strut of a self-
important functionary. Millions of officials laboured in these labyrinthine structures, and the
chance of actually being recognised as an imposter was minimal.

That would only get him so far, though. Where he was headed was secure. Very secure. There
were ways inside, of course - he'd done it before - but it wouldn't be easy, and time was against
him.

He went quickly, surely. He ignored the cohorts of minor scribes and officials racing from one
station to another, their eyes staring from lack of sleep and fear. He ignored the sector-wide vox-
casts, endlessly warning of incoming barrages or urban-zone evacuations. He didn't head straight
for his objective, because the clearances and passes he'd inherited were nowhere close to being
good enough to get him through all the interposed checkpoints and biofilters.

He'd need to get close to the centre. Not the very centre - that would have been impossible, even
for him - but part of the secondary chain of laboratories, the same ones that poor old Amar
Astarte had helped put together before she'd begun to lose her mind, and the ones that, with any
luck, still had bits and pieces of serviceable material lying around that he could use. He'd need to
scope out the habs east of the Sanctum Imperialis, where the Clanium Library dominated and
where clusters of the old research and development cadres had once based themselves.

He could have raced over there right now, if he'd been too stupid and too eager. See, though,
there was no chance at all that Amon, that blank-souled old golem, had lost his scent yet. The
Custodian Guard might be many things, but they weren't dupes. It was entirely possible that
Andromeda-17 had been working for them all along. Or even if she hadn't, Amon would have
been on to her quickly. That was their job - to know, to predict, to triangulate. Yes, the likelihood
was that Basilio Fo was being watched, right now, with a view to seeing where he'd end up, what
he'd produce, who he'd talk to. It was a dangerous game, letting him loose, but things were so
straitened now that only dangerous games were worth playing. Valdor's people had a real liking
for this kind of thing. Let the subject get in close, let them test the defences, maybe even let them
right into the heart of the place they wanted to get to. That way, you learned everything about
your potential weaknesses, all the while keeping the whole shooting match under close
observation.

Blood Games, they were called. It was a nice concept, but Fo was good at games too, and he
liked blood very much. The problem with letting an enemy get close was that he might slip the
tail just when you didn't want him to, and then you had a problem.

He'd need to be good. He'd need to be able to change his appearance, his mannerisms, make
himself impossible to track. He'd need to stay on his toes. He'd need to draw on all his
experience, and still take a few chances.

It all got very complicated. He headed away from the Clanium District, and traced a switchback
route around the base of the Widder-shins Tower. He dropped out of circulation entirely for a



few hours, then popped up again in a groundcar, which he abandoned three zones away before
picking up an identical model and heading back towards the interior. He killed four more times,
twice in secret, twice ostentatiously, and changed his clothes and facial arrangement. He left an
obvious trail on a cogitator terminal, and then a hard-to-find one, and then arranged for the entire
network to blow once he was on the move again.

All that bluster bought him enough breathing space to home in on his first true port of call - an
Imperial Army medicae supply depot, buried deep within the makeshift garrison-hub under the
Viridarum Nobiles. The place was crowded, stuffed with frightened troops making ready to push
on out, but they paid him little heed as he shoved his way past them. Why would they have
done? He was in the uniform of a full regimental colonel by then, and the only thing they might
have expected, if they'd caught his eye, was a barrage of unwelcome orders.

He made his way several levels down, jogging confidently along metal stairways to where the
lumens hung against bare rockcrete and the numbers of personnel finally thinned out. The
medicae depot was placed right at the bottom of a deep shaft, kept cool by industrial refrigerators
and barred by heavy plasteel doors. The two guards on duty made the aquila as he bustled past
them.

Inside was a narrow chamber crammed between rows and rows of supply crates, poorly lit,
claustrophobic and frigid Behind a despatch desk were the big walk-in units. A lone attendant
was on duty at the desk, surrounded by requisition slates. She looked young, harassed,
frightened. Her job down here was probably mostly filled with officers shouting impossible
things at her, since supplies of everything had been running critically low for a long time. It was
terribly unfair, what this war had done to people. Still, her troubles would soon be over.

'In His service, soldier,' Fo said, shooting her his most sympathetic smile. 'I'll need access to
your secure storage.'

She stared up at him nervously. 'Uh, do you have the clearances, sir? I can't give you the codes
without them.'

He looked straight at her the whole time - not aggressively, with consideration, but firmly.
'Been on duty for a long time?"

She nodded. 'T don't know what happened to the next shift. I was supposed to be off-rotation
seven hours ago.'

Fo tutted. 'I'll look into it. Are those your rotas?' He pushed his way around the edge of the
desk, to where a clutch of faded papers had been pinned to a board.

'Sir, you really shouldn't—'

'My, you have been abandoned down here. I'll look into getting you some relief. Still, while I'm
here, best I take a look at that storage. I'm after some of your surgical reconstructive tools, some
derma-work philtres, pheromone masks, that kind of thing.'

She had the presence of mind to look surprised. 'There's not been much... call for that. I'm
really not sure I can—'

He pressed up against her then, placed a single finger on her lips. He'd forgotten how much fun
this kind of thing was. 'See, I'm on important business, and I'd really appreciate some help -
time's already short.! He smiled at her again, his best benevolent-paternal look. 'And do stop
worrying about procedure - we're at war. Help me with the codes, and we'll get this over quickly.
Really, now, what's the worst that could happen to you?'
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SIX

Destroyer
Aika 73
Sons of the Storm

That the primarch had changed - that would be the very worst thing, the one thing he couldn't
live with. Morarg knew that his master had physically altered - by the god, they'd all physically
altered - but you had to hope that his old essence was somehow intact. He'd seen him on the
battlefield since the great transformation, and that had been impressive enough, but you never
really knew how deep the alterations went. For him, for Caipha Morarg, it felt like every cell in
his entire body had been flipped around, stretched and pummelled into something indescribable.
But a primarch... well, who could ever be sure? They were exceptions to everything.

