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

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

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

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			‘The path towards damnation is not determined in the end sum of a life. The blackening of one’s soul is measured by degrees, from heartbeat to heartbeat. Perdition is not born in the din and fires of war, but rather within the silence of a solitary mind.’

			Fragment recovered from Pre-Unification Europan Opus, 
attribution unknown
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			PROLOGUE

			 


			It was born in lust and unthinkable atrocity. Coalesced from the anguish and joy of a billion souls across a billion lifetimes, it swam in the afterbirth of a new god, shuddering from the screaming reverberations that echoed without end from the wound its arrival had torn in the fabric of the universe. 

			From deep within this realm that joined real and unreal, it slipped out from the Sea of Souls, and onto the land of souls. It caressed the ­material void with questing tendrils. It was a whisper, a mellifluous zephyr that had tempted the ambition of kings and twisted entire worlds into writhing monuments of flesh, shrines for the master of pain and pleasure who was the Youngest God. It was honey and silver and the laughter and cries of aeons of sentient life. It was all of these things, and more.

			It watched the day and night pass over the empires of man, rising and falling, swelling and starving. It watched as they laid claim to the stars, and first drank from the cup offered by the realm of the gods. It watched as those who drank turned upon those who would not, and set their galaxy afire. Champions rose, and as a shining son was born anew within the cradle of the Dark Prince, it found the object of its desire. 

			It watched as his hearts were pierced by midnight blades, and fate flew  to pull him into the dark. A million denizens of oblivion waited across the veil, howling and slavering for the feast of his soulfire as the last of his life ebbed away. It moved closer, and in an instant it was there, looming over his stricken form, watching the lifeblood drain from his veins to grow cold and still. So long had it waited for this moment. 

			The one born of lust and atrocity reached down, and smiled.
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			PART I

			NUMB
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			I.I

			 

			The Pit Cur cut a rattling dive through the maelstrom. She was an ugly craft, the core of a boxy mass conveyor swollen into a hulking monstrosity of oversized weapons batteries and crudely stacked armour plates wrapped around a bulbous cluster of warp engines. She bore none of the avian or oceanic grace that had inspired so many shipwrights as they had created the spacefaring vessels of mankind. 

			Her utilitarian form suited the ones who now called her solemn decks of adamantium and cold iron home. In the time since the ship’s capture by her current masters, the Pit Cur had been rendered into an effigy, her armour plating edged in brass and lacquered in crimson as if she had breached from an ocean of spilled blood, all in veneration to the God of War. The ship’s blackened engines burned hot, oblivious to the handful of smaller escort craft straining to keep pace with her as they clung to her flanks. 

			Riotous colour twisted and bloomed around the Pit Cur. Churning nebulae of half-formed hands and faces waxed and undulated, birthing clusters of light and tumbling raw matter into being and then destroying them just as quickly. Storms of incomparable scale appeared instantaneously, the feeding grounds for ancient intelligences of congealed passion who were ravenous for the chance to strip the souls from mortal flesh. Trillions of predators swam through the ­psychic syrup of accumulated sentient emotion, whispering promises and lies to any that would hear them.

			The mortal crew of the Pit Cur shuffled in fearful silence through the dark arteries of their vessel, wary to keep themselves far from the masters who roamed the upper decks. They were slaves to towering demigods, enraged beasts clad in armour of brass and blood-red, a shard of transhuman shrapnel sent spinning upon the path of its own destiny in the wake of the XII Legion’s death at Skalathrax. Their path was erratic, guided by the aggression engines ticking into their minds with a ceaseless desire for butchery. Internal strife against their own brethren was as commonplace within their savage throng as the raiding and pillaging they committed across the storms. 

			Life was cheap aboard the Pit Cur, especially that of the mortals who had never seen beyond its slowly corroding halls. Theirs was a brutal existence, as unstable as the abused brains of their lords, though the ones who led their warband were not so blind as to yield all caution. For they plied the space between the real and the unreal, the realm that had been both their refuge and their prison since the failed siege of Terra. They were in the Eye of Terror, and danger lurked all around them, staring with a billion eyes both mundane and aetheric. 

			In this instance, danger took a familiar form.

			The huntress slipped forth from the shimmering storms that wreathed Eyespace, sentient lightning clinging and licking at the pale lozenge of blue-and-gold light encasing her that was her Geller field. Where the Pit Cur was bulky and unsightly, a monument to uncouth wrath and aggression, the huntress was breathtaking. She was an elegant spear of platinum and bleached mauve, a cityscape of fluted towers and cathedrals sculpted into a knife’s edge. Her hull was pockmarked and blackened by ceaseless war stretching back to the killing grounds of Isstvan, yet these scars did nothing to diminish the beauty of her sublimely regal form. 

			The huntress angled her bladed prow, adorned with the anguished effigy of a crucified eagle rendered in blemished gold, towards the Pit Cur, and leapt forwards on swift engines into attack range.

			Alarms and warning klaxons rang out within the Pit Cur, scratchy and blaring in disunity from a combination of poor maintenance and overuse. Crew rushed through corridors stained in scarlet emergency lighting. Threadbare boots and rag-bound feet splashed through pools of blood running without source or end from the ceiling and walls to collect in the deck grating. Serfdom under the War God’s champions had dulled the horror of those still living to serve, and they jostled and shoved past one another to reach their appointed battle stations. The pale, spindly figures of lobotomised servitors dragged themselves to the enginarium and maintenance decks, while brutish vat-grown abhumans stomped towards the weapons batteries, slathering their chemically swollen arms with chalk as they made ready to haul enormous shells into the breeches of the ship’s guns. The walls around them shivered as the Pit Cur’s engines were pushed beyond their tolerances, the hull issuing a chorus of tortured metallic groans as she twisted her superstructure to face the approaching foe.

			The escorts sailing with the Pit Cur, a pair of Idolator-class lance raiders and a single Infidel-class torpedo frigate that any reasonable commander would have decommissioned a century ago, peeled away from the larger vessel’s flanks and surged towards the huntress. Their commanders spread their meagre numbers in a wide formation, seeking to divide the invader’s fire and buy time for the Pit Cur to come about and bring her superior weapons batteries to bear.

			Void conflict was a feat of mathematics and complex calculation, a precise dance conducted from a staggering distance. Battles where the opposing commanders were ever close enough to have made visual contact with one another were occasions of extreme rarity. The huntress had arrived practically on top of the Pit Cur and her escorts, immediately triggering the wail of extreme proximity alarms and impact klaxons across the bridges and command decks of every vessel. This choice of tactics was far from unexpected, however, for those who waged the Legion wars preferred engagements of a more intimate nature than those fought by conventional navies.

			Migraine-bright spears of crackling light slashed out from the forked prows of the Idolator raiders. Smoke and bits of wreckage shook from the Infidel’s hull as it loosed a spread of torpedoes at point-blank range. Lances erupted across the huntress’ void shields in a corona of slick multicolour, while point-defence batteries along the hull of the purple-and-silver ship lit the void with streams of tracer fire. Golden ribbons of shells struck the incoming ordnance, reducing the torpedoes to small spheres of expanding fire that quickly shrank and guttered out to nothing. 

			Pinpricks of light gathered along the flanks of the huntress as her own lance batteries primed. Brilliant bolts of energy linked her to the three escort vessels for an eye-blink. The void shields of the smaller warships popped like soap bubbles as the concentrated beams continued on, slicing through armour as knives carve through flesh. Internal detonations boiled over the hulls of the escorts as their warp drives overloaded, blowing them apart in eye-aching bursts of spectral-blue plasma. 

			Men and women streamed into the storm from the warships’ ruptured hulls like blood spurting from lacerated flesh. Those not already dead would writhe in agony before joining those who were, either from the uncaring cold of the void, or at the hands of the Neverborn that roosted in the maelstrom’s tides. A lesson quickly learned by all of those who were banished to the Eye of Terror, both mortal and demigod alike, was that there were many fates worse than death. Those sucked out into the void did not wait long to learn the full extent of that truth.

			Their killer had not even broken her stride. The huntress sailed with the easy, natural grace of a dancer through the clouds of spinning debris, which was all that remained of the escort craft and their thousands of crew, as she bore down upon her true prey.

			Across the outer decks of the Pit Cur, mortal crew scurried out of the path of power-armoured giants clutching brutish chainaxes and glaives. Eye-lenses of crimson and dirty jade pierced the gloom from beneath the crests of their war-helms, and the waspish buzz of their active war-plate sent ripples through the blood pooled on the deck. Twitches and low growls issued from the warriors as the pain engines implanted in their brains punished calm and fed them frenzy. A low, coarse voice barked across the ship-wide vox, scratching from ­battered horns in guttural Nagrakali: ‘Gird your plate and ready your blades. Praise be to Kharnath! Praise to the War God! He has given us skulls to split and blood to spill.’

			They had been made to be angels. Even more so than the Legions who bore that epithet within their own titles, more than the entirety of the Legiones Astartes who strode across the galaxy as the conquering Imperium of Man’s Angels of Death, only one Legion understood the true totality of such an ideal. To be angelic, to truly realise the intended vision of their creation, could only be fulfilled by achieving perfection.

			Only one Legion had borne the name of the Emperor. Only one Legion had been chosen to wear the symbol of the Master of Mankind, the Palatine aquila upon their armour as their blood and iron forged His interstellar dominion. Only one Legion had ever been perfect enough to be called His Children.

			The Diadem slid through the milky squalls of prismatic warp light, her void shields flickering as the last of her prey’s escort picket rained over her as shards of twisted wreckage. She rolled aside from the fire of the Pit Cur’s macro-cannon batteries, salvoes of shells the size of hive city tenements screaming harmlessly past as the ancient strike cruiser manoeuvred with stately grace. The heavily modified mass transport ahead of her listed from the recoil of her guns, unable to match the preternatural agility of the Diadem as she knifed into close range.

			Lances and smaller weapons batteries linked the space between the two vessels in storms of fire as the Diadem dipped low and under the Pit Cur. While the heliotrope strike cruiser still lit the twisted void around them with the kaleidoscopic light of her intact void shields, the Pit Cur’s layered energy fields had overloaded, and clouds of broken weapons emplacements and shattered armour hung in loose orbit around her hull. Hundreds of crew bled out into the void from deck breaches, torn into the waiting arms of the Neverborn that chose the Eye as their feeding ground. 

			Slipping beneath the Pit Cur’s guns, the Diadem executed an immaculate roll, turning the anger of her lance batteries upon the mass conveyor’s sub-warp engine arrays. As her prey listed to a halt, trailing a sputtering tail of neon gases from ruptured propulsion drives melting to charred slag, the Diadem continued to roll. Splinters of dark lilac shot from her flanks before she burned her engines bright and blasted past the wounded Pit Cur. Like seeds scattered across a field, the tiny darts of boarding pods sank into the undefended belly of the conveyor and locked fast to her hull. 

			The majority of the World Eaters aboard the Pit Cur, as per standard tactics when repelling voidborne boarding actions, mustered to take up positions at sites of the greatest strategic importance. The greatest numbers deployed across her corridors were tasked with guarding the enginarium, upper decks and bridge against any invader seeking to wrest control of the ship from the warriors of the XII Legion.

			The fallen angels locked within the boarding pods sought a different prize, however. The Pit Cur, a broken-down junker scarcely stitched together and barely suited for travel through Eyespace, meant nothing to them. Their eyes were locked on the true treasure aboard the heavy mass conveyer, the teeming masses packed into the blackness of its holding decks – mortals destined for lives of brutal toil or violent deaths in the gladiatorial fighting pits of the Eaters of Worlds. 

			The fallen angels had come to free those wretches from the captivity of XII Legion shackles. Their liberators had an entirely different fate in store for them. A fate that was sublimely, excruciatingly worse.

			Direnc clutched the length of rusted iron pipe to his barrel chest, the thunderous tremors around him crashing in concert with the pounding hammer of his heart. He had torn the pipe out from the wall of a long-abandoned maintenance duct four months ago, and since that time it had helped him in killing eight men and three women in the lightless expanse of the Pit Cur’s lower decks. Direnc had sought none of them out, but he had not had to. From murdering over debts incurred gambling in the fighting pits to struggling for the meagre supplies necessary to eke out a threadbare existence aboard the ship, killing was a way of life for those in thrall to the War God, from the lowliest slave to the Red Centurion who ruled the warband and the Pit Cur as its chieftain. 

			Rounded up with a dozen other slaves, Direnc had been herded into the depths of the ship, to guard against potential invasion. Most of the other slaves were armed in a similarly pitiful manner to Direnc, white-knuckled claws gripping sharpened bits of plasteel tubing or battered industrial tools. Looking around the near total blackness of the corridor in which he found himself, he wondered what the ragged collection of serfs could possibly do to stop any hostile demi­gods intent on cutting their way into the ship. Even against a single one of them, the slaves would do little more than serve as a meat shield to cake their boots.

			Only one man present in the corridor was armed with anything that was ever originally intended to be used as a weapon. The overseer flicked nervous eyes from slave to slave, cradling the dented stock of a beaten combat shotgun against his hip. He had positioned himself behind the pack of terrified thralls, to serve more as a means of keeping them from fleeing than to repel any boarders himself. 

			Wiping grimy sweat from his brow, Direnc pushed a deep breath from between his teeth. The entire situation was insane. The idea of anyone coming close enough to be boarded by the Pit Cur and its cohort of geneforged killers was as good as suicidal. The very notion that anyone would board such a ship themselves was beyond ludicrous. Direnc was strong enough to survive aboard the Pit Cur. His large, muscular frame ensured that he could keep himself alive as well as haul the fuel lines and ammunition hoppers used to rearm and refuel the masters’ war machines housed in the primary landing bay. He stood a head taller than most of the other men and women around him, but he was still a child in comparison to one of the legionaries.

			The walls around Direnc heaved as a shell struck the hull nearby, filling the air with the sonorous screech of protesting metal. Another, greater impact followed, right at the end of their corridor. Direnc managed to seize hold of an exposed pipe threading the wall to remain upright, just keeping him from joining several of the slaves around him who were dashed against the walls and deposited on the deck. Dazed men and women pushed themselves shakily back to their feet, while others, their bodies bent and folded at unnatural angles, remained unmoving on the grate.

			Deep, resonant clunks issued from the end of the corridor, underpinning the shriek of shearing hull plating. Faint pinpricks of light appeared against the far wall, multiplying and merging together as the metal began to glow. Acrid smoke billowed down the corridor as the wall melted into slag, slopping down onto the deck in hissing, golden lumps. 

			Direnc’s blood froze. He had spent enough time maintaining the warband’s attack craft to recognise the tell-tale effects of a melta cutter. The enemy had attached a boarding ram to the Pit Cur. Right here.

			The slaves began to look behind them, instinct and the animal urge to flee for their lives taking hold over their minds. The air grew thick with the sour reek of adrenaline. Panicked chatter broke out, as more and more of the thralls backed away from the rapidly growing breach in the wall at the end of the corridor. 

			The overseer standing behind them with the shotgun barked a threat, firing his weapon into the crowd. A man thudded to the deck, his chest ripped open by the blast. The mob reeled, looking back to see the last of the wall boil away.

			Silence filled the corridor for a handful of moments. The slaves jumped as a low hiss issued out from the site of the breach. A thick, rolling mist billowed down, a deep rose in colour. Slowly it filled the corridor, curling towards them in soft pink tendrils.

			The slaves began to see shapes form in the depths of the mist. Large things clad in spiked armour. Legionaries. And these were not their masters.

			Pandemonium gripped the serfs. Frantic, they turned upon the overseer en masse. He issued a command to halt, his voice cracking from panic, and fired the shotgun into the crowd again. Aiming was unnecessary against the frenzied press advancing on him. Men and women were flung back, shredded by the booming blasts, and all the while the mist crept closer.

			Direnc leapt at the overseer, twisting himself aside just as the shotgun fired again. The bulk of the shot missed him, but a handful of razored pellets stitched across his side in puffs of dark blood. Pain exploded, ripping out from Direnc’s ribcage and spreading like fire over his body. Rage willed him to his knees, and he grabbed the panicked overseer around the waist and hauled him to the ground. The man thrashed and kicked, struggling to level the shotgun at Direnc’s head as the mist drifted nearer. 

			Direnc smashed into the overseer with a brutal headbutt. He felt his nose break, mashing flat to his face in a starburst of black, hot pain, but also felt something shift in the overseer’s skull. Dazed, the man loosened his grip on the shotgun, and Direnc wrenched it from his grip. Reversing his hold on the weapon, he smashed its buttstock down into the overseer’s face. He brought it down again, and again, and again, until what he was hitting lost any semblance of having ever been human. Blood, spongy globs of flesh and splinters of bone covered the buttstock, slippery in Direnc’s grip as he stood, whirling around and bringing the weapon up to his shoulder.

			The mist had reached him. It rolled forwards like a living thing of rosy smoke, surging up and into his mouth and nostrils. It filled his lungs, passing through the membranes to spin through his bloodstream. 

			For a moment, Direnc was perfectly still. The shotgun clattered to the deck, utterly forgotten as he fell to his knees. His pupils dilated, growing so wide that his eyes appeared to have no irises at all. His hands shook. Tears streamed down his face, carving lines through the gore as he both laughed and sobbed at the same time. 

			Bliss enveloped Direnc, utter, unrestrained and complete. He felt it pass into his heart and radiate out in ripples of ecstasy with every pulsing beat. It felt like being wrapped in warm silk, like the kiss of a roaring fire in the ship’s freezing lower decks. It felt like love, honest and asking nothing of him. It only gave, true and unending. 

			The dark, rust-pitted corridors of the Pit Cur, slathered with blood and sweat and curses, melted away. The stale, earthy scent of poorly recycled air was replaced by rapturous perfume. Direnc’s pain, his fear, his loneliness, all evaporated. A song filled the air, the purest, most beautiful music he had ever heard. Direnc wanted to drown in it, forgetting everything but the unimaginable pleasure he was sinking into. 

			Nothing else mattered. Nothing could ever matter as much as the waves of elation washing over his senses. Curled into a ball beneath the mist, Direnc giggled softly as pinkish foam boiled from between his lips. To him, the clanging tread of armoured boots felt kilometres away as they passed him by, barely registering in his mind as they crushed corpses into paste on their way to the heart of the Pit Cur. 
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			I.II

			 

			Krysithius sighed as broken flesh tore and squelched beneath the claws of his boots. There was a time, the swordsman remembered, when such a thing would have sent a thrill of giddiness crawling up his spine. Worship of the Youngest God had brought him and his brothers to the well of never-ending pleasure, and they had drunk deeply from it. 

			So deeply, that after millennia even the sublime physiology of the Legiones Astartes had grown numb to the world of the senses, their nerves overloaded so completely that they could only hope to render a fraction of the pleasure they once provided. So now, he experienced sensations that had once brought him such joy as muted, distant things. It was like hearing an echo, but never the true sound that had birthed it.

			Twisting his painted features of gold and indigo in a snarl, Krysithius cast aside his melancholy thoughts. The crystal claws of his gauntlets clicked against the hilt of his sword in anticipation. It had been too long since the Cohors Nasicae had slipped the leash. Too long since the last indulgence of blood and pain.

			Kindred sons of the perfect Legion followed behind Krysithius, filling the lightless corridor with the glow of crystal-blue helmet lenses. They strode into the passages of the XII Legion vessel encased in war-plate as shattered as their brotherhood. Gone was the clean, regal purple and precious metals they had worn when they conquered the galaxy. Those whose armour was not entirely covered in the stretched skins of their victims displayed a riotous variance of mark and colour. Some wore black, platinum and rose, while ­others were clad in iridescent plate that settled on any single hue for little more than a heart’s beat. There were a diminished few among them who still made war in armour of purple, though it was anything but royal, now the darkly organic swirl of deeply bruised flesh. The Legion of the Emperor’s Children was long dead, and the fragment of its corpse that was the Cohors Nasicae warband was united only in its degradation.

			Like the venomous sneer of Krysithius, the disdain of the other former III Legion warriors for their surroundings was unambiguous. They danced past walls of bare iron, their ears deprived of blissful melodies and clashing harmonics, smelling no perfume upon the air but the bland copper of thin mortal blood. There was no refinement, no artistry or joyful expression of the divine. 

			And no soul.

			Most of the mortals they had encountered since disembarking from the boarding ram were dead, their frail bodies mashed into the deck and useless for their purposes. There were a handful who still drew breath lying jabbering upon the deck, overcome by the musk that Cesare had concocted. The warriors sucked plumes of the mist into their masks, though they quickly waved it away when it failed to arouse within them even a modicum of pleasure. It was a vastly diluted form of the ambrosia the Apothecary had created for them before the warband went forth into battle. 

			Its effect on mortals, though, was quite potent. The swirling pink veil was even now slowly filling the ship, rendering the mortal crew compliant and ensuring that they could be recovered with a ­minimum of waste. Krysithius and the other warriors would be back for them, once they had dealt with their masters.

			The harsh sound of their heavy, reverberating tread filled the corridor junction ahead of Krysithius. He heard the cruel bark of Nagrakali, and whispered a prayer of thanksgiving to the Dark Prince for delivering him here, to savour the bliss of battle once more.

			Two loose packs of World Eaters converged in the gloom of the junction, their hunched forms of brass and deep crimson visibly twitching from the relentless attentions of their Butcher’s Nails. The scream of chain weapons grated in such close quarters, and several of the Cohors Nasicae smiled gratefully at the shrieking discordance. 

			‘Greetings and salutations, dear cousins,’ said Krysithius as he emerged, dipping forwards in an elaborate bow. He looked up at the World Eaters, arching an eyebrow with a smile. ‘Are we unexpected?’

			The lead World Eater, his snarling helm crested by a transverse fan of dagger blades, spread his arms wide at Krysithius, a chainaxe in each battered fist.

			‘Unexpected,’ came the World Eater’s strained reply. Pain stabbed through every syllable, and for a moment, Krysithius almost envied him that. 

			‘Unexpected, but welcome.’ 

			The two groups leapt into the melee. The World Eaters abandoned all sense of unit cohesion in pursuit of slaughter, as they always did. The Cohors Nasicae were similarly divided as they brought their blades to bear, making war as individual swordfighters conducting individual battles. Like hounds and vipers they struck and cleaved at one another, brawlers against dancers.

			Krysithius caught the blurred edge of the lead World Eater’s axe on his vambrace. He smiled as sparks fountained against his face, before spinning beneath with a low slash for his opponent’s gut. The son of Angron saw the attack coming, bringing down his other axe. Krysithius’ blade sliced through the haft of the weapon, severing it cleanly in two. The World Eater rammed his shoulder into Krysithius’ chest, barging him back as he threw the ruined weapon aside. 

			The fighting spilled out of the junction and through a bulkhead, leading into an abandoned observation blister. The dense armourglass dome overhead, blackened and grimy from neglect, nonetheless dominated the chamber, offering a dazzling view of the Eye’s ever-changing swirl of horrors. Now with more room to manoeuvre, the Cohors Nasicae darted across the chamber, kicking off walls and flowing around their slower, plodding foe. 

			Krysithius sneered with irritation as a World Eater seized him from behind in a crushing bear hug. He brought his knees to his chest and arched his back, breaking the warrior’s grip as he flipped behind him and punched the blade of his sword through the World Eater’s neck. He cut the sword free, smiling and watching the legionary’s head flop on its remaining ligaments as the stump of his neck showered the deck with blood.

			Krysithius eyed the pack leader he had been duelling. ‘No manners at all.’