He was at the Lion's Gate space port now. The great ravaged edifice vanished into the darkness
of the spoiled atmosphere, its terraces rearing away and upward, one on top of the other, on and
on, far beyond the limits of even his vision. Every facing wall was darkened with filth. Much of
that was from the munitions used by the Iron Warriors, but not all. Ever since the Death Guard
had moved to occupy it, mats of mould and algae had spread across otherwise undamaged
parapets and battlements, further blackening and corroding what remained. Landing platforms
now hung with creepers and webs, clogged and sagging. I lies buzzed and clustered in the angles
of the walls, breeding so fast they formed living carpets that slithered over the masonry like
waterfalls. The entire structure, so vast that it was hard to even contemplate, let alone visualise,
had begun to degrade, to fall in on itself, to dissolve slowly into the biological. Its innards
glowed with a pale green light, points of vivid colour that punctured the darkness that hung
across it. The more it changed, the longer they all occupied it, the closer it all got to... Barbaras.

Was that deliberate? Surely not. They had all hated that world - Mortarion more than any of
them. Maybe they were doomed to bring it with them. Or maybe this was just a passing phase,
something that they would eventually move beyond once the true nature of their strange gifts
became apparent.

Still, it all conspired to make the fortress even more formidable. Its physical defences, many of
which had been preserved during the conquest, rose up from the tangle of ruins around it, still
solid, still immense. Some of the sky bridges had been demolished, but a number of raised
viaducts still ran from the Anterior hinterland into the maw like access tunnels. Ships still landed
on the upper stages, thou virtually all of them were XIV Legion landers now, since the elements
of the Warmaster's armada had opted to use the Eternity Wall and Damocles entry points instead.

Squeamish of them, thought Morarg, making his way steadily up through the lower galleries,
wheezing in the turgid air. You got used to the stench, after a while. You started to gain an
appreciation for the fecundity of it all, the splendid variety of phages curdling in the deep pits. If
the Death Guard's allies failed to appreciate that, clinging to their less enlightened habits, that



was their loss.

He climbed up very long flights of stairs, trudged his way around gigantic supporting piers,
clambered deeper in and higher up. Every chamber within the space port's lower levels was
filling up. Tank squadrons were digging in, thickening the airways with fume-palls. Infantry
companies had filed into high-vaulted muster chambers, where they were being steadily
resupplied. The bulk of these troops were the Unbroken - the Space Marines - since most of the
baseline human crews had died in the warp. Their numbers had since been boosted with sundry
mutants, beast-creatures and cultists, but the value of such soldiers was marginal, and so the core
strength assembled within the cavernous interiors was now overwhelmingly power-armoured.

All, that was, apart from the daemons. Those spectral presences skittered and flickered in the
dark galleries, dropping out of instantiation only to shudder back in again, wobbling and shaking
like poor quality vid-films. Most of them were slack-bellied lurchers - parodies of obese or pox-
infected mortals. They bellowed incoherently as they staggered around, or just slumped in the
corners gnawing on bits of flesh. Morarg avoided them as much as he could. No doubt they were
deadly, and no doubt the primarch had his uses for them, but he didn't like them. Maybe he'd
change his mind once he saw them in action against the enemy, but for now they were just in the
way, struggling to remain intact as the remnants of the telaethesic shield made things difficult for
them.

As he climbed up towards the receiving chamber, they grew in number, chattering and
whispering like frightened children. The air grew even more miasmic, and the flies clambered
over everything in sight. The last traces of the IV Legion's occupancy had been thoroughly
erased in those places - you couldn't even smell them any more, nor catch sight of any forlorn
abandoned objects that might once have been theirs.

He drew up to a pair of high doors, closed and barred. Two of the Deathshroud guarded them,
standing silently with their scythes crossed over the portal. Morarg didn't need to say anything to
them - as soon as he reached the top of the stairs, the scythes were withdrawn and the doors slid
open. An ankle-deep film of pale green condensation tumbled across the threshold, slinking over
the granite, and I it got noticeably colder.

He went inside. The chamber on the far side was huge. Maybe in the past it would have been
some kind of major command-and-control centre, crewed by hundreds, but now it was virtually
deserted, its floors strewn with smashed equipment and broken glass. Through large windows set
into the western wall you could see many of the heavy landing stages as they fanned out across
the space port's lower levels. Beyond those, flashes of massed battles flickered in the distance, a
rippling constellation against the now permanent darkness.

Mortarion stood in the gloom, a hulking figure, cloaked in shadow. Semi-formed daemons
wavered in and out of reality around him like a ghostly chorus. He was vast now, his gauzy
wings splayed up to the vaults, his patina-crusted armour glinting in the gloom. Faint hisses
came from his rebreather, frosting against the corroded bronze of the intakes.

Why did he need that, now? For that matter, why had he ever needed it? Morarg didn't know.
He'd never asked, and he probably never would.

Aside from the two of them, the only other presence was semi-real - a hololith transmitted in
from somewhere out on the front, swimming with interference, depicting a single individual. The
outline of that individual was extremely familiar to Morarg, though, for as with Mortarion - as
with all of them - it had been transformed by the harrowing in the warp. The profile was larger
now, crammed with gifts, extended and bulked out until the old armour cracked under the strain



of it. Flies buzzed around the perimeter of the lithcast, spilling out of the battleplate's orifices,
breaking up and scattering the poor transmission.

Typhus. The one who had done all this to them. Morarg had clearly arrived in the middle of a
heated discussion. If seemed to be coming to its end, but be waited some distance off, his head
bowed.

'"They're ripe for it now,' Typhus rasped over the hololithic link. "We have what we need.'

'Not yet,' Mortarion replied, sounding weary of the conversation.

'"There is little to he gained, and much to he lost. Have patience.'

'Patience! Is that the only thing you ever—'

'Hold, now.' The primarch's voice suddenly dropped, becoming a warning growl that made the
hairs on Morarg's scabrous flesh stand up. "Watch your tongue, lest I see fit to tear it out. This is
a delicate juncture, and you do not perceive the whole picture. Not as I do.' The primarch drew in
a long, painful-sounding breath. "My father's beacon has been retaken, all due to this careless
haste. It would be helpful to have the resistance there snuffed out. You might be interested in
that, Calas - the ether tells me Corswain of the First commands the Mountain.'

Typhus hesitated. 'Corswain?'

'"The same.'

The hololith briefly ruptured, then re-established. Morarg tried not to look too closely, but
Typhus appeared to be mulling it over. 'If you will not authorise the offensive—'

'l have given you my reasons.'

'-then it is something concrete, at least.'

Mortarion smiled. You could only tell that from the wrinkling of the grey flesh around his eyes,
and it wasn't a pleasant thing to witness. 'It would be a simple thing for a commander of your
talents, to take it back. By the time you return, I anticipate being ready for the main assault.'

Typhus was no fool, he never had been. He pondered the offer before him, alive to the
possibility of being despatched away from the main event like an unwanted irritant. Still, Morarg
knew something of the history between him and the First Legion, ft would be hard to turn down
a chance to gain his revenge, and no one could claim that the Astronomican was a minor
objective.

Eventually, the hololith crackled as Typhus bowed - a curt, dismissive movement. "Very well,’
he said. 'But I will continue to monitor the front. If I discover—'

'If the front moves, and you are required, I shall be the first to summon you,' said Mortarion
patiently. 'How could it be otherwise! We will march across the threshold together, you and I. I
promised the Warmaster that - the commitment has already been made.'

Typhus hung on a little longer, looking like he might speak again. Then, abruptly, the link cut
out, and the hololith scattered into a cloud of fading grey-green sparks.

Only then did Mortarion's gaze turn to Morarg, and only then did Morarg finally ascend the
final set of steps up towards his master's position.

'Caipha,' said the primarch, as warmly as he ever said anything. 'Heard all that, did you!'

Morarg bowed low. 'Not much of it, my lord.'

'Just the part about our deployment.'

'Just that part, yes.'

Mortarion adjusted position, and the various devices and philtres dangling around his archaic-
looking armour clattered together. 'You probably agree with him.'

Morarg decided to tread carefully. It didn't sound like his master was in a particularly good



mood. 'T have no complaints.'

Mortarion snorted a harsh laugh, and flicked something coiled-up and glistening from his
breastplate. 'Calas is a simple soul, really. He'd have been belter placed in another Legion - a
stupid one, where he could indulge his taste for needless drama.' He placed his great hands
together, scraping the patina from his gauntlets, staring moodily into his interlocked fingers. 'We
are doing so much damage to them, and he barely even sees it. Every hour of every day, the god
sends us his great gifts, all channelled through this place. I can virtually see the tip of the
Sanctum Imperialis from here, and whenever my eyes alight on it, a little more of it crumbles
away. Most of those inside will never know where the sickness comes from. They will have no
name for it, aware only that such a weight of nothingness makes it hard to think, to sleep, even to
lift a weapon. And for those who do understand? They have neither the strength nor the will to
strike at me. The Red Angel is at their throats, their walls are breached, and their defences are
falling into ruins around them.' His rheumy eyes flickered back up to Morarg. "We are killing
them so very expertly, from a distance, and all Calas wishes to do is rush up to the walls. He is
blind to the danger of it.'

Morarg wasn't sure whether he was expected to say something then.

He took a punt. '"Which is, my lord?'

'Our own side,' said Mortarion darkly. 'All know that this will be over soon. Maybe a week.
Maybe less. And then what? Who has a vision for that? Who, in this rabble of monsters and
madmen, truly gives a damn what must come afterwards?' He shook his head dismissively,
making the cables around his neck jangle. 'l did not bring us out of one living hell to plunge
straight into another. Whatever happens, we will remain intact. When my father's throat is cut at
last, we will carve our place in the new Imperium from a position of strength. Perturabo has quit
the field, Fulgrim has given in to his whims. Angron's war-dogs are already tearing themselves
apart, and Magnus' witches are too few to matter. When I choose to breach the walls, when all
others are exhausted or scattered or ready to surrender, I will have you all with me. I will have
my Legion at my side, unbroken and magnificent united in the god's glory.'

'l understand,' said Morarg. In truth, save for the one great doubt, the one that had plagued him
since the transformation, he'd never had much less than total faith in his master. Having things
spelled out was, if anything, something of a luxury he didn't require.

Mortarion smiled again. 'But you still feel it a little, do you not? That faint tug! Shame. You
wanted to be first, strike the initial blow.'

Morarg thought on that. He'd spoken to Crosius about it, back when they'd been fighting at
Marmax. It had felt, just after making planetfall, as if that was their destiny, given all they had
suffered to be there. But now... No, he could no longer be so sure about it. His bloodlust seemed
somehow dulled, replaced by a strange kind of numbness.

'l am not sure,' he said truthfully. 'And yet..."' He looked up at his master, fearful of pressing too
hard.

'Go on.'