			The XII Legion brute snarled a short laugh through his helm as he charged. Krysithius sidestepped him, stomping down against the side of the World Eater’s knee and grinning as he felt something snap under his boot. Undeterred, the berserker pivoted with a soft crackle of tearing cartilage, gripping Krysithius by the shoulders and driving his shattered knee into the swordsman’s ribcage.

			Fresh pain surged over Krysithius’ senses as his fused ribs shifted, scraping at the periphery of his senses as if from beneath a layer of ice. He felt the barest tantalisation of floating bone scraping against his lungs. One of the organs was punctured, causing a trickle of hot blood to rise up his throat and spatter from between his painted lips. 

			The swordsman grinned with pink teeth. It was sublime.

			Krysithius drove his sword up under the World Eater’s breastplate, punching through the gouged ceramite and through layers of fibre bundle musculature. The blade pierced flesh and split muscle. Krysithius levered it beneath the warrior’s sternum, seeking the thundering hearts within the Space Marine’s chest.

			The World Eater roared, driving an armoured forearm into Krysithius’ throat and throwing his weight forwards. For a moment, the two were airborne, twisted together like lovers. They crashed into the deck hard enough to crater it, and the breath was driven from Krysithius’ lungs as he bore the brunt of their weight. A mouthful of blood burst from his lips, adding more crimson to the gold and indigo painting his face. His sword sank deeper into the World Eater’s chest. He twisted the blade, and felt both hearts tear asunder.

			The World Eater raised his axe in a shaking grip, dark blood pouring over the hilt of Krysithius’ sword. Even with both hearts destroyed, the son of Angron fought on. He swung the axe down in a blur of screaming chain teeth.

			Krysithius leaned to the side, feeling the teeth churn the air as the axe glanced past, slamming and embedding into the deck just beside his head. He swung his hips out and rolled in a sweep to reverse their positions. In a welter of blood, he wrenched his blade free in a two-handed grip and drove it down clear through to the deck, ­impaling the World Eater through the left eye. The legionary twitched, the brass grille of his helm bubbling with a death rattle, before at last he went still. 

			Drawing himself away from the thrill of his triumph, Krysithius frowned as he noticed that the noise of clashing blades had abated. Krysithius was a deeply, singularly vain individual, but even he doubted that the rest of the battle would cease merely to admire the handiwork of one of, he admitted, his uglier kills. He craned his head up, following the gaze of every other warrior in the chamber, to the armourglass dome over their heads.

			From nothing, a planet had appeared. It burst into being like a ­bubble popping in reverse, right on top of the Pit Cur. It had manifested so close to them that swirls of orange and white began to sweep and wash over the observation dome. The vessel’s superstructure rattled and twisted in a scream of metal, like a bell being torn in half. The ship was already inside the planet’s gravity well and its atmosphere, being hauled down into its embrace. Krysithius did not know what manner of surface the daemon world they were crashing into had, but he knew that he would be discovering that very, very soon.

			‘Well,’ murmured Krysithius, pulling his blade free. ‘That was unexpected.’
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			I.III

			 

			+Master.+

			He slouched in the darkness upon a throne of oiled silver and skinless meat. His body was a muddled, insubstantial thing, like a figure cast from wax that a flame’s kiss had long since melted away to shapelessness. Every part of him was formless in this way, save for his face. 

			It was a consumptive pink mask of intricate, lovingly self-inflicted wounds pulled tightly over a narrow, patrician skull. Eyes of stark green muddied with bloodshot jet stared unfocused out into the wan light of the chamber, while a black, serpentine tongue ran idly over teeth filed down into needle-sharp points. 

			+Master.+

			The tongue caught for an instant upon one of the fangs, causing a thin trickle of blood, dark as wine mixed with ash, to spill down the figure’s chin–

			–Sensations erupted across his body. His pupils dilated. The stretched mass of his chest rose and fell rapidly, soaking inhuman lungs with the spicy metallic scent of demigod blood. The tongue thrashed, coating itself and his teeth in the rich coppery tang. The spilling of blood was sublime, it was–

			–Nothing.

			The experience of such sensations, when even the slightest pain could swell his being with pleasure, was now a thing consigned to memory. Memories of when the screams and rending of flesh, of that belonging to other souls equally as much as his own, had driven him to deeper, transcendent debaucheries beyond excess, and beyond sanity. But that was a time that had long since passed him by.

			The swollen pits that had once been ears did not react to the ­pittance of his own bloodshed, as they strained to enthral his mind with symphony. 

			Dozens of undulating faces covered the walls, shrieking a ululating lament of ceaseless torment. They were the shackled essences of men and women, kings and slaves, champions, aliens and those touched by the Dark Gods themselves. All were murderers. All shared in the same perdition. They thrashed, rolling and pressing in vain attempts to win their freedom like creatures eternally drowning within tar pits. The captive souls screamed in an endless choir of the damned, each wailing the dirge of their own individual torment to meld into a discordant song of anguish. 

			Glistening creatures writhed upon the floor before the throne. Some were human, some were not, and then there were others who had once been born as men and women, but had renounced the boundaries of their race to become something more. They moaned and hissed, clawing and cutting and coupling, their every action perpetrated to satisfy the desire of drawing the ecstasy of sensation from flesh. Their softer, warmer cries melted into the howls from the walls. Their song was mellifluous to him, beautiful. 

			Perfect. 

			+Master.+

			The third call triggered a twitch of irritation at the corner of his raw-lipped maw. The presence of other minds within his during his time of succour sparked his ire. A low noise welled up in his throat, the beginnings of a snarl, as the dreamlike state he had been savouring in solitude was disrupted. The sender knew that she had won his attention, and his anger, and thus was brief.

			+A king of blood and bronze has revealed himself.+ 

			She spoke with an angel’s voice, unspoiled by age or the ugliness that came with time’s passage. 

			+The field of battle now bears the weight of one worthy of the Eternal’s blade.+

			The snarl softened at the revelation, smoothing into a pleasured coo. Filed teeth glittered as the lips peeled back from them in a ­savage grin.

			The faces shrieked all the louder, spiking in a hopeless crescendo as they melted from the walls, exposing the bloody frescos and sweat-soaked tapestries beneath as they slid down with a sickening slowness to the floor. They were dragged towards the enthroned figure, captives in an angler’s net being hauled in for harvest. For a moment they pooled quivering beneath him, before slipping upwards, wrapping themselves around muscular limbs and a torso rapidly resolving into form and definition.

			A hiss of pleasure-pain passed from the figure as the jelly of bound souls hardened into segmented plates of baroque armour, continuously emitting a cracking, splitting noise as the faces upon its surface bobbed and wailed their futile cries. The figure braced himself internally as the calm solitude of his mind was shattered.

			Dozens of voices cried out behind his eyes. Pain, despair, pleading and rage all mingled and overlapped inside his skull as the stolen howled their torment within his mind. They begged him for deliverance, swore vindication or taunted him in their despair, scratching and needling and ringing in a never-ending discordance of the damned.

			The figure rose to his feet. The cavorting fiends upon the floor ceased their debauchery, fleeing from him in terror. Ropes of muscle the red of raw meat unspooled from his right arm. Spines and hooked barbs burst forth along the twitching mass, drooling sickly venom that sizzled as it pattered to the floor. The glistening lash stretched across the ground for a moment, before drawing back and coiling around the right forearm of the figure.

			He reached out with his left arm, and an attendant wretch ­waddled to his side on its knees. The slave made a simpering, choked sound, its lips quivering around the hilt of the sword sheathed in its throat. Its master took the blade’s grip in his clawed gauntlet, sparing its bearer the briefest of glances, which drew a gasp of elation from its bleeding lips. 

			With a single smooth motion, he drew the sword. Without the daemonic essence locked within the weapon to sustain it, the vassal’s abused flesh withered. It grew pale and ashen, and webs of dark veins branched out across its trembling face. The figure flicked his wrist in irritation and severed the slave’s head. The crowd of fiends dived upon the still-twitching corpse, tearing into it to feed their perverted desires, while their master turned the sword slowly in the candlelight. 

			It was a scimitar of brilliantly shining silver, far older than the dead Legion of the warrior who now wielded it. It had been given life in the forges of a breed of depraved xenos the Emperor’s Children had rendered extinct during its early conquests, but despite this it was a blade of rapturously exquisite craftsmanship, and a Legion relic beyond all compare. Religions and cults had arisen and spread across entire worlds, and even amongst the figure’s own warriors, in worship of the sword.

			It had been wielded by the Phoenician himself before it had passed from the primarch’s hands to its current bearer, and in that time it had drunk deeply of the lifeblood of both gods and men through millennia of resplendent bloodletting and war without end.

			Fully armed, the figure rolled his neck with a string of wet pops. He stepped down from the dais and passed from the chamber, his boots – clawed ceramite layered over cloven hooves of midnight-black horn – squelching as they strode across overlapping sheets of thick carpet, soaked through with blood and other, more vile fluids.

			A deafening chorus of noise buffeted the warrior as the bulkhead slid aside. The muscles of his face twitched from the vibrations, and his eyes watered as they adjusted to the blinding barrage of multicoloured light stabbing out across the corridor. He had been aboard the ships of the other broken Legions, both during the great failure of the Cthonians and afterwards in the wars across the Eye. Their vessels were cold, dark and silent things, little better than tombs. Not so within the armadas of those who had once been the III Legion.

			The corridor was empty, save for a lone warrior in armour of silvered pearl veined with lilac who stood waiting for him on the other side.

			‘Cesare,’ he said to the pearl-armoured demigod, his fatigue laid bare in the resonant tones of his voice.

			The warrior reached up, his gauntlets bulky with drills, probes and bladed instruments designed to accelerate both the mending and rending of flesh. The pop of gorget seals went unheard in the clamour, as did the serpentine hiss of equalising air pressure as he lifted his helmet free.

			‘Lucius.’

			Cesare’s face was flawless, devoid of the scars that his brothers had earned in battle or inflicted by their own hands. He swept back a shock of dark hair from eyes of deep amber, his pale features set as always in a cold and morose stare.

			The Apothecary appeared impossibly youthful for one who could claim the truest extent of their former Legion’s namesake. In the dying days of the Unification Wars upon ancient Terra, when the last of the false Emperor’s foes stood at the mercy of His vaunted Thunder armies, the vanquished had shown their submission in a fashion derived from the most primitive rites of mankind’s ancestry. As a token of their defeat, they offered to their conqueror neither their wealth nor their lives, but their legacies.

			The children of the last noble families of Europa were laid at the Emperor’s feet, coated in the ashes of the old world whose death would give rise to the Imperium. These were the first of those who would become the perfect Legion, and like the adopted epithet of the primarch with whom they would reunite, each of them was a phoenix, older than the interstellar kingdom they would both fight to create and bleed to destroy.

			Cesare was one of those children. He had watched the Legion fall, rise and fall again. He had fought against the Laer, and taken part in the purges upon the killing fields of Isstvan. He had elicited the screams of the Throneworld as the other Legions hurled themselves against the walls of a cause that had been lost long before the siege had ever begun. He bore witness to what the Emperor’s Children had once been, and what they had now become. 

			‘What has happened?’ asked Lucius.

			‘Krysithius has boarded the Twelfth Legion conveyor we have been hunting, though it seems he has encountered some… complications.’

			Lucius scoffed. ‘What has that sybarite done this time?’

			‘It appears that a daemon world manifested close enough to drag the conveyor down into its orbit.’ 

			‘A… planet?’ asked Lucius. 

			Cesare replied with his own raised eyebrow. 

			Lucius held out a forestalling hand.

			‘After this long here, why would I ever question that?’ He grimaced, pinching the bridge of his nose. ‘How much of the warband did he take with him?’

			‘Twenty,’ answered Cesare. ‘Ajennion, Lubalia and Krennance’s squads boarded it with him.’

			Lucius nodded, though the answer provided little in the way of information. A squad was a relative term within the Cohors ­Nasicae. They formed erratically, those who saw it benefit their own self-interests coalescing around a favoured swordsman, and disbanded just as quickly when they soured of taking his orders. Other than Lucius, undisputed at its head, there was little established order within the warband.

			‘What of the Rypax?’ asked Lucius.

			‘They are still aboard,’ Cesare replied. ‘Vispyrtilo would not spare any of his Raptors without your leave.’

			Lucius grinned wider. Sweet, loyal Vispyrtilo.

			‘Normally I would say we cut our losses and wash our hands of this fiasco,’ said Lucius. ‘But our lower decks grow hollow. If there is anything still alive from their holds on the surface, we must go down to extract it.’ 

			‘And to recover our brothers, of course.’

			Lucius glanced sidelong at Cesare, still grinning. ‘Of course. We shall rescue our noble kindred, as well as anything else still alive. You need the raw materials for your work, brother. We all rely upon you ever so much.’

			Cesare did not respond, his face remaining a cold mask.

			‘I had thought this errand beneath me,’ sighed Lucius. ‘But such is my reward for trusting in an incompetent. Once again it is left to me to drag something of a remedy out of this disaster. I only hope there are enough of the Blood God’s dogs left who survived the crash. It has been some time since I have broken a sweat.’ 

			The pair stopped at a junction in the corridor, painted by sweeping lumen fans in waves of fuchsia and sapphire light.

			‘Go down to their lair and rouse the Rypax,’ commanded Lucius. ‘The rest of our brothers will proceed to the drop pods. Let us go get what we came for.’

			Lucius was the last to lock himself within the Dreadclaw. He joined the circle of Cesare and four Palatine Blades already secured in their harnesses, their number leaving half of the thrones within the pod empty. He hauled his own restraints down over his cracking, moaning war-plate as the boarding ramps of the Dreadclaw sealed like a closing fist. Lucius flicked his gaze over his brethren from behind his mask of porcelain and platinum, blinking away targeting reticules as he studied each in the wan light. 

			Lucius’ kindred went forth to battle in the mismatched armour of scavengers, one of many cold realities for those who waged the endless Legion Wars within the Eye. Despite their suits being of several marks and patterns, his brothers had made the plundered wargear their own, the ceramite lacquered in each warrior’s vision of the royal purple and gold of the old Legion. Some, Lucius noted, had even managed to impart the patchwork and asymmetric armour with a measure of elegance. A few of their number still bore the burnished Palatine eagle across their breastplates, lovingly defiled and ritually scarred. They looked sluggishly from one of their kindred to the next, raking across the dark interior with the electric blue of their helmet lenses.

			The Dreadclaw lurched as it rose into the air on links of dense black chain, swaying as massive winches hauled it into position to be fired towards the surface of the daemon world from the Diadem. Lucius looked across the pod at his restless kinsmen, before turning to Cesare, locked into place beside him.

			‘Well, brother mine?’ Lucius purred, gesturing to the other occupants of the Dreadclaw. ‘What do you have for my beloved kindred on the cusp of this most glorious of battles?’

			A low sound issued from the Apothecary’s vox-grille, not quite a snarl, not quite a sigh. He reached down to his webbing, producing a handful of thin vials from a bandolier across his chest. The Palatine Blades leaned forwards at the sight of the pale violet fluid within them, their restraint harnesses creaking as they snapped taut.

			‘This is among the last of what remains to us,’ Cesare warned. ‘We must be restrained in its usage until I can replenish our stock of the compound. And I won’t be able to synthesise any more of it without recovering sufficient materials.’ He snorted. ‘If there are even any left to recover after this.’

			‘Of course,’ replied Lucius, barely listening as he plucked one of the vials from Cesare’s hand. The Apothecary would have advised the Eternal to wait until just before battle before indulging to avoid losing its effects in the middle of combat, but knew full well the uselessness of the act. Lucius waved the slender cylinder from side to side, chuckling as the other warriors tracked it hungrily. Leaning back, he slotted the vial into an interface port on his gauntlet, and injected its contents into his bloodstream.

			With a ragged gasp, Lucius was transported back in time. Back to when his nerves were afire with glorious sensation, where every slice of his blade and every scar he received sent him staggering with overwhelming, rapturous pleasure. Gone was the numbness that withered his eroded synapses, freeing him to accept with open arms all of the gifts of the Youngest God.

			Lucius almost cried out in bliss as his helm cracked back against his restraint throne. Waves of honey-rich joy radiated out from the heathen­ war drums of his hearts and raced across his flesh. The voices screaming at him grew muted and distant as his focus returned. His senses sharpened, like a veil being lifted after a lifetime mired beneath its haze. The smells of his surroundings returned, a bouquet of iron and ozone, oil and lapping powder. He tasted his own sweat, and the lingering traces of blood that still clung to his tongue.

			He heard Cesare speak with preternatural clarity, his ears attuned like never before, from the resonant vibrations of his vocal cords and the blood singing through his transhuman veins to the individual components of his armour as they clicked and whirred in their ceramite shell.

			‘Shall I distribute the rest to our brothers, Eternal?’

			Lucius broke into a low giggle as he savoured the slickness of his lips peeling back from his teeth. ‘By all means, my cherished brother, please do.’

			The other Space Marines clawed and strained, reaching for Cesare as he tossed the remaining vials to them. Catching them in shaking gauntlets, the legionaries jammed them into their armour. Within an instant their lethargy was gone, replaced by steady calm and razor focus.

			One warrior, his gauntlets seized with spasm, fumbled his vial. The cylinder spun from his grasp, glittering as it fell to the floor of the pod and shattered. The legionary froze, silent as the contents of the vial spread around his boots. 

			‘Rubitaille, you idiot!’ snarled Cesare.

			‘No,’ stammered Rubitaille, his helm twitching as he alternated between Cesare and staring at the pool of pale violet and broken glass. ‘No. I need ambrosia. No!’

			Rubitaille’s harness groaned as he thrashed, flailing his arms and clawing at the floor. Lucius heard a soft scraping from the inside of the legionary’s helm. He was trying to lap up the stimulant through his mask. So desperate was he for the clarity, the warming of numbed senses granted by the narcotic, that he did not realise how he debased himself.

			The others, too set into their own state of narcotic concentration to notice, ignored him. Of all the things lost to the III Legion during its fall, pity had been among the first to disappear. Rubitaille screamed, a mechanised shriek from his helm, an exasperated howl of futile rage that drowned out the deep metallic clunks reverberating from the walls as the Dreadclaw prepared to launch. 

			The child’s voice returned to Lucius’ mind, flitting back like cool oil behind his eyes.

			+May the splendour of the Pleasured One’s bounty still thy heart with ecstasies, my master,+ sang the angelic voice. 

			Lucius tilted his head back, lost in the beauty of the rumbling drop pod and his brother’s frenzy. He closed his eyes and basked in it. The screams were like music, an exquisite symphony as the Dreadclaw fired, hurling the warriors of the Cohors Nasicae down into glorious battle.

			‘May it be so, Clarion,’ said Lucius the Eternal, laughing as he went forth to war.
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			I.IV

			 

			A city of the stars smashed itself to ruin against the earth. The Pit Cur struck the surface of the daemon world with the cataclysmic force of a cyclonic torpedo. Had its reactor not been reduced to embers, cold and starved by neglect and the restless predations of its crew; had its hull been anything more than rattling scrap, or its prow angled towards the surface rather than enduring a sidelong fall as it was hauled down by the planet’s gravity well, it could have hit with the potency to crack continents. The abrupt nature of the world’s appearance, combined with the mass conveyor being halted in the void with its main drives sundered, had robbed the crash of any significant momentum. Even the surface of the world itself intervened, flexing like a sponge and swallowing the energy of the impact before dissipating it out in a thunderous aurora into the void. The collision was still severe enough, however, to shatter the vessel against the face of the planet, transforming it into a twisted mountain of warped battle­ments and broken iron bones.

			Krysithius blinked, shaking the blurring from his vision as he pushed himself to his knees. He fought away the fugue coating his vertigo-skewed senses following the impact, though he kept the pain that came with it, hugging it close to himself like a carefully guarded secret. He knew the shock would pass quickly. Across the wars he had waged, this was not the first time he had experienced the pleasure of this manner of disaster.

			The crashed voidship loomed a few dozen metres all around him, filling a sky of pale viridian with columns of greasy smoke and rippling heat haze. He looked down, watching as waves of dull multicolour radiated out from his palms across the bizarre soil. He glimpsed the singed and broken bodies carpeting the ground, surrounded by auras of colour quickly fading to grey. 

			He laughed as he realised the surface of the daemon world behaved like a mirror, though not one of silver and glass that displayed the surface reflection of those who stared into it. 

			‘This,’ he said to himself with a crooked smile, ‘is a mirror that reveals the soul.’ 

			Krysithius checked his helm display for squad markers. His eyes narrowed as he looked over a panel of amber and hollow runes that informed him that more than half of the brothers who had boarded the Pit Cur with him were dead. Ajennion lay a few metres ahead of him, impaled through the chest by a jagged length of shattered hull plating. Yintilas was slumped to his right, his charred corpse still bathed in chemical fire. Legion kindred who had raced laughing with him through the burning streets of the Throneworld, who had shared in tasting the glory of a thousand victories, lay twisted and still, their lifeblood soaking into the writhing sand of a daemonic backwater. 

			Lost. Forgotten.

			And everywhere all around him were bodies and pieces of bodies. Burned, broken, crushed and pulled apart into ragged segments, slathered in blood, char and ash. Like precious stones scattered into an abyss, the treasure the Cohors Nasicae had been seeking was lost. There could be some mortals within the wreckage who still drew breath, but far more likely was that the only survivors of the Pit Cur were the slaves’ transhuman masters. 

			Krysithius’ head snapped around as he heard the noise. From the heart of the wreckage came the clang of blades and the bark of savage war-cries. An undulating tide of crimson flowed out from the edge of the crashed conveyor, turning the soil the colour of fresh blood and rage. A moment later, armoured monsters of the same angry red appeared from the depths of its carcass.

			World Eaters began tearing their way free of the Pit Cur’s shattered superstructure. One, five, a dozen, more. Sparks leapt from their plate as jagged spars of iron scraped against them, stripping away ­scarlet enamel down to the bare ceramite. Their bodies glistened with blood and machine oil, their gauntlets clutching notched axes and dented bolters in white-knuckle grips. They howled out lunatic bellows through lipless mouths and brass vox-grilles, wet with blood and frothing madness.

			Krysithius staggered to his feet, cycling through his helm’s systems to only beam the surviving legionaries’ ident-runes onto his retinal display. His sword was gone. He reached down to draw the gladius he carried from the scabbard strapped to his thigh, only to find it lost as well, torn free in the crash. With a grimace he drew his bolt pistol, a weapon he found infinitely distasteful in comparison to the purity of a blade, and racked its slide.

			As the World Eaters began to claw themselves clear from the skeleton of the crashed vessel, he moved to kneel beside Ajennion’s body, reaching for the elegant sabre still clutched in the fallen legionary’s fist. He was slowly peeling his brother’s fingers back, prising the sword from his death grip, when the fallen warrior’s other hand seized his wrist in a clash of ceramite.

			‘Brother,’ Ajennion choked, his voice choppy and laden with static. His scorched and ruined helm lolled as he struggled to raise his head. Cobwebs of sickly yellow and green wormed out across the sand beneath his pinned form. He released Krysithius’ gauntlet, ­fumbling weakly for his collar seals with the heat-fused claw his gauntlet had become. 

			Krysithius’ eyes flicked up towards the mass of XII Legion beasts, milling for a moment at the foot of the crash in search of prey. They would spot him in a matter of moments, and then they would charge. Batting Ajennion’s hand aside, Krysithius tore the seals loose from his brother’s gorget and wrenched his helm free. He heard a soft, wet tear as much of Ajennion’s face came away with it. 

			Ajennion coughed, spattering the raw and burned flesh of his face with blood. Black fluid oozed from countless rents and wounds across his skull, and his left eye, liquefied by intense heat, ran down his cheek in a pale gelatinous slick. Krysithius finally pulled the sabre from Ajennion’s grasp. He stood, silent for a moment, before levelling his bolt pistol at his brother’s head. 

			‘No,’ rasped Ajennion, reaching up with the claw. Krysithius hesitated.

			Ajennion bared his blackened teeth in an anguished grin. ‘Let me… savour this awhile.’

			Krysithius lowered the bolt pistol. They had long served together, having both been brothers of the same company in the days of the Legion. ‘Die well, brother.’

			Ajennion laughed, a low hiss of agony as he gasped for breath. ‘I have… made peace with what awaits me. The torment I have earned as my reward for this life.’ His right eye, milky and riven with blood, stared ahead as his head sagged back. ‘But leave me now, brother. Be gone… and let me rest.’ 

			The flickering web of colour shrank, drawing back towards Ajennion’s body as its tendrils turned ashen. Krysithius looked up as lavender runes pulsed at the edges of his visor, intricate Chemosian characters representing the handful of his brothers who were still alive. Urgent voices broke across the vox, calling out positioning reports and seeking to establish some manner of cohesion against the XII Legion horde that was now fast approaching.

			He spared a glance down at Ajennion. The ground around him was pale chalk. His face, little more than a bloodied skull, had gone slack. After centuries of brotherhood, sharing in the numberless debaucheries and excesses of the Cthonian Failure and the Legion Wars together, Ajennion had finally experienced something that Krysithius had not. There was only one of the Cohors Nasicae who had felt the fullness of death and returned to speak of it. The hilt of the sabre creaked in Krysithius’ tightening fist at the thought of him.

			A waspish zip hissed past Krysithius’ helm, and the ground at his feet exploded as the World Eaters drew close enough to bring their bolters to bear. He broke into a sprint, leaving prismatic boot prints that blinked cold after an instant in the sand as more mass-reactives screamed around him. He blink-clicked a rune on his visor, opening a vox-frequency to his remaining brothers.

			‘Rally to me, brothers,’ he hissed. ‘If I am to die on this rock, the price is an ocean of Twelfth Legion blood. Let us join together and drink of it.’

			The Dreadclaw traced an arc of fire across the sky of the daemon world as it smashed into the surface. Its arrival sent clouds of sand heaving into the air, flashing across the spectrum of colours in the sunless sphere’s dim light. Heat rippled from its clawed hull as the boarding ramps swung down in puffs of swirling rose smoke. The carcass of the Pit Cur loomed ahead, less than half a kilometre distant.

			‘Agony! Ecstasy! More!’ Lucius roared as he charged from the Dreadclaw, leading Cesare and the Palatine Blades towards the near clamour of battle. The other two drop pods launched from the Diadem hammered down on either side, disgorging their cargos of Cohors Nasicae, who flowed into step with their warlord. They numbered less than twenty, but fewer Legion warriors than that had exterminated entire civilisations and drowned star systems in pain and ruin.

			Lucius’ visor display detected movement at the edge of his auspex range, and he pushed himself harder. The sirens of battle were singing to him, their voices begging him to indulge. He revelled in the sharpened senses Cesare’s alchemical stimulant provided as it stung through his bloodstream, but knew that the effect would not last for long. Lucius intended to push his senses to their limits before the bliss of the narcotic evaporated.

			A handful of ident-runes flashed onto Lucius’ retinas. He grinned. Krysithius had survived this debacle after all. His brother always had proven himself hard to kill. He and six others were all that was left of the Cohors Nasicae he had taken with him to raid for the World Eaters’ slaves – nearly half the warband. The Eternal sneered. If his brethren were to die, it would be by his command and no other. Krysithius would have to answer for that.

			After a few minutes’ sprint, as they finally drew near enough to see the fighting, Lucius’ smile broadened. He saw a ring of dirty red armour, thronging after a close knot of figures in violet plate standing upon a mountain of their dead. The ground beneath them was a riot of countless twisted colours, like a boiling warp storm bleeding up from the core of the daemon world. World Eaters scrambled over their own fallen, giving five of their own number to pull down a single one of the Cohors Nasicae. The thrashing swordsman disappeared beneath the sea of blackened horn and crimson ceramite, and another rune blinked out on Lucius’ visor as the XII Legion used their bare hands to tear him limb from limb.

			‘Bolters,’ Lucius ordered with a sneer. He hated the command as he drew his own bolt pistol, the clawed fingertips of his gauntlet clacking against its ivory-and-silver grip. The few remaining artificers and weaponsmiths aboard the Diadem had modified the warband’s firearms into spectacular implements of war. They were enhanced to be louder, more powerful, and to provide drastically increased recoil to the shooter, but even so, to Lucius there was barely any satisfaction to be had in the act of killing from afar. Such tactics were the actions of cowards and rubes who lacked the elegance for bladecraft, and Lucius growled softly as he resolved himself to the fact that until he entered blade range his stimuli would be limited to the percussive kick of the ancient weapon as it bucked in his fist.

			A fusillade of mass-reactive death lanced into the XII Legion mob, an explosive staccato heartbeat as the shells crashed against armour and flesh before exploding an instant later. The former Emperor’s Children were peerless in the art of bladework, and while they disdained it they lacked nothing in the skill of marksmanship. Either oblivious through bloodlust or by simply failing to anticipate the possibility of their enemy being reinforced, the World Eaters were caught in the open. Bolt-rounds found the rubberised collars of ­gorgets and the gaps between armour plates, severing heads and sending orphaned limbs spinning into the air. Gales of poisoned crystal darts lashed out from the fluted barrels of needle rifles. Power packs were blown apart, immolating World Eaters in nuclear flame or bending them double beneath the weight of unpowered war-plate.

			It was not within the nature of the XII Legion to relent. No son of Angron would ever take a backward step, even if the pain engines buried in their skulls would have allowed them to. Rather than reel in the face of the storm, the World Eaters leaned into the barrage of bolts and needles, and embraced it. 

			Barring a pack of determined legionaries seeking vindication for kinsmen lost to Krysithius and his survivors, the World ­Eaters charged at the incoming Cohors Nasicae en masse, bloody froth spraying from torn lips and the screaming teeth of their axes. Those with lingering scraps of sobriety from the bloodlust returned fire from their own bolters. Lucius felt the abrupt slap of fresh blood against his mask as the warrior next to him took a bolt through the eye, blowing out the back of his helm in a shower of gore and spinning skull fragments. 

			The distance between the two warbands shrank to nothing. Tides of heliotrope and crimson boiled at their feet, rushing beneath them to entwine as the fallen angels smashed together in close combat.

			Lucius hurled his lash at the closest World Eater, snaring him around the shoulder of his sword arm. He snapped the whip back, feeling the legionary’s limb wrench from the socket as he was lifted from his feet. As he flew past the Eternal, his bellow of pained rage was halted by the blade of Lucius’ sword, flashing beneath his jaw and effortlessly parting his head from his shoulders. With a joyful bark, Lucius leaned aside as the corpse was sent spinning and crashing into its fellows. His blade whipped back, a silver blur, deflecting a chainglaive as the melee became a crush.

			Blood, shattered bone and broken armour flew through the air. Sand and dust rose in sweeping veils of bruised red, blanketing the fighting and fouling helmet filters. Vision dimmed to near blindness. Claret flooded the eyes, and the crash of war deafened as if they were making battle within a gigantic beating heart. The stench of hot iron, new blood washing over old, mingled and congealed with ozone, promethium and the spice of opened bodies.

			Lucius stabbed through ceramite and muscle, the power field of his sword shining. Its disruptor field clapped as it carved through sinew and gristle. The bound souls of his armour stretched with discordant shrieks as they bathed in transhuman blood. He heard a roaring bark of Nagrakali, muffled by the blood and the palsied scream of chainaxes missing half their teeth, before his head wrenched to one side. The focus was stolen from his vision for an instant, but his sword found the World Eater’s belly. He savoured the impact that shivered up his arm as it sank through his foe’s defences. 

			Lucius could not see him but already he was twisting the blade, ruining organs and slicing the wound open wider. He wound his lash around his forearm, making a spiked cudgel of his gauntlet as he punched the World Eater down to his knees. 

			Weakened fingers clawed at his chest. Lucius heard the breathless snarls of the berserker, who fought on regardless of the loops of viscera spilling out of his stomach onto the sand. Another punch from Lucius put a halt to the snarling. A third put him on the ground.

			A stomp from Lucius’ boot broke the World Eater’s skull open, and he scraped the eye-lenses of his mask clear with his gauntlet. The kill was exulting, but the Cohors Nasicae were being forced to fight the XII Legion way. Angron’s vile progeny excelled in a brutish, grinding slog, bereft of any grace or elegance, and the reality that they outnumbered Lucius’ warband three to one ensured that they would continue to dictate proceedings.

			‘Where are the Rypax?’ he heard Cadarn snarl into the vox. The air had cleared slightly, allowing Lucius to glimpse his hulking comrade through the tumult. The purple-and-blue lacquer of the warrior’s shoulder pauldron was gouged and stripped away, laid bare to unrepentant gold and the twin axe icon that betrayed his former heraldry. ‘Where is the Talon Queen?’

			As if in answer, the sky itself screamed, demanding that all eyes turn to gaze upon what was coming.

			Her warlike, avian form split the sky in a scream of ramjet fury. Her hull of coral and shining platinum shimmered in the warp light, glistening like the scales of a fish leaping from the surface of the deep ocean. Across her nose, carved and tapered to the razor sharpness of a raptor’s beak, a hundred lifetimes of victories were inscribed over her skin in elegant Chemosian script. A sonnet of worlds put to the flame, Legions shattered and glories won within the material universe and beyond. One name stood out amongst the ledgers of mythic triumphs and vanquished foes, one name repeated again and again in shining gold.

			Talon Queen.

			Her spinal battle cannon roared. A section of the XII Legion lines evaporated, replaced by a smouldering crater littered with broken bits of armour and charred flesh. Chips of brass and crimson ceramite fell over the battle like jagged rain, gleaming with blood. Crackling spears of energy snapped out from the tips of her wings, fusing the daemonic soil into iridescent slicks, crystallising over dying warriors as though they were insects preserved within amber. 

			After she had lanced down into the firmament of the daemon world, leaving the last burning remnants of atmospheric entry behind as trailing ribbons of pale fire, the occupants of the Talon Queen had crawled out from her crew bay to hang from beneath her downswept wings. They wanted to feel the wind tear at them, to hear its lashing cry, before they hurtled down to join in the bloodletting.

			With a draconic roar of her engines straining their tolerances, the Talon Queen twisted into a snap turn, bringing her nose back to the sky, and leapt back up into the black. To the eye, the sudden force of the manoeuvre seemed to have shaken fragments of her hull loose, like a bird of prey discarding feathers. A cluster of dark shapes fanned out across the sky, rapidly growing into focus as they plummeted towards the surface. 

			The air filled with screams, and Lucius started laughing.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			I.V

			 

			While the Cohors Nasicae churned against the World Eaters in the shadow of the Pit Cur’s corpse, Cesare was waging his own battle.

			A battle he was losing. 

			He had been losing it since Skalathrax, since Harmony, perhaps even since Terra. A solemn act even in the shining days of the Legion’s height, now the most sacred of the Apothecary’s duties to the fallen, had degraded from reverent ritual to nightmare. Another needless nail hammered into the coffin of the Emperor’s Children. 

			The narthecium gauntlet on Cesare’s arm shivered, emitting a chittering insectile click from its integrated auspex. To the Apothecary’s disgust, the gauntlet had long since ceased to be a purely mechanical thing. It could hear the cries screaming out across the wreckage, from the spirits within the armour of the dead. From the brothers who were now the Apothecary’s harvest.

			Cesare squatted down beside the corpse of a legionary. The armour was scorched black, but had retained enough of its original barbed shape, along with a few small scraps of garish colour, to confirm that the warrior had been of the Cohors Nasicae. He rolled the body onto its back. It moved as a single, fused thing, thudding heavily to the dust. 

			Stretching his fingers, Cesare set about his task to harvest his ­brother’s gene-seed. The saws and vibro-scalpels of his narthecium whined and scraped against the charred ceramite. The Apothecary gritted his teeth behind his helm, pressing against armour plates bonded together by the heat of the crash and atmospheric entry. Applying enough force finally split it like blackened eggshell. Digging his fingers in, Cesare pried the warrior’s gorget apart.

			The legionary’s flesh was pallid and burned, stinking of carbon and roasted meat left to spoil. It was a reek that was as normal to Cesare as clean air, perhaps more so. He levered his dead brother’s head back, pressing the tip of his reductor under the jaw.

			He rolled aside just as a shadow spilled over him.

			A World Eater, mangled and jabbering in agonised delirium, leapt drunkenly for Cesare. The XII Legion warrior’s left arm was gone halfway between elbow and shoulder, and he had seen fit to push a jagged length of wrecked hull plating into the wound to use as a makeshift blade. Blood still ran freely down the fire-blackened iron, dripping in stuttering drops as the legionary’s arm trembled with pained fury.

			Cesare ducked a horizontal slash aimed for his throat and spun on his heel to pirouette from the diagonal return strike. The crown of dreadlocked cables sutured into the World Eater’s skull sparked with disrepair, clusters of the frayed connections hanging loose at his temples and dripping vile dark fluids from torn housings. Cesare leapt back from another pain-addled attack, and lifted his narthecium as his opponent charged again.

			A burst of rose mist swirled around the World Eater, stopping him in his tracks. The son of Angron stood for a moment, eyes twitching and blinking out of sequence. Cesare had exposed him to an aerosol variant of the ambrosia narcotic he had formulated for the warband. While used most often to provide short-term treatment and enhancement for his brothers upon the battlefield or in extremely diluted doses to pacify and inebriate slaves, the cloud Cesare released from his gauntlet was pure and unadulterated. For one not accustomed to its properties, even one of the Legions, it carried the potential to be fatal.

			Cesare watched the Butcher’s Nails in the World Eater’s head squirm and smoke as conflicting waves of agony and bliss wracked the legionary’s brain. Heavily damaged, the pain implants were losing out to the overwhelming ecstasy of the Apothecary’s compound. Drooling, psychotic laughter bubbled from the World Eater’s lips as he clawed at his face with his remaining hand, digging into the flesh and stripping it away in greasy ribbons. He scraped his ersatz blade arm down his armour, delighted by the discordant squeal of it against the pitted ceramite. He sank to his knees, back arcing and trembling with peals of uncontrollable, hysterical glee.

			The laughter ceased when Cesare shot him in the head, blowing out the back of his skull with a wet snap of tearing bone. The Apothecary’s face never shifted from its cold mask of indifference. The blood fountaining from the World Eater coated the daemonic ground, drawing Cesare’s eye. It was a vibrant, bright red. Inhumanly bright, even. An incredible, dazzlingly pure red, more red than anything Cesare had ever seen in his life.

			The Apothecary snorted, driving the trace wisps of ambrosia out of his helm, and turned back to crouch down over his fallen brother. For a moment he could not recognise who it was, the armour and the body within had been burned so thoroughly, but at last it came to him. 

			Lubalia. The Apothecary shut his eyes for a moment. His blade would be missed. Cesare replaced his gauntlet beneath the corpse’s jaw, and fired the reductor.

			With a moist pop, a lump of pinkish-grey flesh shot into a glass cylinder upon the narthecium. Cesare inspected the organ, before his eyes shot wide. He tore the cylinder free from his gauntlet, hurling it away to shatter on the ground.

			The earth glowed beneath Lubalia’s discarded progenoid. A ­puckered lamprey mouth snapped from the glistening flesh of the organ, emitting a shrill, breathless shriek. Thin fronds slithered from the mass, slowly thickening into tendrils. The organ trilled, beginning to pull itself across the ground.

			Cesare stomped down, crushing his brother’s gene-seed to pulp. The lambent pulse beneath his boot ebbed as he ground Lubalia’s legacy to the Legion into a ruined smear of softly hissing corposant.

			The Apothecary snarled. Another brother tainted with corrupted gene-seed. Another warrior who could never be replaced. This was the true cost of the Cthonian Failure. The Warmaster, a thousand curses upon his name, had borne the lightest burden for the disaster he had orchestrated, as had the throngs of his bastard sons purged by the III and the other Legions on the path to imprisonment within the Eye. The punishment for the Sons of Horus was light compared to those who survived, as Cesare had. To watch as his Legion, and the dregs that now remained of it, withered away into decayed, twisted shadows of the perfection they had once achieved. 

			Could Cesare even remember how long his kindred had been swimming out here within the Eye? How long? How could one measure the extent of his purgatory in a place where time was meaningless? He could only measure it in deaths. Brothers lost to battle. To betrayal. To madness. And fewer and fewer of those like himself remaining, fighting the battle to keep even the cruel caricature that they had become alive.

			Cesare’s pearlescent helm rose as he heard the screaming figures descend. A thin, resigned smile nudged his lips, but failed to reach his eyes. There would be much more of his battle to fight now.

			The Rypax had arrived.

			In the days of the Legion, the Emperor’s Children were the only of the eighteen gifted with the Palatine aquila, the personal heraldry of the Emperor Himself. The Master of Mankind had bestowed the ­honour of His golden eagle upon them, and the Legion treated it with the reverence reserved for a gift only the truly perfect could ever hope to possess. None revered it more than the Wings of the Phoenician, the elite assault companies of the Emperor’s Children. 

			As the first sparks of the Cthonian Failure were lit, the fanatical devotion of the Wings of the Phoenician for the nascent Imperium of Man was met with the sword, as their ranks were purged nearly to extinction upon the virus-soaked killing grounds of Isstvan III. Those few who remained carried the same obsession and fanaticism as their butchered brethren, yet they had turned it inwards towards themselves. As the Legion changed, they too changed with it, becoming a bestial and insular brotherhood who isolated themselves from their other kin, called into battle to terrorise populations and crack only the most formidable bastions. 

			The touch of the Youngest God, and the purgation of the Eye, would only advance their transformation. Savagery and cruelty saw their ranks planed away to the blades of foes and each other, until only a handful remained. Yet even in such a small number, they were no less devastating to behold.

			Hurtling from the heavens to the crush of the battle, at the centre of the tempest bearing down towards their waiting blades, was the final master of the Wings of the Phoenician. His Legion name had been forgotten, cast aside when he had torn the mantle of leadership from his predecessor, whose blood stained his face and claws, and drew it about his shoulders. He was Vispyrtilo, the last of the Eagle Kings, and chieftain of the Rypax.

			Whereas the bulk of the Cohors Nasicae warband was, with a few exceptions, still comprised largely of Emperor’s Children legionaries, the Rypax Raptor cult was a multifaceted riot of Legions, renegades and traitors of all kinds. Fulgrim’s sons flew down beside Night Lords, Word Bearers and Iron Warriors, their original Legion colours perverted in garish excess or cast aside altogether in favour of the warband’s. Their ranks were swelled with Raptors of the Flawless Host, Violators and Angels of Ecstasy renegades. Even fallen Space Marines of the White Scars and Brazen Claws Chapters were among their number, their oaths to the Imperium forsaken as they embraced Slaanesh and became members of the Rypax cult.

			Twenty metres from the surface, they released a sonic scream of such ear-splitting volume that the force of it arrested their own freefall. The unnaturally amplified wall of bladed noise smashed down into the battle. Armour split. Blood was whipped into mist. Legionaries were hurled indiscriminately from their feet. Bruise-coloured sand whipped up in a spreading crown beneath them as the announcement of their arrival punched craters into the earth, before they angled down to dive. 

			The Rypax struck like meteors. Lightning talons and powerblades slashed World Eaters apart. Meltaguns blasted at point-blank range, and jets of warpfire shrieked from twisted flamers. All the while the blaring screams tore from their warped armour and from the grilles of their fanged helms, howling a single name. The name of their king.

			Vispyrtilo hurled his golden spear down ahead of his dive, ­impaling a World Eater through the throat. The Rypax chieftain slammed into the legionary with the talons of his boots while wrenching his spear free, the relic weapon clattering from a silver chain that bound it to his forearm. His free hand ended in crackling lightning claws, darting forth to pull out eyes and entrails. A cloak of human flesh, cut and shaped to resemble a mantle of feathers, whirled around his jump pack as he took to the sky once more.

			Lucius howled with glee, pulling his helm free and revelling in the black blood that trickled from his ears due to the cries of his Raptors. While the World Eaters still outnumbered them, Lucius’ warband were now able to prevent themselves from becoming surrounded and torn apart by the edges of XII Legion blades. A few flicks of Lucius’ wrist took the hands from a charging berserker, whom he nimbly sidestepped as the warrior lunged to tackle him. Another few flicks took the World Eater’s hamstrings and he collapsed. A Raptor whose armour was wrought in a perversely twisted parody of the White Scars’ heraldry crouched onto the World Eater’s back. Stinging hawkish laughter hissed from the Raptor’s vox-grille as he slowly tore the legionary’s head from his shoulders before firing his jump pack to return to the air.

			The fighting around Lucius had grown to a crescendo, but now blurred to distant silence as he spied a lone figure, looking down upon the battle from where he stood atop the crashed superstructure of the Pit Cur. Even from a distance Lucius could see the regal bearing of command in the way the warrior carried himself. His armour bore as much crude ornamentation as any warlord of the XII Legion, but what arrested Lucius’ attention most was the restraint. To hold back from wading into the battle, against the whims of their Butcher’s Nails, told Lucius that this was a warrior he had to fight. His eyes fell upon the massive twin-bladed axe held loosely in the World ­Eater’s grip, setting his mind afire with possibilities.

			Lucius had sent forth his warhost to raid the XII Legion for slaves, not deigning to debase himself with the task of dispatching the Blood God’s dogs and the degenerate rabble who followed them. But that primordial crone Fate had intervened to bring him here. Staring up at the XII Legion champion, a true kindred angel fallen to darkness, ignited Lucius’ obsession. He might prove to be an amusing diversion. A challenge, however brief, to his endless boredom. Perhaps even a perfect kill.

			Lucius ignored an explosion as one of the Rypax’s jump packs overloaded, showering him with shrapnel and gore. His sword fanned left and right, hacking aside the churning warriors in front of him as though he were clearing a path through the dense flora of deep jungle. His eyes never left the waiting champion atop the crashed ship’s spine, and his mouth watered in anticipation of the kill.

			Krysithius killed the last World Eater atop the mound of dead with a blade thrust through the vox-grille of the warrior’s helm. He pulled his sword free, and watched the corpse tumble down to the ground. The swordsman gritted his teeth as he flexed his arm, wrestling with the grinding stiffness of shorn cables in his armour’s fibre bundle musculature and the bone-deep weariness that blanketed his limbs after hours of unrelenting close-quarters combat. 

			Two of his brothers were left beside him at the hill of the dead’s summit. Gundleon sank to a knee, bleeding badly from an axe blow that had stripped away most of the left side of his face. Even his transhuman physiology, and the unnatural resiliency gifted to those subservient to the primordial powers of the warp, had failed to staunch the sheets of dark crimson pouring down his war-plate. The surface of this daemon world would likely be the last thing ­Gundleon would ever see.

			The other, Andaroth, bore as deep and comprehensive ruin to his armour as Krysithius, but remained unbowed. The Eye had touched him deeply, and the jagged rents in his plate quickly began to fill with a silvery, bone-like substance, joining the other ridged scars that crisscrossed his armour like lightning. Andaroth grinned at Krysithius with needle teeth framed by a hairless face of slick, purple-tinted skin. He reached up, slathering his face with spilled blood, and released a shuddering breath as its metallic bouquet filled his nostrils.