Morarg swallowed. 'There are those... Some, in the Legion, I mean. There are those who say,
well... that the Lord Typhus has set this... There are some who would be... close to him, if
things became...'

He trailed off. Some things were too hard to find words for. To his relief, Mortarion didn't seem
put out by what he'd said. If anything, he was amused.

'Let me help you out, Caipha,' Mortarion said. 'You have heard whispers that Typhus is the true



master, here. You have heard that he was the one who forced the transition to our current form.
That he tricked me, tricked all of us, pulled the veil over our eyes, and still runs things much as
he likes. Is that right!'

This was so dangerous. 'More or less, lord. Only whispers, mind.' 'l see. And you do not know
any names behind those whispers. That, also, is as it should be." He drew in another of those
long, rattling breaths, and the daemon chorus in his shadow chattered away, freshly agitated. 'l
will not justify myself. That time on the ships was difficult. Painful. Hard to reconstruct." The
primarch's eyes briefly showed that pain - a fractional flash of it, glimpsed over the lip of the
rebreather. 'l will say only this. Nothing that happened on the Terminus Est was an accident. I
loved you all too much. That is the only error I will admit. Colas was irrelevant - just an
instrument, one the god was pleased to use. Does that reassure you?'

Morarg didn't understand much of that. He wasn't sure if he had been meant to. Perhaps it was
merely a challenge - a test of faith. Or maybe there was some truth there, an opaque one, that he
was intended to grasp.

'l am content, lord,' he said weakly. 'l always have been.'

'And that is why you are here, and he is not. Loyalty matters to me. It matters to me a great deal.
It is why you will learn the plans for the attack now, and he will only do so later.'

The primarch drew a little closer, his immense form shuffling forward, his wings trembling.

'Because this is where history turns in our favour,' he said. 'Stay true, Caipha, stay patient, and
you will witness it all unfold, right from here, by my side.'

The underground mag-train hissed in the enclosed siding, filling the high-arched space with
steam and smoke. Its caged flanks were ten metres high, and the long run of uncovered wagons
stretched back into the noisy, semi-lit confusion of the loading terminal. Officers bellowed
orders, warning klaxons sounded, heavy transports drew up at the buffers and began to unclamp
their loading doors. Everywhere you looked, people were running, gesticulating, banging fists
into cupped palms, jabbing fingers at subordinates.

Tank commander Talvet Kaska watched it all unfold, taking a long drag on his nicotine-slick
and feeling the cheap woke dog ,,p h,, lungs a little more. He was sitting on a pile of ammo bore,.
1,,, crossed, a half-empty canteen at his side. His crew lounged around him. Vosch was asleep.
He had no idea how she managed too nap given the clangs and bangs of the terminal, but
somehow she always seemed able to grab a few minutes. Jandev was readings slab-like while
Merck chewed on a protein-block. Dresi sat alone, her knees drawn up to her chest. Kaska didn't
know much about her, yet if he'd been more diligent, he might have asked, but he was dog-tired
irritable, and anyway there'd be plenty of time once they readied the forward muster yards.

'So there he is,' said Merck dryly, his big jaw working away slowly.

'Right on schedule.'

A tank was a strange thing. The crews always personalised them In some battalions, they were
female. In the Jadda 12th Armoured, most usually they were male. Sometimes they were given
affectionate names, or joking epithets, but the Jadda squadrons were a serious-minded bunch,
and stuck to the hull designators given to them on delivery. Kaska's tank was called Alka 73. It
was a standard Ryza-pattern hull. Decent engine, decent cannons, no sponson gunners on this
variant. Some commanders would have missed those - handy in a close fight, they said - but
Kaska was glad not to have them. The innards of a Leman Russ were hot and cramped enough
once the shells were loaded, before you tried to cram in two more sweaty bodies.



'Ugly old bastard,' murmured Kaska, with a mix of disdain and affection.

The hull was being hoisted by a loader-claw now, transferred from the flatbed transporter and
swung over the transit wagon amid gouts of valve-steam. That operation in itself was something
to witness - a Leman Russ main battle tank weighed almost sixty tonnes unladen, and was eight
metres in length, cannon included. Seeing whole squadrons of them plucked from the flatbeds
and smartly dumped into position, one after the other, was impressive, the loader-claws were
cumbersome things, each one manned by seven bolted-in servitors, the control units capable of
being rolled up and down the siding-edge on sunken rails before their long cantilevered arms
unfurled. The only thing that dwarfed them was the mag-train itself, which must have been eight
hundred metres long.

Kaska watched it all. He paid attention to how Aika 73 looked. He studied the repairs made at
battalion command to the forward lascannon - you could still see the marks around the mantlet.
The long scratches, dents and gouge marks were all present and correct, painted over quickly but
impossible to remove now. He noticed they'd replaced all the tox-filters. Aika 73 had been in
some tough old fights. More than once, Kaska had made his peace with existence and prepared to
face whatever state came next, but somehow the crew had always managed to claw their way
back to safety. All save Jugo, of course. The poor wretch had shot himself only a week ago,
leaving them without a driver.

Kaska glanced at Dresi again, who seemed to be staring blankly into nothing. He didn't even
know which hull they'd plucked her from to replace him, nor why she had been free for
redeployment. Everything was getting ragged and out of sorts. Still, he was lucky that they'd
been able to find anyone at all. Some battalions were so short of units, fuel and crew now that
they were effectively grounded, stuck in the depots and scrabbled over for parts. You wanted to
be fighting, if you were still alive. Chances were they were all going to be dead soon anyway, so
better to go out doing what you'd been trained for.

'Makes no sense,' grumbled Merck. 'We get pulled back, get our orders, they haul us over to
Europa, and now this. They've lost their minds.'

Kaska took another drag. Merck could be a real pain. 'Orders change, trooper.'

"Yeah, but these make no sense. What's left beyond the Lion's Gate, eh? Rubble and ruins, that's
what.'

'Counter-offensive,' said Jandev quietly, never looking up from his book. The front-gunner's
pale face was impassive, 'ft had to come.'

Merck snorted. 'Nah. Just another shore-up, somewhere. Not enough left to attack with.'

Trooper Merck, the loader, the most junior rank in the crew, didn't usually say much worth
listening to, but on this occasion Kaska had to agree with him. They were strung out. The last
time division command had ordered them to retake ground, they'd lost over a hundred units
inside less than an hour. Air support was gone now, infantry support was patchy, and you stood a
real chance of running into Traitor Space Marines if you travelled any distance. Those were
properly scary things. Kaska had seen a squad of them rip their way into a Baneblade, gnaw right
through it before emerging out of the other side crackling with disruptor energy and drenched in
blood. And then there were the., other things. The things that nobody talked about but everyone
had seen. The monsters, the creatures that shimmered out of the air itself, the beasts with nine
eyes and blood-red spindle-legs and transparent skin.

Kaska remembered when he'd first reported a sighting, weeks back. Xenos, they'd told him. Just
use the lascannon on them. But they weren't xenos. No xenos of any kind were stuck in the



middle of this bloody, muddy shitshow. These were something else. Something that made
everyone terrified, no matter how long you'd been fighting for.

'"There's plenty to attack with,' said Kaska dryly, not wanting to think about that. 'Just look at the
train.'

ft was indeed filling up now, wagon after wagon, every tank chained down and ratcheted tight,
the exhaust ports covered up and the gun barrels taped over. Scheduled departure was less than
an hour away. They might even make that. Then the whole contraption would trundle down to
the underground mag-lines, driving deep before clattering out south-east on the subterranean
expressway. The crews would follow soon after, stuffed into personnel compartments on other
mag-units, the kind of places you'd struggle to get any kind ol rest at all. It'd be noisy, cramped
and stinking. Then again, they were tankers. They were used to that.

'We'll last all of five minutes,' said Merck. '"Total waste of time.'

'Not the Lion's Gate,' said Jandev. 'No point stopping there. It'll be out cast. Corbenic Gard, |
reckon - the hole in the line.'

Vosch woke up. She stared around herself for a moment or two, then swallowed, coughed, and
rubbed her eyes. "When's our transport getting here?' she asked blurrily.

Kaska took another drag, and smiled. 'Nice to have you back, corporal,' he said. Vosch might
have been a sleepy soul, but she was a good main gunner and one of the crew he actually liked.
When she wasn't around, things got grumpier. 'We're heading out now. Just wanted to see him
loaded up all safe.'

Aika 73's loader-claw had now finished with it, and was grinding jerkily down the tracks to the
next transporter berth, where another Leman Russ waited for its attentions. Beyond that,
everything was clouded with smoke, through which the dim outlines of loader-arms and flatbed
cabs came and went.

Vosch yawned, then reached for a canteen. Her face bore the telltale 'gunner's spectacles' - the
twin loops of redness around her eyes where the sights jammed in. 'Good. I was getting bored.'

Kaska looked over at Dresi again. The driver hadn't said a single thing. Just stared into space.

'So who's our force commander, then?' asked Merck. 'Anyone know that yet? Who the hell's
pulled us out of Europa and sent us on this damned stupid rat-chase into the ruins?'

Kaska took a final drag of the nicotine-stick, savouring the acrid rolls of tobac, then flicked the
stub onto the deck. He got up, stretched and reached for his own canteen.

'No idea,' he said, now just waiting for the vox-alert that would see them all trudging over to the
personnel mag-trains. He wasn't expecting to be told any time soon - even when the vox-
channels were working, not much useful ever came down them. 'Stay cheerful, though - we all
remain alive for a few more hours, we might just find out.'

Shiban had made his way up to the front at the first opportunity. Colossi was under constant fire,
but its thick walls had yet to be cracked. The real fighting was to the north, under the shadow of
Corbenic Gard, where the enemy was trying to force a passage behind Marmax and Gorgon Bar
in order to open a direct assault on the Lion's Gate fortress. Detachments of the V and IX
Legions had been despatched to staunch the flow for just a little longer, although they all knew
that the territory would have to be given up soon.

In the face of that, the strategies of the two allied forces had started to diverge. The Blood
Angels, under First Captain Raldoron's command, were retreating back across the battlefields
towards the Ultimate Gate, from where they would be quickly re-stationed within the Inner



Palace perimeter. Before long, all of them would end up there, joining with their primarch for the
final defence of the core. The White Scars made the opposite journey - when their field positions
were finally abandoned, they fought their way east, back to the Colossi staging grounds. Thus the
V Legion command post was becoming ever more isolated, encircled by the lapping tides of the
general advance. When the Ultimate Gate's tributary fortresses fell, that lone salient would be
totally cut off, a single citadel amid an ocean of enemies. The long-standing Chogorian tactic of
rapid encirclement was being applied to them in turn, and it was consciously being allowed to
happen. Such were the ironies of war, Shiban thought.

He had taken a speeder out through the wreckage. In the past he might have waited until
nightfall before risking leaving cover, but all hours of the day were dark now, drenched in
permanent gloom under the ceaseless roil of the tox-clouds. Fires burned freely everywhere,
igniting on hidden caches of promethium and flaring up into the murk. Sudden flashes
illuminated a totally destroyed landscape - kilometre after kilometre of mountainous detritus
heaps and tangled flaywire bundles, criss-crossed with trenches and groundworks, all life
scrubbed from it, the few remaining wall-edges standing like sentinels amid the rubble dunes.
These zones alone would once have housed hundreds of thousands, before all this started. Now
they were just immense graveyards, brawled over by two sets of increasingly exhausted
combatants.