			Krysithius turned from his brother and began picking his way down the heaped forms of broken World Eaters. His clawed boots slipped and scraped against their ruined red ceramite, some still emitting the buzzing tick of power plants left to go cold from starvation or catastrophic failure to their internal systems. Every few steps he would stumble over the corpse of a brother, the very images of suffering and brutality as the sons of Angron had taken them apart a piece at a time, and more often than not by hand. Purple stumps of limbless and headless bodies were intermingled amongst the red and dirty bronze. Here a clawed gauntlet with scraps of torn meat poking from its edges. There a section of a skull, bashed open and ripped apart by chain teeth, with part of the face still attached.

			Krysithius leapt the last bit, striking the ground with a puff of multi-coloured dust. Andaroth slid down the mound with an elated shout, coming to a graceful halt with a flourish beside his brother swordsman. The sound of cracking and crashing rang behind them as Gundleon thudded to the ground on Krysithius’ left. He did not rise.

			Andaroth approached Gundleon, nudging his prone form with the tip of his boot. He turned and shrugged at Krysithius with an uncaring smile before gesturing to the battle with his envenomed blade.

			‘Shall we?’

			Krysithius spared a look at Gundleon. The sand beneath him was ashen. The swordsman could not hear his brother breathing or the beating of his hearts. He flexed his sword arm again. Gundleon’s armour was in even worse condition than his own. There was nothing of value remaining on his corpse, even for scavengers.

			Looking back up, Krysithius watched Andaroth lope towards the battle alone, blade raised high and a song on his stained lips. All of the Cohors Nasicae had embraced the touch of the Dark Prince, but Andaroth had dived deeper than most, discarding almost everything he had once been as one of the III Legion’s finest Palatine Blades in order to become something most of them considered greater. There were some who clung to the old ways, like their melancholy Apothecary, but they resigned themselves to living in the past, morose and alone. Warriors like Andaroth, like Krysithius, saw only the future, and how they might better serve their own pleasures. Because when one serves himself, he serves Slaanesh.

			Krysithius watched as Andaroth disappeared into the twisting smear of blood and blades, and ran to join him.
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			I.VI

			 

			‘What is the matter, cousin? Scared of a little blood?’

			Lucius gave a sharp, cruel smile as he approached the warlord of the World Eaters atop the broken spinal battlements of the Pit Cur. The noise of the battle below resounded with screams and crashing weapons. The unnatural air of the daemon world amplified the din as it bore it aloft, as though the winds themselves were fighting and dying all around them.

			No reply came from the World Eater, who remained still as a statue as he looked down upon the fighting. From a distance, part of Lucius questioned for a moment whether the warrior was dead. He had seen it before, legionaries who were kept upright after dying in battle, frozen in place by locked or malfunctioning armour. 

			He quickly dispelled the idea. He could feel the tiny soft tremors of XII Legion battleplate, and could taste the acrid tang rolling off the warrior’s active reactor pack. He could hear the shockingly even drumbeat of the World Eater’s hearts, and the faint click of implants dreadlocked into his skull, beneath the snarling visage of a Sarum-pattern war-helm.

			No, not dead, thought Lucius. Just ill-mannered.

			Lucius scooped up a lump of broken rockcrete from the crashed ship’s skin and whipped it at the World Eater. The warrior’s gauntlet flashed up, catching it a hand’s span from his face. The XII Legion champion turned his head slowly to regard the swordsman. His only reply was to crush the rockcrete in his fist, opening his hand again to allow streams of silver dust to fall from between his fingers.

			‘Ah,’ said Lucius. ‘There we are. I would hate to think you were ignoring me on purpose.’

			The World Eater turned, the cloak of brass mail hanging from his shoulders scraping against the hull beneath him. When he spoke, it was in low, distracted tones, scratchy through his helm-grille. 

			‘I recognise you.’

			Lucius tilted his head. The voice was soft by XII Legion standards, measured in a way the swordsman had rarely heard from the Eaters of Worlds. His eyes pored over the son of Angron, scanning over the sharp glyphs carved into the red ceramite, before recognition blossomed.

			‘I’m sure you do,’ replied Lucius with a pleased whistle. ‘You were at Skalathrax. Beautiful bygone days, they truly were. I heard talk of you.’ Lucius pointed at the World Eater with his sword. ‘The “Red Centurion”, they called you. I heard you were good. I felt some regret in not having occasion there to find out myself, but it seems that Fate conspired against me. I am delighted to see that she has come around, and reunited us for just such a celebration.’

			‘Celebration,’ said the Red Centurion, looking back at the battle. Lucius could not determine whether the softness of his tone was from weariness or disinterest, but whatever the cause, he found the warrior’s uncharacteristically apathetic air irritating. 

			Lucius clenched his fist, feeling the faint prick of cold needles against his fingertips. The effects of Cesare’s ambrosia were beginning to ebb. Already he could feel the bright sharpness of the world around him starting to dim. The voices were rising in volume, their cries buzzing like a stirring swarm of locusts. He had wanted to take his time with this, to enjoy himself, but needs must. He needed to kill this Red Centurion, and he needed to kill him now.

			‘Yes.’ Lucius unwound his lash, allowing its tip to wriggle and squirm beside his boot. ‘Celebrating your final moments, before the hounds of the War God you love so much spend the rest of eternity shitting out your soul.’

			The World Eater sighed, not quite a laugh and not quite a growl, rendered into a waspish rasp through his helm. He triggered a rune on the haft of his axe. The weapon’s motor chugged into life, belching ribbons of black smoke as twin tracks of monomolecular teeth began to chew the air in opposite directions. All the better to rend flesh with. For all of the XII’s barbarism, Lucius had to admit they were adept in designing effective weapons. 

			‘I heard you died,’ said the World Eater. ‘Upon Celpsys.’

			‘I did,’ grinned Lucius. ‘And also on Dontul, and at the Forrange Reef, and a dozen or so other places whose names I cannot bring myself to care to remember.’

			‘You seem eager,’ murmured the Red Centurion, turning the jade eye-lenses of his helm upon Lucius again, ‘to die here in this place as well.’

			Lucius’ grin widened. ‘Oh, I wouldn’t worry yourself overmuch about that, cousin.’ 

			The two began to circle. Lucius exaggerated his movements, taking extended strides and weaving his sword in front of him with ­casual grace. His eyes took in everything about the Red Centurion: the methodical shuffle of his footwork, the spread of his weight across his boots, how he leaned, breathed and reacted. Even without clashing blades, Lucius knew his opponent was as good as he had heard, keeping his defences compact and not allowing the swordsman to draw him into unbalancing himself. He moved with such calm and forethought that Lucius began to question whether he was really a World Eater at all.

			The idea lasted less than a heartbeat.

			With a roar from deep within his barrel chest, the Red Centurion leapt at Lucius with an overhand slash. A crack from his lash high against the chainaxe’s haft robbed momentum from the blow, and Lucius sidestepped the screaming teeth while sweeping the head of the axe down with the edge of his sword. A brutal reverse strike clashed the axe against Lucius’ blade, and he drank in the juddering impact tremor that clawed up to his shoulder before spinning away.

			The Red Centurion refused Lucius any distance. He pressed forwards constantly, crowding the swordsman with hacking strikes and sweeping cuts. Lucius wove around the blows, only bringing up his sword to block when he had no choice. Broken and blunted chain teeth clattered to the charred hull plating around them after each clash. 

			Lucius beamed. This was a true opponent. It had been so long since anything even remotely challenging had come his way, inspiring him to make use of the skills he refused to gift upon the dregs that were so often pitted against his Cohors Nasicae. He really wished he had killed this champion on Skalathrax, to bask in the adoration of his Legion, but that was not what happened there, and there was no going back after what took place upon those ice fields.

			A blistering slash aimed for Lucius’ throat sent him darting back a step. He flung his lash outwards, coiling it around the axe and hauling it down. The Red Centurion lunged forwards with a punch, causing Lucius to twist to dodge it as he thrust.

			The blade struck the Red Centurion’s helmet crest, fashioned from dark bronze into the sigil of his god of war and blood, shearing it away in a jet of sparks. Lucius pulled the blade back, slicing into the fibre bundles along the World Eater’s neck. Another roar ripped from his helm as he tore his axe free, pushing the churning teeth forwards towards Lucius’ gut.

			Lucius plunged his sword down between the two warriors, ­showering both combatants with sparks as chain teeth ripped across his blade. A headbutt staggered Lucius for an instant, and he barely swayed aside from an overhead slash aimed for the crown of his skull. A riposte from Lucius cut across at neck level, but the World Eater caught the blow on his vambrace, turning it aside and shoving him back.

			A dust storm whipped up from the ground in twisting clouds of stinging sand. The two combatants were blurred to silhouettes in the etheric squall, their essences leaking into the storm to clash in ­rippling waves of crimson and mauve. Lucius drank in the bite of the whipping grit as it assailed him, plucking at the scars covering the exposed flesh of his face. The World Eaters warlord gunned his chainaxe, swinging through the gales at the swordsman’s faint impression. 

			The Red Centurion’s veneer of calm was a memory now. He was lost to the song of the Nails. The implants gouged into his mind, using pain to push him deeper and deeper into berserker fury. Lucius could see the tics and tremors running rampant over the World Eater, even through the churning winds. He could hear the haft of the warlord’s axe creak as he gripped it tight enough to leave indentations in the iron. Just as the storm obscured the World Eater’s vision, rage clouded his mind, suffocating all else beneath a tide of bloodlust. 

			It was then that Lucius attacked.

			Lucius exploded forwards, his blade moving faster than eyes could follow. He slashed and stabbed, melting into the storm like a violet blur around the Red Centurion. The sword shone in diamond-bright flashes as it bit deeply into the World Eater’s armour. Sparks illuminated the duel briefly as they showered from splitting ceramite plates. 

			A slash across the lead leg buckled the World Eater. Another behind the same knee dropped him. The Red Centurion swung his axe around himself in blind arcs, as if it were a torch to dispel darkness. Lucius flashed past him, and the axe spun away to clatter against the ground, along with the hand that had wielded it.

			The silt within the storm lit like molten gold wherever the Red Centurion’s blood touched it. It spiralled through the air like narrow flocks of fireflies before falling to the hull of the ship, where it blackened to ash. The World Eater dragged a short gladius from a sheath strapped to his shin, and was making to rise into a crouch, when the tip of a sword appeared beneath his jaw.

			‘This was an amusing diversion,’ purred Lucius, pressing the blade against the flexible armour that would fail to protect the Red Centurion’s throat. Ribbons of multicolour curled around the silver edge amid the howling storms, never touching its pearlescent surface. ‘I thank you for it, cousin. I shall savour the look on the faces of your mongrel horde when I toss your head down at their feet.’

			Now the time had come. A time that had come so many times before. Lucius standing over a defeated enemy, a smirk of exuberant triumph twisting his ruined features. A simple flick of his wrist, a modicum of effort, and the head of the XII Legion warlord would roll free from his shoulders. Lucius would catch it easily in his hand, lifting it high above the fray beneath him for his followers to adore, and his enemies to despair. He would bask in both in equal measure.

			Lucius ran his tongue over his teeth, savouring the moment, and twisted his wrist.

			The blade did not move. It stayed resting against the World Eater’s throat, and no cut was made. No sacred gasp as airways and arteries were opened into the air, no transcendent splitting notes of flesh peeling apart as head separated from neck.

			Lucius’ smile soured into a sneer. His brow furrowed, lip curling in anger as he fought to control his own sword arm. Still it defied him, refusing to move. 

			Worms of trembling numbness bloomed in his fingertips, spiralling up his arm as the limb rebelled against him. The swordsman snarled, releasing his lash to hang loose as he clamped his other hand over his wrist. The muscles of his sword arm locked tight, sinews pulling taut and constricting the bones in crushing seizure. 

			A stink like roasting hair rolled up Lucius’ palate and flooded his nostrils. His vision narrowed, the way ahead stretching into a long corridor slowly filling with oily water. Sound ceased, replaced by a shrill ring that fluttered his eardrums, and the swelling screams of the captive killers within his mind. Vertigo stole the balance from his legs. 

			A cold hammer blow sprang Lucius’ world back into focus. A gasp burst from between his teeth as the Red Centurion’s gladius punched into his side. The wide bronze blade sank in to the hilt, driving through armour and black carapace and beneath Lucius’ fused ribcage to lacerate the organs within. The World Eater wrenched the weapon free, and greasy black ichor spurted down the violet of Lucius’ war-plate in stuttered bubbling jets.

			Lucius staggered back, his arm still locked stiffly out in front of him. The exterior of the Pit Cur began to rattle and shake beneath his boots. The twisted faces pressing up from the surface of his armour shrieked in a horrid chorus of disunity, filling his ears to join his mind with their overlapping syncopated screams.

			The fury of the storms corkscrewed around Lucius and blasted outwards, ripping across the surface of the daemon world. Tectonic tremors threw the embattled warbands from their feet. Rents across the earth split open like gaping fanged mouths, swallowing warriors into depthless chasms.

			With a breathless hiss, Lucius finally reasserted control over his arm, lowering the blade as a scream of tearing metal ripped upwards from beneath him. The hull plating fractured, squealing as it was pulled apart by unnatural geological forces. A yawning abyss stretched open before Lucius, dragging him back as the crashed ship was torn in half. 

			‘No!’ Lucius screamed, watching as the wounded form of the Red Centurion rose to his feet from across the spreading rift. The World Eater’s head, the kill, it had all been his. He had been victorious. His blood boiled at the thought that another might cut the warlord’s thread in his place. 

			Something had intervened to thwart the glorious triumph that was Lucius’ by right. He had experienced similar sensations before, moments where he lost control. In the past they had been minute tugs at his limbs or an icy numbness creeping over his flesh, but it had never been this severe, never enough to arrest him so completely. 

			Lucius pressed his palm to his temple as the screaming in his head grew louder, louder, louder. The hull beneath him heaved, nearly throwing him from his feet. Plates of dense armour twisted and tore like foil. The hull of the Pit Cur was being ripped to pieces the way a corpse is quartered by a pack of carrion hounds, as the daemon world tore itself apart. He looked down at the wound in his side, the gash already closing beneath a crust of dried blood. Spitting a ­gobbet of clotted ichor and hissing phlegm from between his teeth, the swordsman turned his eyes up to look into the sky.

			A blade-sharp form was cutting down from the abused heavens on contrails of jade and azure fire, diving into the roiling maelstrom ravaging the planet’s surface. The Talon Queen was coming for what remained of the Cohors Nasicae, and she would not wait for long. 

			Lucius spat again. With a thought, his lash coiled around his forearm, and he kicked himself off the Pit Cur’s superstructure. He spread his arms as he dived through the twisting veils of dust towards the ground. The soil exploded in neon mandalas as he landed and began running across the disintegrating surface, towards where the Talon Queen was circling to land. 

			He was finished with this world.

			Direnc woke to watch the death of a world he did not remember landing upon. A bizarre alien landscape stretched out before him as he dragged himself from beneath a section of warped deck plating. The very earth flashed and sparked in a myriad of exotic colours around anything that lived and moved. An open sky swept overhead, displaying the maddening procession of the Eye’s currents like a lunatic’s parade. The ground quaked with macrotremors, shaking what little remained upon the skeleton of the Pit Cur loose to fall ­tumbling from her bones.

			Pain flared over his lacerated flesh as he groaned with the effort of pushing himself to his knees. Placing his weight forwards, Direnc stumbled and fell awkwardly onto his side. He looked down at his left hand. There was nothing there, nothing but a knob of gnarled flesh at his wrist, encrusted in a thick black film of dried blood and ash. 

			Nausea bloomed at the top of Direnc’s stomach, and the oily chill of shock crawled across his bruised and grimy skin. He did not remember anything of the last several hours. He did not remember a crash, or arriving in this place. His memories had stopped when he fell into the embrace of the mist in the lower decks of the Pit Cur.

			The memory of it lanced a pang of longing through his brain unlike any he had ever before experienced. He could not recall just what the mist was like; trying to do so felt as if he were trying to grasp smoke. He knew only that it was transcendent and pure, and that nothing in his life was more important than getting back to it. Looking around him, he knew that such a beautiful, perfect thing was absent here in this twisted, burning place.

			That was when Direnc noticed the bodies. His senses seemed to snap back all at once. His nostrils stung with carbon, iron and charred fat. Smoke reddened his eyes and sent tears trailing down his dirty cheeks. He heard the crackle of flames, the groan and crash of iron, and his eyes were filled with the corpses of his fellow slaves as far as he could see. He felt his body trembling, a weak echo of the ground that shivered beneath him in brilliant colour as the planet thrashed.

			The ground was quaking so loudly that he did not even hear the demigod approaching. He turned his head, seeing a giant clad in war-plate of shining pearl webbed with veins of deep purple standing over him. One of the giant’s hands was a gigantic gauntlet of drills and cutting tools. The other held a boxy silver pistol that was bigger than Direnc’s head.

			‘Life.’ The giant’s voice was like a soft avalanche filtered through a cloud of wasps, low and measured but unable to mask the undeniable threat the demigod exuded by its very presence alone. Slowly, it raised the pistol, levelling it at Direnc. ‘Or death?’

			The serf’s blood ran cold. Despite the furnace heat of the crash site his teeth would not cease chattering. He stared into the barrel of the pistol, a wide black eye that swelled to encompass his entire world. Everything else, all sights and sounds and smells, faded away into the background in the face of the doom promised by the cold iron circle.

			‘L-life,’ Direnc managed to choke from behind a terror-locked jaw, the act of speaking the word feeling as though it were the heaviest weight he had ever lifted.

			The demigod remained inhumanly still, unaffected by his answer. The pistol did not waver from the head of the prostrate slave. It was at that moment that Direnc noticed the huddled crowd of dazed men and women behind the legionary’s armoured bulk, fear keeping them silent and compliant for their new master.

			With a soft purr of armour servos, the demigod lifted the pistol, taking its barrel from between Direnc’s eyes as the serf rose shakily to his feet.

			‘Life.’
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			I.VII

			 

			Krysithius crouched as the ridgeline he stood upon shot a hundred metres into the air. The planet was fracturing and reforming all around him. Mountain ranges reared up to scrape at the heavens before collapsing into depressions so deep it was impossible to see their ends. Warriors on both sides of the still raging battle ­tumbled away down the ridge’s steepening sides, disappearing from the swordsman’s sight into rushing curtains of dust and smoke.

			More runes blinked out on Krysithius’ visor display, and the warrior seethed behind his helm’s faceplate. The entirety of the Cohors Nasicae, including the Rypax, had been committed to the madness of this slaving raid gone wrong, and the warband was bleeding itself white. He slashed across his body, splitting the armour of a World Eater’s plastron with Ajennion’s sabre and thundering out a kick that pitched the axe-wielding berserker from the ridge.

			The scream of ramjets cut through the whirling tempest of multi­coloured sand tearing over the daemon world’s surface. Krysithius looked up, seeing the majestic silhouette of the Talon Queen approach. The venerable Thunderhawk swung wide overhead, bleeding her forward momentum with hissing thrusters in her nose, while servitor-manned ventral turrets spat bursts of fire into the World Eaters from the barrels of heavy bolters. 

			Piercing stablights sliced through the gale, guiding the surviving Cohors Nasicae as they fell back from the unstable planet and the XII Legion brutes still thronging its surface. Krysithius skidded down the ridge towards where the gunship was settling, thudding to flat ground and taking off at a sprint. 

			The Talon Queen sank to a hover as her forward assault ramp came down, her thrusters howling and burning the ground beneath her to blackened ash. Legionaries jostled and shoved past one another to get inside. Krysithius caught a brother who had begun to fall beside him, his legs savaged by bolter fire. He seized his kinsman by his armoured collar, hauling him along as he stomped up the ramp. The booming report of the heavy bolters was deafening, their strobing barrels illuminating the dust storms with flickering flares of fiery death. The Talon Queen’s lascannons fired, a flash of eye-aching brilliance that reduced a squad of World Eaters to mounds of dissipating carbon sludge.

			Krysithius released his brother at the top of the assault ramp, pale sparks weeping from his elbow joint, and sank into a restraint throne as the other warrior dragged himself the rest of the way, trailing blood and machine oil from his shattered armour. He looked down the aisle of the Talon Queen’s crew bay, at the ragged collection of warriors that was all that remained of the Cohors Nasicae. Far more than half their number was gone. Such catastrophic losses would threaten the continued survival of any warband within the Eye, where threats abounded in every storm and dark corner of the semi-immaterial realm. Sinking from the fighting strength of nearly sixty legionaries to barely above twenty was a blow few forces could recover from, and nothing less than a total disaster. 

			This cannot go on. The thought rang in Krysithius’ mind as he dragged a hand through his hair. His fingers grew slick with blood and oil, catching on shards of bone and ceramite that matted his locks. Not all of which had belonged to the World Eaters. He picked a sliver of purple and gold from his scalp, peering down to see the symbol of the III Legion in the palm of his hand, shattered and charred.

			Without conscious thought, his gauntlet curled into a fist, crushing the shard. If the Cohors Nasicae were to survive, they would need a guiding hand stronger than the lunatic they now followed. God-touched or not, Lucius the Eternal had brought them nothing but ruin.

			The thought of their leader sent Krysithius’ eyes poring over the assembled warriors as the Talon Queen’s main engines spooled up to full power in a fiery shriek. Ever since he had become the Eternal following his first resurrection, Lucius’ armour had failed to emit a reliable transponder code, but Krysithius could not find his smug, fanged visage among the survivors. The only brother not on the crew deck of the Thunderhawk was Cesare, yet he was aboard. Krysithius could detect the Apothecary below him, surrounded by the smear of huddled heat signatures given off by the slaves he had collected in the lower deck. At least they had managed to gain something from this disaster.

			Could the Eternal be gone as well? Had Lucius fallen in battle to the enemy, or had he been swallowed up by the daemon world as it unmade itself? Could fortune have truly favoured Krysithius so?

			The Talon Queen shuddered as she began to rise, buffeted by the tumultuous death rattles of an entire world. The swordsman felt his hope, a feeling so delicate and rare within the Eye, rise with her. He would step forwards and fill the void in leadership. He would drag the Cohors Nasicae back from oblivion, as any true son of the Phoenician would. He would reforge his brothers and together they would–

			A thick ropey appendage smacked against the hydraulic piston of the assault ramp, anchoring itself on razored barbs. The plasteel hissed and spat as acidic venoms ate into its surface. The lash wrapped itself tighter around the piston, coiling more and more of itself around it, before a clawed hand snatched hold of the lip of the assault ramp.

			A form of cracked purple armour, riven with howling faces and drenched in blood, hauled itself up the ramp as the Talon Queen leapt into the sky. Lucius uncoiled his lash from around the piston as the assault ramp rose to seal itself. Krysithius felt a tooth crack in his jaw as he leered at the figure now standing in the soft crimson light of the Thunderhawk’s crew bay. Chips of enamel caught in his throat along with his hope.

			‘No, brother!’ Lucius implored, his hand shooting out with mock sincerity towards Krysithius to forestall him from rising. ‘Please, do not dream of exerting yourself. I was quite all right dangling over all of that, and you look so very, very tired.’

			Lucius strode past Krysithius, ignoring the murderous glare boring into his back. He spread his arms wide to match his grin as he looked at his warband.

			‘So, my brothers, how was everyone’s battle?’

			But for the shrill rumble of her engines, the flight of the Talon Queen was silent as she knifed free from the bonds of the daemon world. The storms had stolen much of the paint from her hull, and there had been more than one occasion where the Thunderhawk was forced into relying on intricately dramatic manoeuvres on the part of her pilot to avoid being dragged down and dashed against the planet’s undulating crust. The blackened skin of the ancient gunship shimmered as she shot through a bubbling nebula of gas and dust, closing in on the waiting shape of the Diadem, hanging serenely amidst the turbulence of the Eye.

			Aboard the Thunderhawk, the silence pervaded with grim insistence. Two more warriors, the Brazen Claws turncoat of the Rypax and Rubitaille, one of the foremost of the Palatine Blades in the halcyon days of the Legion, died on the way to the strike cruiser. Opportunists had stripped the armour from Rubitaille’s flesh while it still bore warmth, before Cesare had clambered up from the lower deck and driven the scavengers away so that he could extract his gene-seed. The surviving Rypax crouched in a protective circle around the dead Brazen Claw in the rear of the crew bay, hissing and brandishing blade and claw at any who dared draw near. They would remain as such until landing, safeguarding the corpse for their own death rituals conducted back in the shadows of their roost. 

			Krysithius stared at the plundered corpse of Rubitaille as the dour Apothecary did his work. His eyes fell over the dead warrior’s greaves, the armour broken and smeared with blood and oil. He realised that it had been Rubitaille whom he had helped to board the Talon Queen in the moments before their flight. He considered for a moment whether the fate of being abandoned on the surface would have been preferable to the defilement that had been so callously visited upon a sworn battle-brother and veteran of the Siege of Terra.

			His ruminations did nothing to quell the smouldering furnace of his anger. 

			‘Something to say, brother?’ asked Lucius with the same baiting edge he always used when speaking to Krysithius. The Eternal smiled with his black needle teeth as he cleaned the gore and muck from the Laeran Blade their father had given him so long ago. What would the primarch think, Krysithius glowered, to see his champion now? 

			Would he be repulsed? Or would their father be so much worse that there would be no room for judgement? 

			A resonant clang sent a shudder through the occupants of the Talon Queen as the Thunderhawk touched down upon the Diadem’s landing bay. The assault ramp began to lower with a hydraulic hiss, and the battered warriors of the Cohors Nasicae stood to file down onto the strike cruiser’s deck. They passed Lucius and Krysithius, sitting across from one another in silence at the mouth of the ramp. 

			The Eternal’s eyes of bloodshot green never left Krysithius, just as the cruel smile never left his lips. The seconds seemed to stretch, congealing and hardening into infinity. Krysithius clenched his fists, drawing them away from the position they had held without his notice, over his holstered weapons. The swordsman stood, turning without a word as he strode down the Thunderhawk’s assault ramp. 

			Lucius watched him go, the smile still clinging to his lips but drained of its venom. His eyes lingered over Ajennion’s sabre as it swayed softly from the scabbard chained to Krysithius’ hip. That blade was going to leave its scabbard one of these nights, thought Lucius, and soon.

			Rising, he cast a look over his shoulder at the Talon Queen’s crew bay. Cesare had wrapped Rubitaille’s corpse in silver linen, ready for the Apothecary’s retrieval after he had brought the newly won slaves down to the lower decks. The aisle of the bay was slick with blood that glittered wet and dark in the glow of emergency lights, filling the confined space with a spicy transhuman reek.

			His brothers’ blood. Lucius frowned for a moment, curious at the sudden thought. He did not remember when the feeling had left him, or if he had ever possessed it from the start, but he simply could not bring himself to care. The legionaries of the Cohors ­Nasicae were his blades. When a blade breaks in battle, when it ceases to be useful, it is thrown aside by the one who wields it, who then finds another to replace it. 

			Lucius snarled away a rising pulse from the voices that stung at his thoughts. He exhaled, telling himself to focus his attention on the deep clang of his boots as he stomped down the Talon Queen’s boarding ramp, but found he already stood at the bottom of it. He thrashed his head, collecting himself as he walked across the polished black decking. Crews of twisted menials scattered from his path as he made his way to the ship’s bridge. 

			He had broken many blades recently. There were few left in his possession that could serve their purpose. It was perhaps time, he thought, to find some more.
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			I.VIII

			 

			He opened his eyes; nothing but darkness greeted them. Not the lightlessness of night, or of a ship’s unpowered corridors, but true, depthless dark. For a moment of panic that stung his mind with its acid touch, he believed with grim certainty that they had taken his eyes. He blinked rapidly, nearly gasping with relief when he felt the intact spheres as he fluttered his eyelids over them. Slowly, painfully, he closed them again, putting all of his effort into slowing the oily rolling he felt within his head, and controlling the breath that misted out from between his chattering teeth.

			Direnc remembered nothing of what had brought him to this blackness. His last thoughts, individual broken images that flickered and flashed through his mind as though they were being projected by a faulty pict feed, were of the strange planet his ship had crashed down upon, tearing itself apart at a tectonic level. He remembered staggering to his feet, and his world eclipsing in the face of a wide eye of silver gunmetal.

			The demigod. The memory plunged ice into Direnc’s veins. The demigod belonging to the warband that had destroyed his ship and butchered her crew. It had taken him. 

			Adrenaline stung his blood, boiling the ice away. While he was still blind, Direnc’s other senses returned. He smelt the cold, stale breath of air pushed from ancient rescrubbers. Iron and spice stroked his tongue with a distant caress, and he felt cold iron shiver beneath his bare feet in tune to the distant thrum surrounding him.

			He was on another ship. The demigod’s ship. But why?

			Direnc could not conceive of an answer that was anything short of terrifying. He had learned of the broken remnants of the III Legion in the barest snatches of his master’s conversations. The Pit Cur had even run afoul of their like before, though it had been little more than a skirmish between two small schools of vessels too distracted by their own disrepair to give battle. He had never seen the Emperor’s Children before the crash, and if even a fraction of the things his lords had said had any truth, the wisest course he could take would be to find the surest way of snapping his own neck.

			For the first time since regaining consciousness, Direnc attempted to lift his arm. The limb refused him, as did the others as he tried them. He felt no shackles or irons around them, no chains binding him in place, yet he could not move. The only thing he could feel was the phantom itch emanating from the stump where his hand had been. Panic began to eat back into the XII Legion serf’s mind, dripping down the back of his skull and dancing along his spine.

			More than anything, though, Direnc felt withdrawal. Every waking thought ended with the teasing recollection of the rosy vapour that had engulfed him aboard the Pit Cur. It was torturous, failing to remember anything of the exact sensations other than the absolute bliss they had gifted upon him. Direnc’s nerve endings were shot without its touch, triggering tics and an anxious restlessness that only exacerbated the distress needling his psyche from his paralysis. 

			A deep clunk sounded from somewhere around Direnc, causing his teeth to clench involuntarily. Though he could not feel it, he was certain his skin was crawling, as if a vibrating piece of machinery were hovering just above it. A modicum of his vision returned, enough for him to glimpse a willowy figure standing over him.

			It was inhumanly tall and thin, a hairless androgynous thing sheathed in a body glove of shining black rubber. It peered down at him, smiling a smile that was too wide with a mouth that had too many teeth. 

			The figure raised a hand up to Direnc, its soft flesh pale as milk. Its palm was open, holding a small mound of pinkish powder. Direnc’s tongue felt thick and heavy, his mouth dry as he tried to choke out words.

			‘W–’

			His words were stolen by a soft hiss that muted all other sound. The androgynous creature breathed out, softly throwing the rosy dust into Direnc’s face. The powder billowed over him, warm against the frigid air as it wrapped itself around his body. It felt like silk, and the serf released the breath he had been holding to allow it passage within him. 

			It had barely brushed his nostrils before he was gasping. Direnc lurched forwards, greedily inhaling as much of the musk as he could. It was the same joyful mist that he had tasted upon the Pit Cur, only somehow more. The cold vanished, and the stale recycled air with it. Perfume took its place, sublimely potent and yet subtle at the same time. The deep thrum of engines faded away, along with the musical giggling of the creature, as a sweet, bright chirping plucked at his ears. 

			Direnc slowly opened his eyes fully and found that, after a few blinks to clear his vision, he was no longer blind.

			He was in a garden.

			Direnc was sitting upon a low overstuffed couch skinned in deep scarlet silk. It was soft to his touch, so soft it felt as though he would sink into it forever. He realised with a start that he was pressing against its plush surface with his hand, the hand he thought he had lost in the crash. He held it to his face, marvelling at its smooth, undamaged flesh, before he turned his gaze to his surroundings.

			Everything around him was lush and green. Flowers swelled on vines with a riot of spectacularly tender blooms. A stream of water, not the rust-thickened leakages of corroded ductwork but glittering, crystal clear water, chuckled as it wound through the greenery. There was more vegetation in this small garden than Direnc had seen in his entire life. 

			Small shapes flittered hither and yon amongst the blossoms, their plumage representing every colour of the spectrum. They hovered with easy grace, drinking of the nectar that glistened from the flowers, before darting back to the air in a blur of gently flapping wings. It was from the tiny beaks of these creatures that the singing was coming. Direnc had never seen a bird before, nor had he heard their birdsong. Such things had been confined to the few shattered picts and mouldering tomes left in what had once been the Pit Cur’s libraries, the few that had survived being casually destroyed by the masters or burned for warmth by the mortal crew. In the face of survival, they had been an irrelevance, but now he understood the full measure of what they were. 

			For an indeterminate period, Direnc simply sat staring. He drank in the splendour around him, the rapturous press of nature upon his senses. He was so lost to it, so deeply distracted, that it took him some time before he realised he was not alone.

			The child stared down at the daemon world, eyes of black and gold narrowed in a porcelain angel’s face. She hated the world. She really, really hated it. 

			She sat upon a throne of onyx and silver built to accommodate a legionary’s dimensions in the cool expanse of the Diadem’s bridge, glaring at the curdled sphere that dominated the oculus viewscreen. She hungered to destroy the warp-spawned planet, to rain cyclonic torpedoes down onto its surface and pull its continents apart with planet-cracking ordnance strikes. Its birth had stolen her prey, dragging the vessel called the Pit Cur down with its invisible greed to ruin her against its ugly crust. She had learned the ship’s name in the scream of her guns, roaring in feeble defiance as they hammered uselessly at the Diadem’s shields, before the child had sunk her claws into her quarry’s bulging iron hide. 

			Before the planet had appeared. It had taken a kill from her. It was a thief, and deserved annihilation.

			She watched the seismic anarchy erupting across the planet’s surface, and her perfect features were twisted by a scowl. The world was collapsing from within, its death a matter of months or moments away, but inevitably by its own transient edifice. Within the birth wound of the Lord of Dark Delights, where thought could form anything into reality, the only impossibility was constancy. The daemon world’s suicide brought its affront full circle, robbing the child of even the shallow vindication she would have gleaned by murdering it herself.

			The child sighed softly. The light of tactical hololiths reflected like moonlight from skin the colour of fresh snow. Only the barest hints of violet were visible branching underneath it, and they twisted as her face stiffened in an expression of refined irritation. Despite the ravaging the warband had sustained on the ground, her void hunt had proved to be manifestly unsatisfying. The Diadem’s spirit ached to prowl, and her mistress shared the warship’s urge to seek out fresh, more challenging prey.

			A rumbling clunk from behind the child’s throne sounded as the main bulkhead rolled open. Noise and twisted light burst into the calm of the command deck, drowning out the melodies of the robed minstrels who knelt in a semicircle at her feet. The bulkhead sealed, and once more the liquid susurrus of their harps wound unchallenged through the perfumed, indigo-lit air. 

			A lithe serpentine creature caressed the arm of her throne, rising from avian back-jointed legs and tasting the fragrant air with flicks of a dark tongue from its long tapered snout.

			‘Be still, Incitatus,’ she whispered to the daemonic animal, running short, slender fingers over its head. The daemonic creature cooed in subservience, its sealskin flesh rippling in swirling waves of purple and blue. It circled for a moment, its snout bobbing from side to side, before it lowered itself down to rest beneath her feet.

			Heavy footsteps, yet possessed of considerable grace, fell behind her, drawing close. The child plucked a translucent sliver of candied fruit from a gilded dish offered by another prostrated servant, enjoying the flavour as it burst across her taste buds. The slave scurried away from its mistress, head lowered, careful to avoid any contact with the massive cowled figure that stood beside the child’s throne. She chewed slowly, savouring the sweetness slowly melting away, as the footsteps stopped beside her.

			‘Lucius,’ she greeted him, dabbing at her dark lips with a silk kerchief.

			‘Clarion,’ replied Lucius. ‘How is my ship?’

			‘You reek of battle,’ said Clarion with envious hunger. The ancient presence within that kept the child frozen in agelessness smiled through her lips. ‘I can see the lives of the ones you killed by the smell of their blood on you. I can hear their names. Would you like me to tell them to you?’

			Lucius smiled. ‘Another time, my dear.’ His eyes turned to the oculus. ‘What of the currents here? Did any other vessels happen upon us in my absence?’

			‘No,’ Clarion pouted. She gestured with a tiny hand at the tactical hololiths that projected the region of Eyespace surrounding the ­Diadem. The cones of hard light curled and deformed as they refreshed, unable to truly display the realm where the material and immaterial universes met, yet still performing their functions well enough to be of use. A single crystal-blue icon, representing the III Legion warship, hung inert at the centre of the display, with no other contacts in sight. ‘We picked this region specifically for the fact that, for the meantime, there is nothing here, but that could change at any–’

			‘Something to say, brother…’ 

			Clarion turned, her gold eyes flicking back in a sidelong glance. ‘What?’

			Lucius was leaning over the table, knuckles flat against the polished metal, eyes staring glazed and unfocused into the dancing screeds of hard light. His mouth slowly moved as the words came out in a soft murmur, barely even a whisper. None of the bridge crew, caught up in their duties, heard it. But Clarion did.

			Clarion leaned forwards in her throne, looking closer. The hulking robed figure standing on the other side of her, half hidden in shadow, remained silent and unmoving, avoided by all. The child watched the warlord as his words drifted away and his eyes refocused. Lucius straightened, as if waking from a dream, lifting a hand to brush a trickle of dark blood from his nose. He looked down at Clarion, into shining eyes that stared into him with the undisguised fascination of a magos studying a pinned laboratory specimen.

			A warning throbbed insistently from a console in one of the sensorium pits, triggering a series of reports to flow up with practised precision through the levels of the bridge crew. A deck officer approached Clarion’s throne, halting a respectful distance from it with his eyes averted.

			‘Report,’ ordered Clarion, still staring at Lucius.

			‘Mistress.’ The deck officer cleared his throat, involuntarily smoothing the faded white of his uniform. ‘We have received reports that one of the forward prow airlocks has been opened.’

			Clarion joined Lucius in looking at the deck officer. ‘Are we being boarded?’

			‘No, mistress,’ answered the officer, failing to mask his own unease. ‘It has been opened from the inside.’

			The corridor was abandoned.

			Its position on the Diadem, just behind the armoured spear-tip of her prow and far from the palatial discordance of the upper decks the legionaries prowled, meant that only senior crew and emergency repair teams had any business walking its dark and barren length. The aching cold of being so near the outer hull guaranteed few ever travelled it at all. What little light there was came from the weak pulse of amber lumen panels set into the walls, their anaemic glow failing to pierce the perpetual twilight.

			The walls shook with a resounding clang of ceramite clashing against iron, like a bell falling from a church steeple. The noise ­rippled down the corridor and back in jarring echoes before bleeding away to silence. Another clash took its place, followed by another. And another.

			Strained snaps and popping couplings wove between the tolls as the warrior pulled his armour from his body before dropping it to the deck. Irreplaceable pieces of artificer-crafted war-plate, forged upon Mars in a time now relegated to myth and reforged in the bathing madness of the Eye, left indents in the steel mesh deck as they slipped forgotten from his fingers and thudded to rest. Interface needles caught and held for long seconds before tearing free, leaving his flesh raw and bleeding in the frigid air. He could not feel it.

			The warrior pulled the ridged cowter, lacquered in violet and gold, free from its place anchored over his left elbow. The armour was of such exquisite craftsmanship that this piece alone was worth more than the tithes of some Imperial worlds. He did not look down as he discarded it behind him.

			His hand reached up to the wall, stroking its pitted surface through the clawed gauntlet he wore. The metal shrieked as his talons raked slowly across it, the grating sound failing to reach him as he tore the iron with casual disinterest. After a trio of dry hissing pops of armour locks unsealing, the gauntlet fell from his hand, joining the trail of priceless detritus left in the warrior’s wake.

			Stripping away the form-fitting body glove beneath his armour, the warrior strode to the end of the corridor. He walked bereft of any wargear, but for the clawed boots and greaves on his legs, and the spear he bore at his side in a tight grip. It was a relic among relics, the symbol of the chieftain of the warrior cult he led. The cult he had watched be destroyed.

			The Rypax was devastated. From a force of close to two dozen Raptors, now they were six. The latest battle against the XII Legion had bled the cult of irreplaceable individuals, Raptors the warrior had reaved the stars with for centuries. These deaths, galling as they were, the warrior could accept. The brothers stolen by the daemon world itself, he could not. Half of their number had fallen in the flight from the battle, swallowed up by the roiling earth beneath or incinerated in the burning skies above. 

			The warrior could no longer feel the touch of the divine. The god he and his cult had prayed to on the eve of each bloodletting, the deity they venerated by giving birth to rapturous pain with their claws and blades in acts of fevered battle worship, had withdrawn its favour. Numbness and restlessness spilled into the void its absence left, making the Raptors aimless and cold even upon the field of battle. The deaths of so many of the Rypax, falling into the maw of a world conjured into being by the warp itself, was all the sign the warrior needed to know that they had truly been abandoned. 

			The Rypax had committed some affront to cause the Dark Prince’s displeasure, and for that they had been forsaken. To save those few who remained, their chieftain turned to the old ways.

			The warrior could not hear the wail of warning sirens as the inner airlock ground open, the slab doors peeling aside on ancient tracks. He did not feel the depthless sting of the vacuum as he stepped into the airless industrial lift that led to the warship’s skin. He could not feel the blood begin to freeze in his veins.

			 Vispyrtilo’s sins had rendered him and his cult barren to such sensations. He gripped his spear tighter as the lift ground higher, bearing him closer to the tempest above. He would repair the rift caused by their transgressions. He would win back the favour of the Youngest God. 

			Even if the price to be paid was the teeming choirs of the Neverborn devouring his soul.
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			I.IX

			 

			Three menial servitors and five mortal crew would lie dead by the time Lucius reached the prow airlock. Most of their deaths had gone completely unnoticed by the Eternal as he sprinted through the spinal thoroughfares that threaded the Diadem’s upper decks. He had locked eyes for an instant with a thrashing, screaming man in the passage beneath the main sensorium towers, watching the mortal’s panicked frenzy for an eye-blink as he barged him out of his path. He felt the human’s disgustingly fragile ribcage wrap around his vambrace and rupture before the man was hurled away to crash with clumsy, boneless weight to the deck.

			Two more had died to his lash, unable to get clear of Lucius fast enough and thus forfeiting any chance of their continued survival. A woman screamed as the whip stole her legs. A servitor, oblivious to the events unfolding around it, was eerily silent as it was pulled apart to clear the passing warlord’s way.

			Lucius swore, his legs a blurred pair of pistons beneath him as he charged on. As soon as the report had come to the ship’s bridge, the Diadem had initiated the emergency protocols to engage its Geller field. The protective barrier had been deactivated after the brief confrontation with the XII Legion ship so that the Diadem’s contingent of hereteks could provide the towering generators with needed maintenance and supplications to their machine-spirits. 

			Vispyrtilo’s actions would draw the Neverborn to the Diadem like moths to the flame. Raising the Geller field now, even under emergency conditions, would take time they did not have. Lucius was not blind to the existence of the daemons that already dwelt and hunted in the darkest corners of the Diadem, but unless he stopped the Raptor, the entire ship would be overrun. 

			The claws of his boots scraped gouges into the deck plate as he skidded around a corridor junction. Lucius arrived at the airlock to the primary spinal tower mounted on the forward prow, the blood of mortals and servitors drying over him in a thin crust. Standing as silent praetorians around the bulkhead were the shattered remnants of the Rypax.

			The five Raptors crouched, armed with bolt pistols, blackened power swords and cracked power talons. Three squatted upon the deck, while the other two leered like gargoyles, hanging from the ceiling by their hooked boot talons. Since their return to the Diadem none of them had removed or seen to their armour, which still showed the thorough ruination the battle upon the daemon world had inflicted on them. The contoured panels of the ancient ceramite suits sparked and groaned with abused servos as they stood sentinel over the doorway.

			The Raptors had collected the pieces of Vispyrtilo’s armour from where they had been discarded upon the deck, stacking it with all the care and reverence of a makeshift shrine in a corner by the airlock bulkhead. The last survivors of the Rypax would bear it back in funereal silence to their roost, before the time would come for the new master of the cult to be chosen. 

			Would the Raptors resort to infighting to solve their crisis of succession, Lucius thought, with so few of their number left? Even with all that had transpired, he doubted that the threat of extinction would stay their claws from bloodshed. Especially when the prize was the Rypax cult itself. 

			Lucius began to walk towards the snarling Raptors. He adopted a measured pace, confident and deliberate, and he put a smirk upon his lips that he did not feel. The Rypax reacted, the hanging two growling and levelling bolt pistols while the three upon the deck activated the crackling power fields of their blades. Killing light flashed in intermittent flickers from the damaged weapons, throwing harsh shadows upon the walls. The Rypax cult was unambiguous with its posturing: they would not act in aggression towards Lucius, but they stood unquestionably to deny his way. 

			‘We cannot allow you passage,’ cawed one of the Raptors. The warrior’s head, encased in a mask wrought into the visage of a screaming daemon, inclined slightly with a scrape of chipped ceramite. ‘Fulgrim’s Champion that you are.’

			‘What has been done cannot be undone,’ another continued, his broken armour webbed in violet lightning in deference to his past among the VIII Legion. The only other inkling of his Nostraman origins was the Raptor’s gauntlets, still stained in sinner’s red.

			‘What has been done must be done,’ said a third from his hawkish helm. The name Zhousu adorned one shoulder pauldron in worn Khorchin script, etched deep into war-plate scorched down to the ivory borne by the sons of the Khan.

			Their voices were shrill and grating, issuing from ruined helm vocabulators and throats abused by centuries of unnatural screams. Lucius closed his eyes briefly, repressing the murderous irritation boiling from his hearts, and bared his indulgent smile wider.

			‘Brothers,’ Lucius purred, spreading his arms wide in benediction. ‘Put your weapons away. Perhaps you have forgotten how to address the one who now stands before you. The one your own leader bends the knee to.’

			Lucius lowered his arms, resting his hand casually on the pommel of the Laeran Blade. ‘Perhaps you have forgotten that I could kill every one of you without even sullying my father’s blade on your filthy, perfidious hides.’

			‘That may be so,’ admitted Kyoras, one of the last three Rypax to have come from the Emperor’s Children, from his place on the ceiling. ‘But it is the fate of our lord who lies beyond this door, not yours.’

			‘Perhaps you would like to join him?’

			Kyoras did not rise to Lucius’ baiting, giving a single grating, sparking shake of his helmed head. ‘The Youngest God must be appeased. We must make an offering if we are to receive His blessings once more.’

			‘And you believe that allowing the commander of my Raptor cult to be flensed apart by the Neverborn will return His love to you?’

			‘We have nothing left to give.’ Kyoras’ voice was a scratchy whisper from behind his mask. ‘Nothing but ourselves, and the last of the Eagle Kings is the greatest of us. We offer such a sacrifice as this not to lift the curse upon the Rypax alone, Eternal One. We do this for the Cohors Nasicae. We do this for you.’

			Lucius’ false smile soured to a grim line. A tic twitched at his left nostril as his eyes narrowed. His voice was low, a growl barely above a whisper. 

			‘I. Am not. Cursed.’