The command post was not far - less than eighty kilometres west of Colossi's western barbican.
As Shiban neared it, the locator-rune blipped on his helm display, guiding him in. He dropped
down low between the empty corpses of two large storage silos, heading for a fortified gap at
ground level. Ahead of him loomed the skeleton of what had once been a big manufactorum, its
reinforced walls still intact in places, though its arched roof was gone and the glass in its
hundreds of windows was all shot out. His tactical display picked up the presence of several dug-
in mortar units and sniper details, hunkered down under cover for now, weapons silent.

He dropped through the gap and threaded his way underground, descending several levels to
what had once been the undercroft of the manufactorum's assembly layer. As the rockcrete
ceiling lowered, he brought his speeder to a halt, shut it down, and walked the rest of the way.

The forward base was spread across several subterranean chambers. Walls of sandbags were
everywhere, as well as signs of hasty repairs to the place's cracked foundations. Tunnel entrances
gaped at regular intervals, running off north and south to give rapid access to the zone's network
of egress points. A few vehicles - Chimeras, mostly, plus fuel tankers, supply trucks and
armoured groundcars - were parked up beside stacked crates of supplies and munitions. The
whole place was crowded with Imperial Army troopers in dirty uniforms, some on guard duty,
many more flat out in an exhausted sleep, lying head-to-toe in the crowded makeshift dorm-
chambers.

Shiban headed straight for the command bunker, sited in a reinforced chamber further down in
the manufactorum's echoing old undercroft. It was there that he saw the first warriors of the
Legion proper. As he entered the bunker, they all bowed respectfully. Their armour had turned
dark grey, covered in a thick film of dust, and all of it carried visible and heavy damage. These
fighters were of the Brotherhood of the Storm, his own minghan, the one he had led since
becoming khan. Those few he had taken with him to the Eternity Wall space port were all dead
now, making this diminished concentration the very last of them. The brotherhood had once
numbered nearly four hundred blades, but was now down to less than a third of that, and with a
sizeable chunk of the remainder being recent newblood reinforcements.



As a result, most of those in the room he barely recognised. In total there were ten scarred
warriors of the ordu, plus a few dozen Legion menials operating the augur and comms
equipment. The bulk of the brotherhood's troops were out fighting in the long tunnels, buying a
little more time for the Army to withdraw from two positions further out west.

Their field commander, Yiman, was waiting for him at the heart of the low-roofed chamber,
looking just as dishevelled as the rest of his retinue. All around him, baseline staff studied
tactical hololiths or wrestled with faulty comms-boxes.

'Be welcome, my khan,' said Yiman, inclining his head. 'I trust von arc recovered.'

Shiban flexed his augmetic hand, feeling the joints snag, the residual pain. 'Perfectly. How goes
it?'

Yiman turned to a hololith column, bringing up the tunnel network in a spidery tangle. 'They
have been advancing for two days now, without pause, here and here. We demolished these
sections to slow them, but it only buys so much time - they have plenty of excavators. Increased
numbers coming down over the past two weeks. Though, if I am honest, not as many as I feared.'

Shiban nodded, taking it all in. 'The Inner Palace walls are breached - they are swarming for the
main prize.'

'We guessed as much. Then we will be asked to hold for longer?'

'No. The Khagan is accelerating the withdrawal. How long were you ordered to maintain
position?'

'Another twenty-four hours.'

'Make it four. Anything you can't retrieve by then, leave it. All Legion assets to make for
Colossi, all auxiliaries to head for the Ultimate Gate.'

Yiman hesitated. 'Four hours,' he said, in a low voice.

'It s all we will get.'

Another hesitation - clearly calculating what could be salvaged. '"Maybe that is for the best. The
Army units... they struggle to operate in this.'

"You encounter yaksha down here?'

'More and more.' Yiman patted the tulwar at his belt. "We ourselves are getting better at ending
them. That satisfies me. But the auxilia cannot face them, and it is cruelty to ask.'

Shiban looked around the bunker's interior, studying the faces of those hard at work. The V
Legion menial cadres had always been exceptionally tough and well trained, the equal of any
non-Legion military unit in the Imperial Army. Now, though, their expressions betrayed the
extent of their ordeal. None of them looked to have slept enough, if at all. Their skin was sallow,
their movements sluggish. In another theatre, he might have reprimanded Yiman for allowing
such an environment to fester, but this was different. He felt it himself - the constant pull of
weariness, of mental strain, dragging at him, whispering of every failure he had ever made, all
the time, on and on. Even when you knew it wasn't natural, and that its source was understood, it
was still hard to counter, and that was with all the advantages he had been given. For the auxilia,
who had been fighting a losing battle for months, it would soon become impossible to bear.

'l see it,' Shiban said. 'They should be given the chance to escape from this, even if only for a
while.'

Yiman turned to his adjutant then and shot off a series of battlesign commands. The warrior
bowed, and hurried off to implement them. 'l am honoured that you delivered these orders in
person, my khan,' he said, as the augur-units against the far wall lit up with renewed scans. 'But
now, if four hours is all we have, I must depart for the tunnels - there will be hard fighting before



we can extract our own.'

Shiban smiled, and unclamped the long guan dao power-glaive from his back. He brandished it
deftly two-handed, enjoying the accustomed weight of the blade. It was the same weapon he'd
carried since the campaign on Chondax seven years ago - just like him, tough to kill.

'l didn't come here just to pass on orders,' he said. 'This is still my brotherhood, Yiman - show
me to the daemons.'