			Kyoras’ bolt pistol did not waver. ‘Reality exists unconcerned of whether you believe it or not, Eternal One. Look around you. Our ability to make war on any level above base piracy has vanished. Our brothers stumble aimlessly across this ship, their stares distant, their nerves unable to send the sensation they crave riding through their bodies. They can only be brought to feel through the machinations of your Apothecary’s potions, and even then it can do little more than remind them of what they have lost. To continue upon this path is–’

			‘Insane.’

			Lucius turned at the voice behind him. The icy light of a power field bathed Krysithius in an instant of stark light, his face hard and set. A second flash showed the remains of the Cohors Nasicae, leaning against the walls of the corridor behind him, waiting to watch what was about to transpire.

			Despite himself, despite everything, Lucius could not help but allow a cruel bark of laughter to pass between his teeth.

			‘Something to say, brother?’ 

			Sheets of grey ice cracked and shattered from the walls of the lift travelling up the prow spinal tower as it ground to a halt. The portal iris twisted open, greedily swallowing down whatever thin wisps of atmosphere had remained within the small iron cage. Warp light, a thousand unknowable shades of red and purple and black, washed over Vispyrtilo’s face.

			The face of the Rypax chieftain shone, glittering brightly in the unholy light. On the night he had usurped the mantle of Eagle King, Vispyrtilo had taken the platinum circlet worn by his former master to the forge refineries deep within the heart of his warship. In the searing fires of its cauldrons, he melted the symbol of command that had existed since the dawn of the Wings of the Phoenician, rendering it down into a pool of molten silver liquid. Standing before the assembled might of his warriors, Vispyrtilo poured the liquefied platinum, drop by drop, over his face.

			He had revelled in the agonising bursts of pain that exploded over him as the metal ate into his flesh, filling the air with the scent of charred meat. His skin puckered and pinched around the platinum tears as they cooled and hardened. After a handful of moments, Vispyrtilo looked down across the gathered legionaries from a face pitted with gleaming stars.

			His message that night had been clear for all to see. The mantle that he had stolen could never be taken away from him. When he died, so too would the Wings of the Phoenician. He would be the last Eagle King.

			The tears of embedded platinum radiated the ephemeral light ­bathing the Diadem as Vispyrtilo staggered through the iris. Feeling the soft rumble through his boots as the doorway coiled closed behind him, he activated the magnetic locks with resonant clunks he could not hear within the tainted void. With a slow, deliberate pace, he began to march to the edge of the minaret.

			The mag-locks in his boots made the journey feel as though Vispyrtilo were trudging through thick sucking mud. Where an unaugmented human would have died of asphyxiation or exposure to the void’s undiluted radiation, Vispyrtilo was able to survive. The legionary’s genhanced physiology retained a higher reserve of oxygenated blood in his veins, while his three lungs were protected from swelling to rupture in the face of no external pressure by his black carapace. Still, he felt the last lingering heat flee from his flesh as the cold drank it away, and his tongue tingled as the moisture of his saliva began to boil. 

			The Raptor’s pallid flesh took on an ashen grey tint, gradually freezing solid. The muscles and tendons of his limbs started to tighten and shrink in the airless cold, restricting his movements to a stunted shuffle. His head began to swim as the first signs of oxygen starvation manifested. 

			Only a few steps more.

			The soulflame of anyone who set foot upon the hull of the Diadem in the open waters of the Eye would have been a beacon to the Neverborn from the second they emerged onto her iron skin. Faint shapes began to whirl around the prow of the III Legion warship, the barest traces of ancient intelligence and endless hunger. Without the searing anathema light of the ship’s Geller field, the denizens who prowled the immaterial wound in reality swam closer, driven on by their ravenous thirst for mortal spirits.

			Vispyrtilo saw the daemons coming for him as he reached the edge of the minaret. He raised his spear, knowing that the movement tore nearly every muscle and tendon in his arm though he could not feel the pain of their rending. He placed the weapon’s golden tip against his chest, and slowly drew it from his right shoulder to his left.

			Dark gems of claret spilled out into the building storm of psychic energy. The Neverborn lunged for it like the predators of some primordial ocean. They caressed the spilled blood with the transient impressions of claws wrought from unclean light. 

			Vispyrtilo drove the butt of his spear down to the deck of the minaret beside him. His consciousness began to ebb, his vision closing like the merging doors of the lift. He snarled, forcing his eyes to remain open even as they froze solid. He would be no flawed sacrifice. He had to be awake when they took him. 

			He lifted his chin, and bared his throat to their storm.

			The Raptor lord stood unmoving as daemons swam around him, thin ghosts of shadow and thought. Vispyrtilo felt their eyeless gaze wash over him as they circled, their passage hypnotic as they drew closer and tighter around him. Tighter.

			The last Eagle King prepared himself for the eternity of horror and unceasing agony that he had offered to Slaanesh in exchange for his returned favour. He could see nothing but the sheets of congealed sentient emotion that surrounded him. They snapped and fought amongst themselves, before one emerged to rear over him.

			The daemon had the face of an angel, cracked and ruined the way a statue is marred by centuries of erosion and abuse. It watched Vispyrtilo, gazing at the blood still slipping out in shining jewels from his chest. It appeared to peer into the Raptor, past his shell of bone and meat, and into the core of him. 

			A talon of pure black appeared from nothing, darker than the space between worlds. It lingered, hanging just a hair’s width from the pupil of Vispyrtilo’s left eye. The moment seemed to stretch into infinity, and the legionary wondered if this was how his torment would begin.

			In a flash the talon was gone, along with the daemon that conjured it. The storm of Neverborn receded, melting away into the churning nebulae of lost souls. Vispyrtilo was left standing untouched upon the minaret by the things as they vanished, leaving nothing in their wake save trails of their auras, palpable in declaration of a hunger that had gone unsated. 

			Confusion needled Vispyrtilo’s mind. Was this some malevolent game played by the warp’s foul denizens? Had he been taken, and just did not know it? He waited, thoughts rushing through the acid sting of frustration, for several seconds. 

			The realisation was the hardest blow he had ever suffered.

			He had no soul left to take. There was nothing remaining within him, nothing of value for even the lowliest of the Neverborn to consume. Centuries of sacrilege, slaughter and betrayal after betrayal had whittled away every scrap of his essence, drained by the god he pledged fealty to. Vispyrtilo, chieftain of the Rypax, could be no sacrifice, because he no longer had any worth to the divine. 

			He was hollow. Truly, eternally, empty. 

			It had been eighty-one seconds since Vispyrtilo had entered the lift when he turned, his abused muscles screaming as they tore around his iron-hard bones, and began to stagger back inside.
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			I.X

			 

			
‘So,’ Lucius smiled, ‘ambition has chosen its day at last.’

			Krysithius was silent. His hands were low, away from his weapons, but his tense posture exuded the threat he desired to unleash.

			‘Are you certain about this, Krysithius?’ Lucius had not stopped smiling since the other swordsman had arrived. ‘There is still time for you to come here,’ he pointed a clawed finger in front of his cloven boots, ‘and grovel. Still a chance to stay alive.’

			‘I will not suffer this any longer, brother,’ hissed Krysithius. ‘I will not follow you. Lucius, you are insane!’

			‘Sanity is never a binary, dear brother,’ replied Lucius, as poison crept into his smile. ‘It never has been.’

			Lucius took a step closer. ‘Climb down from your high tower, go where I have gone and see the sights that I have seen, and then you and I might speak of what insanity means.’

			‘I do not care where you have been,’ said Krysithius. ‘And I do not care what you have seen. I care about the future of the warband, a future where your place at our head is ended. Now.’

			Sighing, Lucius tilted his head. He looked past Krysithius to the rest of the Cohors Nasicae. ‘So, he speaks for you all, then? You would have him lead you?’

			‘No one speaks for me,’ grunted Cadarn. The renegade Executioner stood bareheaded, leaning upon the haft of his axe, his patchwork face of burned flesh and scars set in a look of amused detachment. ‘My former brothers, back in the days before they had abandoned their conviction, allowed challenges to leadership by those who felt they would serve better in the role. Disputes such as these were solved by steel, and by blood.’

			A series of noncommittal murmurs echoed from the others. The legionaries of the Cohors Nasicae had served under Lucius long enough that each of them had at one battle or another seen the Eternal die. They all knew what came afterwards, and their bitterness and resentment ­notwithstanding, such experience encouraged them to hold their tongues.

			‘So, what shall you do, brother?’ Lucius arched the pink flesh where an eyebrow would have once been. He sniggered once, a malignant sound from deep within his throat. ‘Are you going to kill me? I believe that you know how that story would end.’

			‘No.’ Krysithius shook his head. ‘I won’t kill you. I won’t feed the monster you have become. No, my brother, but I shall take your arms, I shall take your legs, and I shall take your tongue. Cesare will see reason. He will fall in line, and aid me in keeping you alive, just enough to keep the poison that passes for your blood beating through your veins. I will reduce you to a husk, watching the centuries pass by alone in silence, until the only soul at hand to consign you to oblivion is your own. And when that night falls, oblivion is where you shall stay.’

			At that moment, a ripple of understanding passed over Lucius’ face. This protracted feud between them, his brother’s inability to exist beneath his control, had flared up time and again. On each prior occasion, Krysithius had skirted to the edge of drawing steel, but at the last moment he had stepped back. 

			This time, Lucius realised, was different. His resentment had finally boiled over. This time, his brother would pass over that line.

			A breath passed from Lucius’ teeth. The world narrowed to a knife’s edge. Only he and his brother existed. 

			‘Brother, I swear here and now by the Youngest God that if air touches your blade you die this night.’

			Krysithius did not waver. In a single calm, formal motion, he placed his hand upon the pommel of Ajennion’s sabre, the ritual signal given to convey a swordsman’s readiness at the start of a duel upon their long-destroyed home world of Chemos.

			Lucius gave a short, thoughtful nod. ‘Very well, my dear brother. So be it.’

			Krysithius’ other hand shot out, flinging a fist-sized sphere at Lucius. The sphere exploded in a burst of sound and blinding light. Lucius grinned as the blind grenade’s detonation tore at his face. He had known his brother would be smarter than to attempt a fair fight. Ajennion’s blade flashed as it blurred from its scabbard. Krysithius launched himself forwards. He knew the ruined condition of his wargear after battle upon the daemon world. He knew Lucius’ ­ensorcelled shell was just as damaged, and that he was badly wounded in the side. 

			The blind grenade would be of little help, but it would give Krysithius the second he needed to cover his leap. If combat were to stretch into a protracted clash against Lucius, he would die. He was certain of that. He had to move as lightning, and end the duel before it began. 

			Krysithius flew into the dissipating detonation of the blind grenade. He took aim precisely for the soft joint between Lucius’ cuirass and shoulder guard. The point of his blade would shear through the soft fibre bundle musculature and carve into flesh and bone, severing Lucius’ sword arm clear from his body. Follow up strikes to the right arm and knees would finish the business of disabling him. 

			The angle of the blade was exact. Krysithius funnelled his energy into the speed of the attack, making it a preternatural blur, nearly impossible to track. It was truly a perfect strike. 

			Except Lucius wasn’t there.

			Ajennion’s blade cut only the thin smoke coiling through the air of the corridor, continuing to fly unerringly forwards along with the rest of Krysithius’ sword arm. Lucius had seen his attack coming, and rather than parrying or dodging it, he had chosen to show his brother just how effective the cut would have been by executing it himself. 

			Flawlessly.

			Blood sprayed dark and free from the stump of Krysithius’ shoulder, drenching the wall and deck at his boots. Immediately his trans­human physiology laboured to staunch the haemorrhaging, while his armour plunged its last reserves of combat narcotics and pain nullifiers into his bloodstream and spinal column with a stinging chemical kiss. Krysithius did not hesitate, drawing the gladius sheathed at his shin.

			In an eye-blink, the short blade was spinning into the air behind him, along with the hand holding it. Blood soaked Krysithius’ cuirass as he looked down at his severed wrist. His eyes, wide with shock, flashed up.

			Lucius stood in front of him, smoke clinging to his boots, as if he had never even moved. The only indication that he had was the Laeran Blade drawn in his left hand, its power field hissing and ­popping as blood cooked along its edge.

			Krysithius’ blood.

			‘You know,’ said Lucius, as his lash uncoiled to the ground with a wet thud, ‘I rather liked the idea you had for me, my dear brother. Since it doesn’t seem that you will be needing it, do you mind if I borrow it?’

			Lucius’ movements were quicksilver like the flashing blink of lightning. A surgical backhanded cut sliced off Krysithius’ left leg at the knee in a shower of blood and the fountaining sparks of shorn ­servos and fibre bundles. The return strike cut his right at mid-thigh, the power field of the Laeran Blade flashing as its disruptor field disintegrated solid matter into crumbling ash with each strike. 

			Krysithius crashed to the ground. One of the finest Palatine Blades to ever fight beneath the banner of the III Legion had been reduced to a ragged torso clad in broken armour, emptying what remained of his lifeblood onto the deck. All the while, Lucius’ face was a cold mask, not betraying the merest hint of emotion. 

			This was not a duel fought for his pleasure, as it had been against the Red Centurion. This duel was about sending a message. This was a reminder to any of the Cohors Nasicae who had dared to think that Lucius the Eternal was anything but the greatest swordsman in the galaxy. That he was anything less than the first among brothers, their better and their master.

			The daemonic lash tore the air with an ear-splitting crack, stripping the flesh from the side of Krysithius’ face and smashing his head back into the deck. The swordsman rolled to his stomach, clutching at the deck with the handless stump of his remaining arm to drag himself away.

			‘Crawl!’ Lucius roared. ‘Crawl, brother! Slither along until you find the spot where you want to die. It won’t be long now, until you will see what I have seen. Oblivion is waiting for you, and I will send you there!’ 

			Lucius’ words were punctuated by the crack of his lash. The snapping whip reverberated like gunfire down the bare metal of the corridor as it stripped away Krysithius’ splintered armour and pulled away the flesh beneath in tattered ribbons.

			Krysithius spat a mouthful of blood onto the deck. Wisps of steam curled from where it began eating into the iron, reeking of chlorine. He looked up, desperately searching for something, for anything, in the eyes of his brothers.

			He found nothing. Every warrior of the Cohors Nasicae wore the same blank dispassionate expression. Those few who deigned to meet his gaze seemed to look through and past him. Their eyes were not cold or hateful, just vacant. Unfocused.

			Numb. 

			Lucius reared over Krysithius as he came to a halt, crashing back to the deck after slipping in the slick of his own lifeblood. The Eternal lowered the tip of the Laeran Blade, tapping it against his boot.

			‘So, we end here after all.’ Lucius’ smile was back, but it was devoid of even the cruel mirth it had possessed before. ‘I’m afraid I won’t be giving you the chance to grovel this time, my dear brother. You won’t even get to die on your knees.’

			Krysithius choked out a ragged breath, blood spilling over his lips. He growled with exertion as he struggled to hook his arm around Lucius’ leg, fighting to rise. Lucius stomped down with his other boot, the ceramite-shod hoof smashing his brother back down to the deck.

			Lucius circled around Krysithius, pressing his knee down into his gut to keep him pinned. 

			‘Let’s see,’ murmured Lucius thoughtfully. ‘You’ll take my arms…’ He rapped Krysithius’ ravaged limbs with the flat of his sword. ‘You’ll take my legs…’ He did the same with the amputated stumps branching from the legionary’s waist. 

			‘What else was there?’ Lucius drummed a quick tattoo with his fingers against his chin, as if lost in thought. ‘There was something, wasn’t there, brother?’

			Lucius’ eyes lit up. ‘Ah!’ Cruelty had edged back into his features as he leaned down close over Krysithius to whisper into his ear. ‘I remember now.’

			Lucius set his sword down on the deck and grasped the back of Krysithius’ skull, holding it still as he pistoned his other fist between his brother’s lips. Teeth snapped and wrenched free from his gums as Lucius sank his hand in to the wrist. The slippery length of muscle snapped taut as he grabbed hold of it, resisting for a moment before tearing free.

			Lucius stood, looking down upon Krysithius as the anguished warrior thrashed and howled in an expanding pool of blood, spit and vomit. He opened his hand, allowing the twitching red shape he had pulled out of his brother to slide from his palm to the deck with a soft wet slap. 

			‘My tongue.’

			Krysithius spasmed. His face was a crimson mask, his mouth reduced to a gory maw of torn lips and broken teeth. His back arched and rounded as he aspirated on his own blood.

			‘I know exactly where you are going,’ said Lucius, gathering up the Laeran Blade and gently cleaning it before returning the sword to its sheath. ‘Of everything I have experienced, all of the torments of the material universe and our wars within the Eye, nothing compares to it. It is the one place where even those of the Legions should feel fear.’

			Slowly, Lucius raised a boot over his brother’s face.

			‘You will have an eternity to learn why.’

			The splintering of bone echoed across the corridor, fading after a few moments as silence reasserted itself. Lucius the Eternal looked down at the ruin he had transformed Krysithius into, the brother he had so thoroughly destroyed, before turning his gaze to his warriors.

			‘Take what you want from him, and bring whatever is left to me.’
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			I.XI

			 

			The sound of laughter turned Direnc’s head. He caught the vague impression of someone who had been watching him from behind a veil of branches before they disappeared in a quivering rush of ­foliage. Slowly, he rose from the silken couch, peering around the lush garden to find the source of the sound that still rang harmoniously in the distance. 

			Laughter was not something that was entirely foreign to Direnc, even in a life lived as a slave to the Eaters of Worlds. That being said though, in almost all of his experience it had been a cruel, animalistic thing, barked and ululated from his demigod masters or hissed from the lips of killers and the inhuman things that dwelt deep within the lightless decks of the Pit Cur. The things that laughed in Direnc’s life more often than not expressed their joy through blood-stringed jaws.

			This sound was nothing like that. This laughter was closer to the sweet song of the birds than the harsh bellows of his former overlords. It was lyrical, honeyed, and it brought a warm, honest smile unbidden to Direnc’s lips. 

			A trail of smooth grey stones warmed by the sunlight led Direnc on a winding path through the garden as he followed the slight sounds of rustling grass. The soft sway of hanging vines opened before the slave like a curtain, revealing a rolling hill crested by a deep green meadow that stretched all the way to the horizon. A breeze rolled over the long grass and wildflowers, gently stirring ripples across them like the waves bending the surface of an emerald ocean.

			Direnc finally saw where the laughter was coming from. A group of slender figures danced and frolicked through the meadow, the silver silk of their robes flowing behind them like shimmering angels’ wings. One of their number was running and skipping to join them, sparing Direnc a glance over her shoulder with bright green eyes.

			The slave had never seen anything, or anyone, so beautiful. The humanity he had been born into was a crude, unwashed thing, swollen into brutishness by alchemical muscle enhancers and starved of natural light and warmth. Direnc stopped for a moment at the crest of the hill, lost in the effortless grace of the dancing figures, before he began to walk down towards them.

			The hull of the Diadem shivered as a churning wave of immaterial force broke against its flank. Now safely wreathed in the fully restored protection of her Geller field, the tide boiled around a capsule of gold-and-azure energy, its caustic wake doing little more than ­buffeting the vessel slightly from the course it had been drifting along. The engine arrays of the ancient strike cruiser lit, and she smoothly came about on jets of bright flame from her manoeuvring thrusters before sailing clear of the building storm. 

			Clarion had received no report of daemonic incursion before her crew had managed to reactivate the Geller field. She had heard nothing from Lucius or any of the other legionaries since he had departed from the bridge. But she could sense the lingering trace of spice upon the air. Blood had been shed upon her decks. The child could feel it as surely as her own bones. 

			One of the Cohors Nasicae had died, and he had not died well. Clarion ran a dark tongue across her teeth. Another feast cast into the Sea of Souls. 

			She had been given no course to set, no destination or target to guide her beautiful warship towards as unerringly as a spear of silver and violet. Running her fingers across the runeboard pads built into the armrests of her throne, Clarion panned the angle of the oculus viewscreen that dominated the forward wall of her bridge. The view ground downwards, and she watched the spine of the Diadem stretch out ahead of her in all of its gothic, crenellated glory.

			Adorning the tip of every spire, every tower and minaret stood an army of statues waiting in a silent, airless vigil. They were all of roughly the same shape, sinuous creatures of slender and seductive lines, while at the very same moment horrifying, pregnant with the promise of untold suffering delivered by oversized claws and barbed talons. Some reflected the unholy light of the Eye with sheens of bright silver, while others offered a dim mirror from bodies of smoked glass or creamy marble. Many crouched like perched gargoyles, most stood to their full, spindly height, but every one of the nearly thirteen hundred statues stared unblinking at the Diadem’s bridge.

			At Clarion.

			A deeply repressed memory surfaced in her mind, sending a shiver that under any other circumstance would not have been entirely unpleasant down the spine of Clarion’s flesh form. The inert creatures watched her, as they had watched her for every moment since she had come aboard the Diadem. She suddenly felt the ragged breath of the indistinct figure towering at her side more acutely than usual. Eyes – or something like them – that never left her back. With a tap at her runeboard, Clarion sent the oculus grinding back to its ordinary alignment.

			‘Auspex,’ said the child. An aging woman in a faded Legion uniform of cream and mauve piping stepped towards the dais.

			‘My mistress?’

			‘Sweep the area around us, full spectrum.’ Clarion’s golden eyes narrowed. ‘Find me something to kill.’

			Lucius lurched down the corridors of the Diadem. He kneaded the heels of his hands into his eyes, trying for just a moment to lose himself in the clashing harmonics screaming from the vox-horns lining the walls. Their blaring shrieks rushed over his armour like storm wind, hard enough to rattle the teeth in his jaws, but they were a distant background noise to the surging roar boiling behind his eyes. 

			The captive souls bound into Lucius’ armour were growing louder. The helpless screams and venomous curses of his killers were becoming clearer, sharper, as though they were coming from right behind him. Since he had left the corridor at the prow of the ship after killing Krysithius they had assailed him with rising intensity, louder than they ever had before.

			‘Shut up,’ he snarled, shoulders rising and falling in a breathless pain he could not savour. He pressed his fingertips into the wall, punching indents into the steel with his juddering claws. His temples throbbed with heat, his skull feeling primed to swell with their jeering curses until it burst. 

			‘Shut up!’ Lucius thundered a fist into the wall, sinking halfway up his vambrace into its surface. The metal squealed and screamed as it tore, lost in the noise of the ship and the lamentations of his mind.

			‘Brother?’

			Lucius turned his head, watching as Cesare appeared from around a corridor junction. The pearlescent armour of the Apothecary gleamed in the disorienting dance of the stablights, giving it the impression of a mirage as he approached.

			‘Are you unwell?’

			Lucius wrenched his arm free, dropping the shards of metal clutched in his fist to rattle against the deck plating. ‘It is nothing. My armour, a slight malfunction.’ 

			Cesare’s head tilted. ‘You have had no need of the artificers aboard this ship in all the centuries that we have dwelt upon it.’ His voice could not mask the coldness of his tone, even through the lion’s purr of his helm’s vox-speakers. ‘Another gift from the warp’s generous benefactors.’

			‘And yet here I stand, still awaiting the moment they favour me with the gift of patience,’ Lucius snarled as he pressed his fists to his eyes. ‘What do you want, Cesare?’

			Lucius’ brother answered him by holding up a canister of clear crystal. A ruined lump of shredded meat hung in a wash of sloshing amniotic fluid, bleeding into its greenish tint and trailing gossamer tendrils of silvery flesh and fat.

			‘Krysithius’ gene-seed,’ said Cesare, his admonishment undisguised. ‘Or what is left of it. While I understand the necessity to make examples for the others from time to time to maintain order, choosing to deconstruct them to the point where harvesting intact progenoids is rendered impossible only serves to weaken us even further than we already are.’

			Hissing out a breath, Lucius withdrew his hands from his face to leer at the Apothecary. ‘I speak of a distinct lack of patience, and this is the time you choose for lectures?’ The Eternal snorted derisively. ‘It was no loss.’

			‘He was foremost of the Palatine Blades,’ Cesare pressed. ‘His sword drew the blood of the Throneworld, and it proved the difference in a hundred battles since we were exiled to rot away here in the dark.’

			‘And if his legacy were truly that of the Legion’s legend,’ Lucius smiled, ‘then he would not have lost.’

			‘His legacy is of manifestly no interest to me,’ said Cesare. ‘The continued survival of our bloodline is.’

			In an instant Lucius had his fingers wrapped around Cesare’s ­gorget. Tiny squeals sang as his crystal claw tips gouged the ceramite. 

			‘There is no bloodline to save, Cesare,’ Lucius hissed. ‘That time is over, and long over. There is no past, there is no future, there is only now, and for eternity. So cease this maudlin obsession with a past that our time here has rendered meaningless.’ 

			Lucius grabbed the side of Cesare’s helm with his free hand, dragging his masked face towards his own until they were just shy of touching. ‘The past cannot be undone, my sweet brother. It cannot be changed or altered, only forgotten. But right now?’ Lunacy stained the Eternal’s lips in a predatory grin. ‘Oh, the now can be made into whatever we choose, and so can we. Now, my brother, look now.’

			A shuddering tremor passed over Lucius, and he released the Apothecary. The surgical blades in Cesare’s narthecium slotted back into their ports in the gauntlet as he lowered his arm. Lucius turned away and paused for a moment, tics tugging randomly at his scarred features, before he looked back at Cesare. ‘How goes your work?’

			The Apothecary swallowed, repressing the sting of combat stimulants his armour had injected into him in response to his adrenaline spike. ‘The compound’s elements are being gathered according to my schedule,’ he replied. ‘Since so many of the warband did not return from the surface, barring any unforeseen complications I should be able to synthesise enough ambrosia for close to all who do remain.’

			Cesare sneered behind his helmet. Ambrosia. The bastardisation of his feat of alchemical artistry by coating it in the nonsense of mythological antiquity spiked his already bitter disposition. Lucius did not notice it in his voice, barely listening.

			‘And the Rypax? What of Vispyrtilo?’

			Cesare sighed, conceding to another sporadic change of subject. ‘He endures. The void inflicted a shockingly minor degree of trauma to him as he stands, though what effects may manifest from his deluded little trek in the long term, physical or psychological, we will have to wait to discover.’

			Lucius grunted. ‘He reassumed his mantle?’

			‘Yes,’ answered Cesare. ‘The Night Lord challenged him, apparently vowing to take the crown from his face.’ A flicker of gallows amusement tinged the Apothecary’s words. ‘For the sake of the warband it did not end in one more brother’s death, though it did require nine hours of suturing him back together in the apothecarion to the tune of insistent Nostraman aspersions against the honour of my birth mother to keep that particular eventuality from coming to pass.’

			Lucius gave another noncommittal grunt. His face was slack and unfocused, as if his mind were far from where his body stood, lost to the melody of a song that only he could hear. The cogitating mechanics of Cesare’s gauntlet began to tick and thrum around his fist. 

			After several seconds, Lucius seemed to reassert enough of his focus to return to the present moment. He pointed to the canister in Cesare’s hand. ‘If that is useless to you, send it to the Rypax as my gift to them.’ He snorted. ‘Perhaps they would care to devour it and gain our late brother’s courage.’

			‘Courage,’ murmured Cesare. ‘Taken from a warrior who died ­choking on his own blood.’

			‘No, my brother,’ said Lucius as his indulgent, lunatic smile returned to his lips again. ‘As someone who was killed by the Youngest God.’ 

			The Eternal turned his back on Cesare, walking away down the corridor. ‘Now leave me be, Apothecary. Your incessant melancholy throws my humours out of balance.’

			Cesare watched Lucius disappear into the stark bands of coloured light and rippling waves of sound. He glanced down, reading the results of his narthecium’s passive scans as they spilled over the datascreen of the gauntlet in screeds of sharp green runes. He released another sigh, his eyes turning back to the now empty corridor.

			‘Out of balance, indeed.’
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			Weeks passed, or perhaps months. The Sea of Souls was ever anathema to the linear passage of time, and the Eye was curdled with enough of its taint to render the same effect upon those who dwelt within its twisted depths. 

			With no commanding interference from any of the legionaries to fetter her, Clarion was free to indulge in the hunt. She guided Diadem on a prowl through Eyespace like a coiled serpent, aching to strike. She raided and reaved, bloodying her claws as she sacked pirate bastions and the backwater fiefdoms of renegades and lesser traitors. 

			Though she was the match of any two ships of her own class and nearly any single vessel in the Eye beyond the capital ships of the Despoiler’s dread fleets, the warship of the Cohors Nasicae held back from any engagement that would have pit her against the blades of another of the fallen Nine Legions. The listless demigods living within her veins only departed from the upper decks of the strike cruiser to board and loot the husks of Clarion’s prey, stripping anything of value clean from their steel bones like carrion feeders. Slaves and salvage were taken, added to the Diadem’s holds with whatever meagre flesh and raw material could be scavenged. Whilst all of this transpired, the leader of the warband was nowhere to be found.

			Lucius had withdrawn from the rest of the Cohors Nasicae, sequestering himself within his chambers. No one had been granted entry for an audience with the Eternal, but for new tithes of slaves taken in the raids. Others claimed to see him roaming aimlessly through the abandoned expanses of the Diadem’s lower decks, grating the icy air with conspiratorial whispers. Rumours ran rife throughout the warband, speculating upon the state of their commander. 

			Even in a host containing some of the most deviant traitors, murderers and psychopaths within the Eye, his increasingly erratic behaviour was proving unsettling. Still, there was not a single one of them who contemplated issuing the challenge to assume control, let alone disturbing their lord’s seclusion. The smell of Krysithius’ blood still lingered hot and recent, a reminder that held fast enough to the air aboard the Diadem to penetrate even their bleached senses.

			There was one son of Fulgrim aboard who could still hear the butchered swordsman’s screams.

			He made his sanctum at the top of the highest tower that rose from the strike cruiser’s spinal battlements. The august circular chamber had been designed to accommodate the Diadem’s delegate from the Navis Nobilite, and indeed it had acted as the home for a scion of Terra’s great Navigator houses for the first several centuries she had sailed the void. The mutant lady who had guided the Diadem through the immaterium had served the III Legion with skill and distinction, during the days of the Great Crusade and on the fiery path to the Throneworld beneath the banner of the first Warmaster. The titanic strain of the craft’s flight from the failed siege, compounded by the prolonged and harried retreat from the wrath of a vengeful Imperium to exile within the Eye of Terror, proved in the end to have been simply too much for her soul to endure. 

			With her death, the Diadem was left without a Navigator. Such a loss was tantamount to a death sentence within the constant storms of Eyespace, and the III Legion warship seemed destined to join the fate of countless others that had been lost since the promise of Horus’ rebellion soured into the Cthonian Failure. In their desperation, the fractured remnants of the Emperor’s Children that would one day form the Cohors Nasicae turned to someone who, in any other time, they would have crossed blades against one another to win the pleasure of skinning alive.

			Lucius exhaled, an instant of confusion lancing his mind as he tried to make sense of his surroundings. He heard the rumble of hydraulics and turned, watching a lift hatch as it ground closed behind him. Recognition took hold a second later, and he realised where he now stood, if not how he had arrived there. 

			His ceramite-shod hooves scraping against the deck plating, Lucius came to a halt before an ornate gateway. Stretching to twice a Space Marine’s height, its surface of intricately engraved platinum had long lost its lustre. Blooms of soft corrosion teased over etchings of great birds of prey, their intertwined wings of lightning and balefire now dulled by a sheen of ashen grey. Despite the assault of time and ill-maintenance, the exquisite craftsmanship of the artisans in depicting the noble creatures was still starkly present in the flickering light of ensconced torches set into the wall on either side.

			Lucius reached up and thudded a fist into the centre of the doorway. The clang of ceramite clashing against metal washed over the swordsman and resounded down the corridor behind him. A moment later, the deck beneath Lucius’ boots shivered, and the gateway began to part down the middle. The doors swung ponderously inwards, and the warlord stepped into the grand chamber within.

			Lucius was greeted by a chorus of screams. Men and women lined the walls, clutched in the grip of horrid, spider-like constructs of crystal and tarnished silver. Their limbs, hair and, in some cases, their skin had all been removed, leaving them as little more than twitching husks of abused meat and terrified, pleading eyes that shone wetly in the rose-hued light of torches. Worms of jade energy stitched over their raw flesh, provoking screams of pain that impossibly grew louder and more agonised as their suffering was continually eclipsed by fresh torment. 

			The constructs moved to different sockets across the walls in a chilling dance, arraying their captives’ howling bodies in shifting sickening patterns. They formed disorienting runes that itched at Lucius’ flesh and brought stinging black tears welling in his eyes. The mouths of the victims, pinned back and stretched open by the machines’ dagger claws, bled frost and corposant as they fed their ceaseless cries into the staring faces of elaborate masks of porcelain and tarnished gold. Conduits of tubing trailed from the painted grins of the masks, glittering with warp frost as they linked and intertwined like a spider’s web around the spiralling tower at the centre of the chamber.

			A monolith of purple ceramite war-plate stood in silence at the foot of the twisting tower. The deep royal lacquer was edged in shining gold that had become darkened to bronze by patina. Racks of sharpened lances rose from its shoulders, heaped with impaled skulls. The shattered helm of a First Legion champion held pride of place, the scorched green trophy still bearing half of its ornamental crest, a ­single wing of blackened ivory that curved elegantly from its temple. 

			The wargear was asymmetrical and mismatched, the tell-tale of the scavenger. Each individual plate bore a different name in golden Chemosian, revealing the identities of the III Legion elite who had been the original bearers of the immense pieces of Tactical Dreadnought armour. They had been heroes of the Emperor’s Children all, murdered by the greed of the one who now wore it as his own.

			The Terminator’s great tusked helm was bowed, the crystal-blue eye-lenses dark and cast down at the floor. Lucius took another step forwards, feeling the unnatural cold of the howling air abrade the scar tissue criss-crossing his face. His eyes rose to the apex of the tower, searching the darkness at its peak.

			A rumbling tremor joined the turbulent air as the Terminator’s generator awakened. The teeth-aching thrum of standard Legiones Astartes power armour was a whisper in comparison to the massive suit, enough to send ripples through the pinkish flames of the torches and rattle the skulls above its shoulders. The helm ground up on snarling fibre bundles, its eyes flashing a brilliant ice blue as they settled upon Lucius.

			‘Hail, Lucius,’ bellowed the Terminator, lowering the bulk of his torso in mockery of a bow.

			‘Do not speak to me, thief,’ replied Lucius without turning his eyes upon the hulking warrior.

			A chuckle like tank treads crunching over gravel issued from the tusked helm of the Terminator. ‘A curious insult, from the one our own brothers name Soulthief.’

			‘You are no brother of mine,’ snarled Lucius. ‘Those days ended with the murders of the kinsmen whose armour you wear.’

			The Terminator spread his arms wide, the lightning talons tipping the fingers of his left hand bathing in a flash of azure lightning. A low snort barked from his helm, like a hound snuffing the air. ‘And yet I can still smell the scent of our fair Krysithius upon our father’s blade. Again, curious.’

			‘Enough.’ The Laeran Blade was in Lucius’ hand, its point dazzling in the rolling light of the torches as he levelled it at the Terminator. ‘I did not come here to suffer the words of a thief and a murderer. You exist here, drawing breath in exile with the one you serve, only because I allow it. Do not make that cause for my regret.’

			The golden serrated blade slung beneath the twin-linked barrels of the Terminator’s combi-bolter swung down and away from Lucius, the loose belt of mass-reactive shells hanging beneath its ammunition box clattering against the dense plate of the hunched behemoth’s thigh. ‘Then why have you deemed to grace those so unworthy with your presence, Eternal?’

			‘Because, Afilai,’ came a voice from high above, ‘I asked him to.’

			The Terminator’s posture took on an air of slack submission, like a puppet left to hang by its strings. Lucius looked back to the peak of the tower, though he did not yet return his sword to its sheath.

			A figure appeared, his form lithe and svelte in spite of the bulk of his Legiones Astartes power armour. Robes of cream and iridescent silver hung over the suit of curved ceramite, its hue continuously shifting between bleached lilac to rose to deep, fathomless black. He was bareheaded, a horned helm resting in the crook of one arm, its mask a flawless face frozen in a gasp of beatific joy rendered in shining platinum. A staff of horn and black crystal filled his other hand, topped with a cluster of skulls dissected and exploded only to be reknit into a single, horrific whole of mismatched eyes and gaping jaws.

			The staff clicked against the polished stone steps as the figure made his way down the staircase that wound around the edge of the tower. In his wake, the heavy blast shutters on the outside of the chamber peeled back into their housings, revealing the poison currents of Eyespace through a dome of crystalflex. The wailing spiked as the raw empyrean washed over the wretches covering the walls, dragging their torture to new heights and flaying away whatever pittances of sanity they still clung to as they screamed.

			‘Nobody summons Lucius,’ snarled the Eternal, the haft of his sword creaking under his tightening claws.

			‘Of course not,’ said the other Space Marine, his pale features adopting the very image of conciliatory contrition. He danced lightly down the steps of the tower, gently placing his helm upon a silver pulpit that stood halfway down its length. 

			‘Ah.’ He closed his eyes, beaming as he basked in the blood-curdling screams tearing through the chamber. ‘Such songs they sing today.’

			He gestured up towards the crystal dome that was all that separated them from the roiling currents of the warp storm’s fury. ‘Here we stand, bathed in the light of infinite possibility and endless creation.’ He leaned over the edge of the pulpit towards Lucius, a conspiratorial smile upon his face. ‘I heard rumour that Vispyrtilo ventured out into its tides with only his spear. How he was not flensed away by the molten storms is nothing short of miraculous.’ 

			Lucius snorted. ‘Tell that to him.’

			The sorcerer gave a short bleat of light, lyrical laughter. ‘He and I must converse soon. I imagine we would have so much to discuss.’

			Lucius said nothing, his face twisted in anger at the jovial witch’s presence. The screams were inciting the voices caged within his mind, inspiring them to new heights of helpless rage. The sorcerer seemed not to notice it, the smile never leaving his thin lips.

			‘Tell me,’ he asked, his voice shedding some of its exuberance to become soft and measured, ‘do you still dream?’

			‘I do not sleep,’ answered Lucius, irritation bleeding into his voice to render it clipped and harsh.

			‘But you do dream,’ he pressed. ‘Do you still dream of Terra?’

			‘Shut up.’

			‘Do you dream of Sigismund?’

			The unconquerable battlements are aflame. The Templar stands surrounded by the firestorm, alone with his blade drawn to face him. A sword of midnight reflects the blazing pyre of the hopes and dreams of the human race.

			Hanging strings of blood and drool link Lucius’ teeth as he grins. The tips of their blades are as close as can be without touching, radiant silver against depthless black. Both weapons are stained scarlet with the deaths of ones they had once called kinsmen. 

			‘It’s finally here, isn’t it?’ Lucius grinned wider. ‘The moment we both dreamed about.’

			‘That…’ Lucius clenched his teeth. ‘That did not happen.’

			+Didn’t it?+

			‘Get out,’ Lucius hissed. He snorted the beginnings of a nosebleed onto the deck, leering up at the figure standing at the pulpit. ‘Doesn’t it harm you?’ the swordsman asked, tapping a maddened tattoo with a claw to his temple hard enough to draw a thin trickle of blood. ‘Poking around in there?’

			‘Yes,’ the other whispered. ‘For one with the sight, to even look upon you for any longer than a moment is an act that elicits great pain.’

			‘Then why do you do it?’

			The sorcerer looked away for a moment, his shining eyes suddenly hooded and tired, thoughtful in contemplation. ‘The answer to that question is… complicated.’ He turned back to look down at Lucius, though not directly at him. ‘You would not have the patience to hear it.’

			‘Nor have I the patience for you now.’

			‘That answer is fair enough.’

			The doors to the spire-top chamber ground open once more, admitting the pearl-armoured form of Cesare within. 

			‘What fresh hell is this?’ demanded the Apothecary, loathing curdling his words into an acidic hiss. The Apothecary had arrived armed. His bolt pistol filled his fist, loaded and primed to fire. 

			Lucius made to have his brother holster the weapon, before remembering his own blade was still bare to the freezing air. Pushing a breath through his teeth, he sheathed it. Lucius locked eyes with Cesare, giving him a barely perceptible nod, and the Apothecary relented as well, mag-locking the pistol to his thigh.

			‘Brother, why was I summoned to the lair of this bastard witch?’ Cesare sneered up at the figure. He turned the glowing eyes of his helm to Lucius, the extractor of his gauntlet deploying with a bladed snick as he raised an accusing finger towards the sorcerer standing at the pulpit. 

			‘This self-proclaimed Composer?’

			‘Why, because our leader requested it, of course,’ replied the sorcerer, smiling wider at the brief flicker of uncertainty that needled Lucius’ features. ‘Something has happened, which he believed you would find to be of great interest.’

			Cesare came to a halt beside Lucius, casting a sidelong glance at the swordsman as the Composer continued.

			‘We have received a message.’
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			She brought a finger to his lips, and the whole world disappeared.

			It was the lightest touch, a grazing caress that just barely settled upon Direnc’s skin, but she may as well have set his flesh on fire. The rolling hills surrounding the two of them shrank away, stretching into an indistinct blur. The only thing in existence was he, and the pair of green eyes that swallowed his mind.

			They were flawless, hypnotic and the most purely beautiful things he had ever seen. Direnc imagined they were gateways, twin portals to verdant forests filled to bursting with life and joy. The slave would have given anything to live within such a place, his entrance granted with the radiant key of a kiss.

			The finger, slender and pale as milk, withdrew its touch. Direnc’s heavy brow creased in confusion, only for his frown to melt away with her smile. The girl turned, her auburn hair dancing a gentle orbit around her blushing face, and she darted forwards up the hillside. Laughter trailed behind her, sweet as music.

			Direnc ran after her, hearing the alien bark of laughter pass from his own lips. It was such a heavy, brutish noise by comparison, but it seemed to cause the maiden no distress. It came honestly from the thrall of the XII Legion, and he knew that the girl could sense that as he followed after her.

			With long, powerful strides, Direnc quickly caught up to the girl. She yelped, eyes shining as she spun and leapt into his arms. The sudden weight unbalanced the slave, and the two tumbled together down the side of the hill, their laughter intertwining as they rolled. Their joyful shouts only grew as they came to a stop at the bottom of the hill, half concealed within the swaying ocean of soft grass. 

			Redness flushed Direnc’s face as they settled. Human sexuality was not entirely alien to those who served amongst those who failed at Terra, even if intimacy was. The World Eaters had enforced a rigid breeding doctrine to ensure the mortal populations of serfs aboard their fleets was maintained, even as they raided and pillaged those of the other fallen Legions and those belonging to their own kin. 

			Direnc himself had been selected, his size and robust constitution passing him through the eugenic trials of his masters to participate, though the cold, inhuman process established by the Apothecaries of the XII Legion had left much to be desired. The acts were sterilised and distant, devoid of any warmth or humanity. They were more akin to surgical procedures than any means of conveying love.

			With a start, Direnc realised how different his lot in life had become. After growing to adulthood in the dark aboard the Pit Cur, mired in the blood and hatred and violence of life in service to the ­Eaters of Worlds, he had inexplicably found a Legion of masters who seemed to demand nothing from him but happiness. He should have railed against that, suspicious of the ease of it all, but it was all so intoxicating. 

			There was glory in worship to the War God. Blood and skulls meant honour, they meant victory. But here, in this place, in the shadow of another of the divine pantheon, there was joy. Real joy. A bliss that, as Direnc looked down into the maiden’s eyes, he wanted more than any conquest that could be won upon a battlefield.

			Direnc leaned his head down fractionally, and the girl raised her own. The eyes of devastating green closed, and their lips touched.

			‘What message?’

			Cesare’s question mirrored Lucius’ mind. Some manner of ­somnambulance had brought him here, yet he could not fathom how, or to what end. Had the Composer truly alerted him as he claimed? The sorcerer knew better than any of the precariousness of his position aboard the Diadem, and that Lucius was all that prevented any of the rest of the Cohors Nasicae from leaving him flayed and crucified upon the gantries of the upper decks. 

			Hatred was one of the few lingering things that sustained the life of Lucius the Eternal. He had wrought wonders through such hate, yet this ignorance that clouded him, the loss of control, twisted acid through his veins like nothing ever had before. It reminded him all too well of the place beyond, in those times he had been defeated.

			It reminded him of dying.

			‘A powerful missive,’ replied the Composer to Cesare. ‘Sent from across the realm of the Gods through the minds of eighty-three souls gifted to relay it, meant for the ears of the Eternal alone.’

			Lucius spat onto the deck, watching the gobbet of phlegm hiss and pop as it ate into the metal. ‘I care not, just tell me the damned message.’

			‘As you wish,’ said the sorcerer obsequiously. ‘I have not heard the message, and chose instead to contain it within the final conduit of its sending for you to give audience at your pleasure.’

			The Composer rapped the tip of his staff against the floor, the clack somehow carrying through the screams that coated all other noise. A buzzing chitter arose from the top of the crystal dome. An insectoid construct emerged, not unlike the mechanisms clutching the wailing slaves who lined the walls. It stuttered down to the pulpit on chattering suspension orbs, clutching the frail body of an elderly man in its pincers of smoked glass. 

			The man was frozen in the midst of a terrible scream, his worn and lined features locked in an image of pure terror. Silver thread was pulled taut across eye sockets made vacant when he had been ritually blinded as a child. The stitching gleamed in the torchlight, glittering behind a field of sorcerous energy like diseased smoke, ­caging the man within a moment in time. 

			The Composer nodded once, and the construct lowered down before Lucius and Cesare. Its pincers spread wide with a sibilant rush, dispelling the field of psychic energy and dropping the man to the deck with a dull crash of bony limbs. He lay there, shivering, drawing shallow, rasping breaths through blackened teeth.

			Lucius stared down at the stricken astropath sprawled at his feet. He pinched his nose with a sigh of impatience. The strands of his lash uncoiled from one another, questing the barbed hooks at their tips over the psyker’s prone form of their own accord.

			The astropath shot into the air, his lungs straining with a rattling wheeze. His back arched, breath feathering out in freezing puffs as he began to levitate. 

			‘Hrmmmm…’ His wheeze became a groan, became a wail. Became a scream. The misty clouds of breath darkened into ribbons of oil-black smoke, sinking and coiling around his body like a nest of waking serpents. His voice began to break, stuttering as his vocal cords tore.

			An incomprehensible torrent of babbling gibberish poured from the bleeding lips of the astropath. Broken teeth tumbled to clatter against the deck, rimed in blood-ice and scraps of crumbled gum. His body alternated between thrashing and locking in place, his limbs bending in obscenely unnatural directions as the bones snapped and stabbed through his waxen flesh.

			With a great heave of his emaciated frame, the astropath vomited a cloud of hissing black ooze into the air. The tar-like substance boiled and spun, compacting into a sphere. Lucius tore his gaze from the ghastly scene for a moment, seeing the rapt joy writ upon the Composer’s face as he watched the act unfold.