SEVEN

Gold under shadow
Prince of Baal
Cthonia on Terra

But they came to him now, the Neverborn, needing no invitation to bring them into strike range.
They wanted it. For some reason, they wanted to die on his blade, or at least to face him briefly,
to laugh, or to feel some rush of fear, or maybe just to be there, at this time, in this place. It
mattered to them. For once, they seemed to take it all seriously.

He still killed them, because that was his vocation: Constantin Valdor, captain-general, spear-
bearer, threshold-keeper. He stalked through the narrow walkways of the Sanctum Imperialis, the
deep vaults, the hidden places, waiting, watching. And then they came to him, sooner or later,
rushing out of the dark to sink their fangs into his chest. His spear became bloody, its blade
coated with the thick essence of creatures who had no true need for real blood. They died - or, at
least, they were sent back to the place that spawned them - and then he would start again, going
silently, hunting.

The fighting had been hard enough on the Outer Wall, where he had served alongside Raldoron
of the IX and the Great Khan of the V. Raldoron had impressed him - a fighter after his own
manner, measured and artful. The Khan had been the Khan, peerless in some respects, frustrating
in others. Now, though, the time for manning the far ramparts was over. The perimeter had
shrunk steadily, pulling back towards the Inner Palace, and now within that too. It had never
been a tidy process - large tracts of territory had been encircled and stubbornly held - but the
shape of it was established.

So he could delay no longer. The order was given for all surviving Custodians to fall back to the
Sanctum Imperialis. Valdor had informed Dorn, of course, who had barely acknowledged the
courtesy. Perhaps he hadn't been aware that so many had been fighting for so long in exposed
positions, so occupied was he with his many duties. Still, it was done. The Ten Thousand, who
now numbered but a tithe of that nominal complement, had taken up arms within the very core of
the Emperor's domain, ready for the assault on the last walls of all, both visible and invisible.

More than most, Valdor understood the true nature of that conflict. Any conscript in the
trenches knew that the enemy was coming at them over ground, but would have been wholly
unaware of the struggles going on the whole time under their feet. The battle for Terra had been
going on a lot longer down there, and was a degree more vicious. For the most part, it was the
Emperor who held the hordes back, and whose matchless power blocked the one stable passage
up into the foundations of the Throneroom itself.

Every barrier was leaky, though, if placed under enough stress, and now the pores were
opening. Much as it pained Valdor to admit it, his master's control was slipping. The great ward-
shield erected over the Palace was failing. The counterpart barriers sunk into the earth were



failing. The daemons could worm their way in now, darting out across the battlements, spinning
down from the firelit air, thrusting up from the toxic soils. There was no single battlefront any
more, no cleanly defined line behind which the defenders could shelter, but a heavily perforated
sphere of imperfect control. With every hour, the chance of that residual protection disappearing
entirely increased a little further.

He found himself almost wishing for the moment to come. He knew it had to arrive soon.
Guilliman had not made it. Even if the Ultramarines somehow appeared, it would surely be too
late to make a difference. Everything would come down to the Throneroom, the fulcrum of the
entire grand drama, just as it had always been destined to. The Emperor was there. The
Warmaster was closing in. The rest of the galaxy felt entirely irrelevant beside the chance to
control that one minuscule speck of territory, that one tiny enclosed chamber, buried deep amid
the fossils of earlier empires, the one location on Tena Valdor was sworn to defend at all costs.

And then he paused, suddenly alert.

The corridor ran away ahead, black as pitch. The walls here were bone-like, ridged and gnarled
and thick with dust. He was a long way down, far below even the Dungeon's deepest levels.
These places smelled of older, stranger civilisations, ones that had lived and died thousands of
years before his own had fought its way to prominence. Not all traces of those forgotten cultures
had been completely erased - the tunnels went down a long way.

He narrowed his eyes, remaining perfectly motionless. The tunnel was silent - down here, the
perpetual thunder of the surface guns could no longer be made out. He could smell something,
though, just barely, a faint whiff of... burning.

He crept forward, his auramite boots sinking softly into dust layers ten centimetres thick. The
walls of the corridor, delved for mortal dimensions, pressed close. You could imagine being
buried alive here, smothered by the millions of tonnes of rock above and around you. His
shoulder guard snagged on an outgrowth, and he adjusted his position. It felt as if the route ahead
was narrower than it had been. He looked up, searching for stress fractures on the rock-cut roof,
and saw only the thick coating of ancient filth, black as oil.

A few more steps, cautious now, every sense alert. The smell grew more intense. He thought he
heard a faint hiss from some way back, but paid it no mind. Something was in the tunnel with
him now, a presence without a soul, coiled up in the darkness. It would try to trick him, if it
could, distract his focus, send him down the wrong path.

He made it to the end of the tunnel. He saw a stone arch ahead of him, grainy in his helm's
night-vision. The keystone was low - he'd have to stoop to enter. On the far side of the arch was a
tiny chamber, mottled with mould spores, clammy and damp. An altar of some sort stood against
the far wall, engraved with characters and images he didn't recognise. A single candle stood on
the altar-top, burning with a blue-white flame that seemed to give out no illumination at all.

The place was cold. Very cold. Lines of frost rimed the rough-cut stones. Despite that, the smell
of burning was overwhelming.

A presence was in there, hidden from view for now, but occupying it nonetheless.

He activated the disruptor field on his guardian spear, and the space flooded with vivid light.
Shadows leapt away from him, all except for a ragged patch of darkness just in front of the altar,
a clot of non-reflective blackness, low down.

'Go away,' a voice whispered, childlike, impish. I am praying'.

Valdor did not move immediately. 'You could learn things from these creatures, if you were
patient. There is nothing to pray to, down here.'



'But plenty to pray for.'

'If you say so.'

The nugget of darkness writhed, expanded, then started to twist around A pale grey head
emerged, as if from under a fowl. It was hairless, eyeless, noseless A single month took up most
of the space, and it was ringed with ranks of tiny teeth When it spoke, flabby wide lips rippled
obscenely.

"You could leave me be,' it said 'l am quite harmless. 'And I have lived here for a very long
time.'

Valdor remained watchful. The candle flame had stopped moving, caught as if in a freeze-
frame. 'Nothing lives down here.'

'"You and me. We do.'

'Only one of us is alive.'

The mouth stretched into a wide grin. 'For now. You're not safe. Not even your muster. We will
feast on Him, when He is sent into our realm.'

'l think not.'

"You think? For yourself? I see no evidence of that.'

The vile mouth gaped wider. 'But let's see how quick you are!'

It suddenly jerked upwards, outwards, the teeth-filled mouth gaping and dividing with
horrifying speed. Valdor slashed straight into the tumbling wail of darkness, scything his spear
diagonally and dragging its tip across the splayed maws. The expanding daemon's flesh split
apart, scattering into new coal-black slivers that quickly pooled and reformed and wriggled back
up into fresh bodies. For an instant, it looked as if the entire chamber would be suffocated by
them, as they reared up and slobbered over the lone Custodian and drenched the entire space in
void-like streamers of darkness.

But Valdor had only made the first cut to get closer to his real target. His second swipe,
crossways, bisected the candle and snuffed out its frozen flame. The multiple daemon-forms
immediately screamed in agony, then splattered into flying gobbets that coated the walls in black
mucus. Valdor swept around towards the original glut of pseudo-flesh, still bearing the remnants
of its uncanny mouth, jabbed down and pinned it to the chamber floor.

It writhed and spat. Tor a fraction of a second, Valdor felt its essence shudder up the shaft of his
spear. He had a brief glimpse of another world, an infinite one, made of pain, made of malice,
swirling, transmuting. He understood then that this presence was a petty one, a wayfinder, a
prober of weak links, a slave to greater denizens of that pain-world and now destined to be
consumed by them for its failure. He experienced a slice of its terror at that prospect - so much
more acute than a mortal could ever have experienced.

He thumbed the disruptor trigger, and the last slug of its physical extrusion exploded in a
crackle of gold.

'"That quick,' he said grimly, and extinguished the flame.

Afterwards, he took a few moments to recover. Not from the physical exertion - that had been
trivial - but from the exposure to such raw truth. Every time he did that, every time he opened
himself up to those visions, it got a little harder to stomach. He could feel the foulness polluting
him, introducing the ghosts of doubt where none should ever have been possible.

To kill with this blade, it took a toll. If he had been capable of doubting his master, he might
have spent more time wondering why he had been given such a weapon. It seemed that the
Emperor had forged a whole brace of such things, only to give them away to His servants,



liberally, like the battle-trophies of some ancient warlord. They all had powers, some brazen,
some subtle, some yet to be uncovered, none of them straightforward.

He looked down, where the last dregs of the daemonic essence pooled at his boots. Such
creatures were the worst. The death of a mortal might expose a brief, uncomfortable truth -
something to check you, make you reflect. The Neverborn, when they were sent screaming back
to the other side of the curtain, gave you something much more disturbing - a snatched glimpse
of something ineffable, vile, beyond reason. Perhaps, if he'd been gifted with a more vivid
imagination, he might have found himself overwhelmed by such visions. Even so, you didn't
forget them. They hung around afterwards, repeating through your mind, nagging reminders of
what they all fought against, and what they had striven to build, and what they currently seemed
destined to lose.

'Captain-general,' came a priority burst through his helm-mounted comm. It was Amon. Just to
hear his voice - a steady, calm, loyal voice - came as a relief.

'Speak,' Valdor said, withdrawing from the chamber.

'An update from the Blackstone. The woman Keeler is loose now, position unknown. Her
supervised release was interrupted by the presence of an unexpected party. Identity unconfirmed.
Judged to be of the Legiones Astartes.'

'And this party is after her now?'

'Assuredly. I enquire after authorisation to intervene.'

'Negative. If she has any role to play now, it will be outside our control." Valdor had never
particularly seen the wisdom of this programme, but it had oversight at the highest level, so it
was best that it ran its course.

'Understood. Which brings me onto the other subject.'

'"The bio-criminal.’

'l have him under surveillance still, but he is skilled. If things were not otherwise, I would place
a Tier-three watch-guard on him, but the power to do so no longer exists.'

That was almost certainly true. Soon they would no longer be able to exert any kind of control
over the Palace beyond the Sanctum itself.

'"Then your judgement?'

'Given the circumstances, I cannot promise to keep him under observation for much longer.
This may require a more... expert intervention.'

Valdor thought on that. He had his duties here. Few could hunt down the daemonic with such
precision, and the need for vigilance would only grow If he left the narrow limits of the Sanctum
now, it could only he for a short lime Despite all that he had seen in the Dungeon since the start
of the siege, the criminals presence still filled him with considerable and growing unease.

At the start, he hadn't even been convinced that f b's boasts were anything more than bluster, a
way to get out of his predicament. Now, though, he was no longer sure. The tantalising
possibility existed, even in this galaxy of lies, that he had actually meant what he'd said, and
could do what he claimed.

Generate threats, respond to them. Place our minds in the situation of those who wish to do Him
harm. Let them in close, accepting the risk in return for the knowledge we gain.

That had always been the principle, ever since the affair with Astarte The fact that they were
still conducting 