			The sphere of bubbling filth stretched and flattened into a disc, hanging in the air by a trickle of the vile fluid that sprouted from the astropath’s rambling lips. Its surface grew flat and still, like the face of a black mirror, before gaunt, unpleasant features started to protrude from it.

			After a handful of heartbeats, a haggard countenance had fully emerged from the disc of fizzing midnight. It was human, but only in the broadest and most generous of terms. It clashed with impressions of the god-like power of one elevated to the ranks of the Legiones Astartes, while simultaneously bearing the sallow, malnourished aspect of a skull dipped in clotted wax. Even in the warped simulacrum of dark sludge, though, one feature was undeniable.

			His eyes.

			Twin orbs set into sunken sockets stared unblinking from a hatchet-faced brow. They glittered with dark amusement, an insatiable hunger for knowledge, and something more. More than anything, they displayed cruelty. An endless capacity to inflict unimaginable suffering smouldered in the depths of those eyes, a willingness to sacrifice any and all necessary to achieve his own ends.

			When the face spoke, it spoke through the astropath’s lips, though its own voice was heard as surely as if the man stood before Lucius in the Composer’s sanctum himself.

			‘Brother of mine,’ said a voice scraped raw by centuries spent plying the depths of the darkest sciences hidden within the universe. ‘I so detest reliance upon such methods of communication and therefore to frame a message to you in terms you are capable of understanding, I shall be brief. I require your presence, with immediacy. I offer parley in exchange for it. It has been a not insignificant amount of time since our last…’ – the voice paused, the next words bearing a more ­bitter edge than before – ‘…meeting, but the incidents of our mutual past are of no interest to me. If I know you, and I do, you will require what I have: flesh, and the means to create more of it. So come to me, and you shall have it.’

			The face shuddered, losing its shape as it sank back into the churning sludge. Filthy water began to trickle and stream from the astropath’s body as the psychically charged ice caking it thawed. 

			With a gurgling hiss, the face melted away into the dripping glob of blackness, leaving nothing behind but the lingering impression of relentless, unkind eyes boring into space.

			‘I will await you.’

			The blackness vanished in an instant, collapsing into a gust of sparking ozone and foul-smelling smoke. Untethered from the unnatural energies keeping him aloft, the astropath collapsed. The body of the tortured psyker exploded as it struck the deck. The flesh boiled away to ash, stuck fast in filthy patches to a shattered skeleton. His scream lingered on the air for several moments after he died, before crumbling away into the others.

			‘Shame,’ remarked the Composer as he descended from the pulpit to the base of the tower. He nudged the mound of ashen bones with his boot. ‘I rather liked that one.’

			‘I know whose voice that was,’ said Cesare.

			‘All of us do,’ replied Lucius.

			‘Him,’ the Composer said, tasting the word with a flourish of a smile. ‘Much time has passed since I last saw our brother. He roots his conviction so deeply in his precious, infallible science, unable to see the notes of the Great Song weaving through his every formula, every invention.’ His smile bloomed further, the guttering torchlight glittering from his diamond teeth. ‘It is ever the blindest of us who claim the greatest insight.’

			Cesare bristled. ‘Take care of the poison that oozes from your forked tongue, sorcerer.’

			‘Ah yes,’ beamed the Composer. ‘As a master goes, so too does his protégé. But certainly, Apothecary, you bear no touch of the divine. The one who has sailed these blessed stars with us for so many centuries without bearing even the slightest sign of age. The one who battles as fervently and ferociously as the rest of his brothers, yet has never seen the perfection of his features marred by so much as a single scar. The one who refuses to see the celestial links that allow his miraculous concoctions that nourish his brethren to transcend impossibility and become reality.’ 

			The sorcerer leaned forwards, hands gripping the haft of his staff. ‘No, Cesare, the Youngest God loves you. His is a love for you that runs so purely, and so deeply that He heaps such gifts upon you even while curses and denials are all that He receives in return.’

			A low bass noise scratched out from behind Cesare’s teeth. The ceramite of his gauntlets creaked and squealed as his hands balled into trembling fists. Behind the mask of his helm, a branch of veins throbbed at his temple, twitching in concert with the elevated thunder of his heart. The Composer could feel the Apothecary’s rage curl the air around his ivory-armoured bulk like decaying flower petals sloughing from the bloom.

			It took several seconds for Cesare to marshal the calm to reply. ‘I grow weary of this place.’ He jabbed a reproachful fist at the Composer once more. ‘Pray to the mass of interdimensional filth you prostrate yourself before that you do not find yourself alone beyond these doors, witch. For if it is I who finds you there, I will pull that diseased tongue of yours out from you through a place you will not enjoy.’

			‘That,’ said the Composer as he favoured the Apothecary with another effortlessly radiant smile, ‘is what you might think.’

			Afilai gave another rumbling chuckle from behind his tusked helm. Cesare turned his glare upon the hulking Terminator, before spinning on his heel and storming from the chamber.

			The Composer gave a contented sigh. ‘Our dear Apothecary. He is the oldest of us, yet he bears a puerility that is the equal of his face.’

			‘He is of no concern to you,’ scowled Lucius, still staring at the incinerated astropath. 

			‘Then, my Eternal leader, whatever is?’

			Lucius looked up, meeting the Composer’s radiant gaze. ‘I am in no mood for your lunatic games. You saw the point from where the message originated. Make ready to guide the ship through the Sea of Souls.’ Lucius turned away, striding down towards the ornate doors leading from the sorcerer’s spire.

			‘We are leaving the Eye.’
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			II.III

			 

			The defeated Legions of the Horus Heresy viewed the Eye of Terror as a prison as often as they did a refuge, and they did so for good reason. For a place to be considered a refuge, there had to be possibility of leaving, to withdraw from its succour and re-enter the world at large. At the threshold of the Eye of Terror, a watchful Imperium toiled and stockpiled and planned in order to prevent any such possibility from occurring.

			Vast battlefleets of incomprehensible scale prowled at the edges of the gaping wound in the material universe, hundreds of ships crewed by the cream of mankind’s navies. Sprinkled amongst their shoals of gothic battlemented warships sailed the baroque and feared vessels of the Holy Inquisition, its agents more learned and experienced of the foe that strained to spill from the Eye’s storms and poison the Emperor’s realm than any other. Entire Chapters of Imperial Space Marines were committed to patrolling the contested space. They were oath bound to defend it to their dying breath, to the last drop of their transhuman blood, for no martial force was better equipped to combat the Emperor’s fallen angels than they. 

			At the centre of its swirling fleets, shadowed agents and Angels of Death, the bulwark of the Imperium’s defence against its Archenemy hung like a steel sphere in the eternal night. Cadia, a fortress world unmatched by any not bathed in the light of blessed Sol, stood its endless vigil, as it had ever since the forces of the fallen Heresy had returned to reignite the war they had lost. And ever since the dawn of that darkest of days, it had endured. While it stood, so too did the future of the Imperium. Without Cadia, a shadow would fall over humanity, one so dark and so long that it would threaten to reach the very Throneworld itself.

			Cadia had long ceased to be a planet of rock and oceans. It was now a factory. An uncaring machine that devoured children and raw ­materials, grinding them into the new forms it required of them. From its manufactorums and training grounds, the fortress world vomited out disciplined ranks of grim soldiers and deadly war machines to serve in the Emperor’s armies. Those who would leave its orbit would carry the banners of Cadia high, for they waged the wars of the Imperium as second to none among any of mortal man. The best, though, the true elite to rise from its brutal, ceaseless training and endless preparations, would never leave its soil. 

			Like the fleets swirling over them, drowning out the light of stars, the soldiers of the Cadian Gate would wait. They would stand sentinel, manning the walls until the next evil broke loose, and they would fight until death took them at last into the peace of the Emperor.

			Arvel Donata was not fond of waiting. Standing ahead of his command throne, his knuckles rapped impatiently against the brass railing he leaned against. It was an irritating habit, ingrained from long patrols through the same single narrow corridor of space, and the others on the bridge had either learned to ignore it over time or lacked the rank or standing to gainsay him. 

			Donata’s father had been Astra Militarum, infantry, a lieutenant of the vaunted companies immortalised by their holding of the Gate against the vile hordes of the Despoiler in his last Black Crusade. He had died, broken upon the walls he had been born to hold, and become a mythical entity to Arvel as a child. His father had lived up to the destiny of all those armed in defence of Cadia, and there was nothing in this galaxy Arvel desired more than to do the same when his moment arrived.

			When his processing assessment had assigned him not to the infantry, but the Imperial Navy, Arvel had first experienced a deep, lancing regret. Disappointment coloured his mind, before he reported to his station. Once he strode the decks of an Imperial warship, tasked with serving as the tip of the spear to plunge into the heart of any invader that dared assault the Gate, his pride was restored manifold.

			Years of duty had seen him serve aboard three vessels within Battle­fleet Cadia, rising in rank and responsibility before, at last, he was given his first command. She was the Bolt of Corsa, a venerable Cobra-class destroyer with a history of service as long as Arvel’s family chain. Her iron bones creaked, and the spirit at her heart was cantankerous at the best of times, but she sang for Arvel. Despite a life in the void, he was a ground pounder at heart, and wanted nothing more than to sink the destroyer’s magazines of torpedoes into the enemy like a knight lancing a foul monstrosity in the days of Terran myth.

			In all his years, in command of the Bolt of Corsa and before, Arvel had participated in six engagements, and only two of them had required his vessel to fire its weapons. And so, like the others at the Cadian Gate, Arvel Donata waited, beating a grating tattoo against the railing and dreaming of monsters to slay.

			Any attempt to break free of the madness that was the Eye of Terror back into the Imperium of Mankind was a monumentally dangerous undertaking, even before the threat of Imperial guns. Living storms of diseased emotion and daemonic entities large enough to eclipse moons menaced any who drew close to returning to the material realm. Roving bands of reavers and pirate armadas stalked the shadows of the calmer passages, primed to pounce upon those seeking to avoid the most savage of the tides. Vast warfleets, even those of the Despoiler himself, absorbed horrific casualties just reaching the brink of the great Eye, losing dozens of ships that were reduced to bleached husks by the infernal predations that swelled within.

			But a single ship, if her captain was cautious and her course carefully guided by an adept Navigator, had a chance to enter into such a gauntlet of hazards and emerge intact. And though it had been centuries since her decks had been graced by one of the Navis Nobilite, the Diadem still knifed through the immaterium towards the boiling threshold of the Eye, its path charted by one who utilised more arcane means.

			From a throne at the tip of his spire, surrounded by the writhing forms of his supplicants, the Composer stared into the tempest. Blind hooded acolytes stood upon the spiral stairs, waving incense orbs and droning out sonorous chants from augmetic throats. Waves of brutal psychic energy lashed at the Diadem’s hull, peeling around her Geller field, which just about encapsulated the high spinal tower the sorcerer sat within. The crystal dome was bared to the madness, its shields retracted. Tortured things of prismatic fire clawed at the Composer from beyond the Geller field, the maddening shrieks they emitted jarring and clashing with the chilling screams of his slaves.

			To him, it was music. The notes of the Great Song guided the Composer, a lullaby and triumphant call as transcendent as the very heartbeat of Slaanesh Himself. Each talon of raw emotion that lashed at the ship, seeking to drive her from her course and sending tremors through her superstructure, was beautiful to him, like a skilled musician plucking the strings of his instrument. Even the severe pain of each blow, knifing into his fraying concentration as he fought to maintain the strike cruiser’s course, was a blessing, and he shouted prayers of thanksgiving to the Dark Prince for the sensual bounty that was being bestowed upon him.

			The Diadem clawed towards the edges of the maelstrom, and the joyful prayers ceased. Agony had filed the Composer’s mind down to a burning sliver of focus. His teeth creaked in his jaw. Blood wept from his eyes and nose, and came bubbling from his lips. The jostling hull of the warship hurled hooded servants from the tower, their cries muted as they struck the deck walkway or crashed against the bottom of the dome. The ancient animus of the warship howled in pain as the storms threatened to twist her into shards of broken iron and shattered ceramite. Everything, including the machine-spirit itself, screamed at him to pull the ship around, to turn back before she was ripped apart into oblivion. 

			Consoles exploded behind the Composer. Jets of sparks immolated the servitors socketed into them in fountains of neon rain. Klaxons began caterwauling, joining their mechanical screams to those of flesh. The Geller field was seconds from overloading. The capsule of protective light sparked and buckled around the Composer, straining to hold back the surging miasma. 

			Its collapse, here, would flood the Diadem with Neverborn in all their multitudes. They would tear the ship apart, leaving it as one more forgotten husk lost in the gale, while the souls aboard would face a fate far worse than mere death. Slowly, like creeping fingers of black lightning, cracks began to branch across the surface of the dome. The Composer heard the daemons on the other side rejoice at the feast of souls that awaited them.

			And then, like the passage of a sourceless shiver dancing up one’s spine, it was over. The empty void stretched out before the Diadem, depthless, all encompassing and calm. The Composer rose from his throne, but his legs buckled. He crashed to one knee upon the deck, hand clawing at his chest, drooling blood-laced saliva from his lips.

			The sorcerer of the Emperor’s Children vomited a stream of viscous sludge onto his boot, before keying the vox-bead in his gorget’s armoured collar.

			‘It is done,’ rasped the Composer, weariness soaking every syllable. ‘We are free of the Eye.’

			A faint glimmer twinkled in the void, impossibly distant yet closer than the silver pinpricks of stars.

			‘Make haste, or they shall soon be upon us.’

			‘Acknowledged,’ replied Clarion. ‘Ready yourself, little witch. We will re-enter the warp soon.’ The child depressed a rune on her throne’s armrest, severing the vox-link. She looked up at Lucius. The Eternal met her stare, seeking the shining hunger in the golden orbs. 

			‘Clarity, little one, and focus,’ said Lucius softly. ‘This is not the time for games. We must slip beneath their notice. We cannot raise their ire, not here.’

			A naval rating scurried to his overseer, clutching a ream of vellum auspex readouts. The officer turned, quickly approaching the throne.

			‘Mistress, long-range auspex confirms multiple inbound contacts.’

			Clarion smiled at Lucius, childlike yet utterly inhuman at the same time. 

			‘You were saying?’

			There were many amongst the ship crews of Battlefleet Cadia, the eldest and most aged sailors mostly, who succumbed to the superstition that the Eye of Terror itself was alive. It was a soft blasphemy born in the depths of ships, kept quietly to its believers’ chests and away from the ears of the officer corps and shipboard Commissariat. Yet the more one served patrolling its boiling edge, the more believable the folktale became.

			The extensive long-range auspex scans that swept continuously over the anomaly often detected solid matter materialising out of it into reality. The fastest ships of the nearest squadrons to the positive return would burn their engines bright, pushing them to their limits as they raced to confirm the scanner’s readings. Crews would scramble to their stations. Prayers reserved for the eve of battle would bellow from the lips of preachers to blare across the decks from vox-horns. Press-ganged slaves would labour to haul immense ordnance into the breeches of even larger weapons, drowning in incense from robed priests of the Adeptus Mechanicus as they blessed every shell and cannon.

			The rest of the battlefleet would marshal itself together. Warships congealed into perfect formations that had been drilled and drilled until they became reflex. The forces of the Cadian Gate would hold their collective breath, their bridges silent, waiting on a knife’s edge for the Eye to vomit forth another of the Warmaster Abaddon’s Black Crusades. 

			Almost every time, the vanguard of the Archenemy’s invasion was revealed to be nothing. A rotten husk of shipwreck, or a tumbling mass of ice and rock randomly discharged into reality from the immaterial gash. The true identity of each object would be established after the reaction force had sailed through its wreckage, ripping it apart with their guns equally to confirm it was no façade as well as to vent the frustration of the commanders. 

			The battlefleet’s crews would release the breath they had been holding, and divide back into their individual routines. And the oldest ratings in the darkest decks would give a mirthless chuckle, swearing they could hear the warp wound’s laughter at the trick it had pulled on them yet again.

			This was the case, almost every time. Almost. As the Bolt of Corsa raced at the head of her squadron towards the ghostly auspex return, Arvel Donata prayed that today would be the exception to the rule.

			His bridge was a scene of orchestrated mayhem. Ratings and junior officers paced through recessed pits in the deck and along banks of cogitators that lined the walls, passing and delivering orders and status reports. Servitors clanked and murmured from the stations they had been permanently sutured into. They were a fine crew, drilled to precision, and they knew the expectations their commander had for them.

			Arvel checked a screed of updated sensor returns on a data-slate connected to his right armrest, referencing it against the miniature tactical hololith that projected from the left one. The stuttering image of hard grey light refreshed every handful of seconds, displaying the squadron of six Cobra destroyers as a double chevron of blue runes inching towards an icon of blinking scarlet. The combined payloads from the six torpedo boats would be enough to cripple a capital ship, if the captains were good. Arvel knew the officers in command of each vessel personally. They were.

			‘Firing solutions plotted and sent to my station as soon as they are confirmed,’ said the captain. ‘I want ordnance in the void without any delay once we reach maximum firing range.’ 

			He looked down, seeing his hands trembling, and clasped them together. It was not fear, and for all his bravado Arvel was honest enough with himself to know that. It was adrenaline and anticipation, just the shaking of a young racer, eager to leave the starting blocks. 

			The distance on the tactical hololith shrank further, the runes almost touching despite the staggering distance that still stretched between them. 

			‘Shields up,’ Arvel commanded. He felt the deck shiver beneath his boots as the plasma drives scaled back their output, and heard the old girl groan through her iron bones. Arvel had bled power from the void shields and fed it to the engines for speed, as had the rest of the squadron per standard tactical protocol. But now, as they drew closer to weapons range, he reversed the process to encase the Bolt of Corsa once more in multiple layers of protective energy.

			Arvel looked through the panel blocks of dense armourglass that made up the forward end of the bridge, set high upon the destroyer’s aftcastle. He saw nothing of the incoming contact, but in the realm of void warfare, that was the expected way of things. If he and a foe were ever close enough to establish visual contact with one another, then they were in for a brawl that a torpedo boat was not designed for. The single macro-cannon mounted above the reinforced spade of the Bolt of Corsa’s prow was a weapon of last resort, and the shells she spat were not capable of inflicting damage upon a larger target in any meaningful way. No, she was best utilised as a distance fighter, one that hunted best when she was in her element, with the enemy at maximum range.

			The hololith refreshed again, and Arvel watched the twin chevrons of his squadron merge and flatten. The other destroyers drew up alongside the Bolt of Corsa, matching her speed as they came together to form a firing line. Two chimes beeped upon the console built into Arvel’s throne.

			‘Maximum weapons range achieved, sir,’ called out a junior officer from the gunnery pit.

			‘Firing solutions confirmed and transmitted,’ came the crackling drawl of a lobotomised servitor slaved to a targeting cogitator.

			Arvel rose up and stepped from his throne, placing steady hands upon the railing.

			‘All torpedoes, full spread. Fire.’
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			II.IV

			 

			Where the command decks of the Imperial vessels were mired in commotion and anxious noise, the bridge of the Diadem was serene. Her crew went about their duties calmly, the very picture of precision and tranquillity. Clarion paid no heed to the ringing bells warning of the enemy torpedoes racing inbound towards them, silencing them with an irritated look to one of her senior officers. The strike cruiser would be long gone before the ordnance even came close to hitting them.

			When the data inloads for the auspex locks had reached her throne, the readings had been enough to make the child’s mouth water. Six Imperial Cobra-class destroyers. Dedicated ship killers designed to array themselves in void duels opposite larger foes, groaning with crew and treasure. Within the Eye, the plunder from such an engagement would feed the material and flesh needs of the Diadem for months. 

			She wanted to destroy them. She really wanted to destroy them. It had taken a concerted effort on Clarion’s part not to argue the point further. Lucius’ decree was inviolate. They would not survive stirring the hornet’s nest at the most heavily fortified planet in the Imperium outside of the Throneworld. They could not risk such an ignominious end simply to sate her need to sow mayhem.

			Clarion sighed, crossing her tiny arms as he gave the order to turn and run. She plotted a course, transmitting it to her navigational crews. It had been seventeen minutes since the Diadem had emerged from the Eye. The violence of their expulsion had meant the plasma drives needed precious time to recalibrate, as well as to provide Lucius’ pet witch with a moment of respite before they dived right back into the Sea of Souls on the way to their true destination. The drives thrummed once more to deep-throated life, and the Diadem surged forwards in the perpetual dark.

			Lucius stood beside Clarion’s throne, hand lingering upon the pommel of his blade, the very image of feigned trust. The child could hardly blame him though. When betrayal was the one constant in a life, how could you expect somebody to trust anything?

			A deck officer made for Clarion’s throne carrying a data-slate containing the results of the latest augur surveys for her attention. He passed by Lucius, giving him a wide berth and keeping his gaze averted in deference. Lucius plucked the slate from his hands.

			‘I’ll be taking that.’

			The crewman froze. He bowed his head immediately, his eyes fixing on the deck. ‘By your will, my lord.’

			The man whimpered as Lucius caught his face in one clawed hand. He fought to stop the tremors shaking his body as he was forced to lock eyes with the Eternal. He failed.

			‘Yes,’ Lucius said, staring down at the serf with a wicked smile, ‘I am your lord.’

			‘What about…’ Clarion tried her most innocent smile. ‘Just one?’

			Lucius released the man, who promptly scurried back into the crew pits. The Eternal was silent for a moment, his eyes scanning over the slate, before he set it atop the head of a passing servitor. The nerveless thrall shuffled along oblivious, the device teetering from its skull to clatter to the floor when it rounded a corner. 

			‘They won’t miss one,’ Clarion pressed.

			A tic twitched a scar upon Lucius’ upper lip, making it appear like a snapping whip of glossy red. His bloodshot eyes flicked down at Clarion.

			‘Just one?’

			Clarion nodded eagerly. ‘Just one.’

			Lucius looked back to the oculus viewscreen that dominated the entire forward wall of the bridge for a moment, before turning and staring back into the shadows.

			‘Just one.’

			Captain Arvel Donata could not see anything through the flames that were rapidly consuming the bridge of the Bolt of Corsa. A falling buttress had cut a gash in his scalp clear to the bone of his skull, as well as crushing three of his crew to death. The only ones who had remained faithfully at their stations were the servitors who were unable to leave them. They waved useless charred appendages at the shattered consoles they were hardwired into, whatever flesh that was left to them running from their bones and bionics like dirty tallow.

			‘Status report,’ he roared into the conflagration. ‘Somebody tell me something!’

			There was no one alive to answer him. Fifteen thousand men and women filled the decks of the Bolt of Corsa, and their captain would go to his death without any understanding of how it had been brought about. 

			Everything had gone according to plan at first. After the second volley of torpedoes had left the destroyer’s prow firing tubes, Arvel had signalled the remainder of the fleet to provide an update on the engagement. Their target, whatever it was, had yet to move since first appearing on their scopes. Had it been a renegade frigate or pirate vessel, or a warship of the true Archenemy, it would have broken in the face of six Imperial ship killers and sought to flee to the darkest black. Instead, this target had remained inert, and disappointment cooled Arvel’s vigour. Another hulk of wreckage, or a spar of frozen rock. Nothing more. 

			His disappointment had quickly proven groundless, however. A breathless gunnery officer had rushed to his command throne, reporting that not even a single one of their first spread of torpedoes had made impact upon the target. Arvel had been poised to reprimand the young man for failing to exercise control over his humours, when the vox-officer patched him through to inbound transmissions from the other ships of the squadron.

			The communications were choppy, flawed by signal corruption and mired in static, but the point of each message was clear. None of their torpedoes had struck. 

			That was the last transmission received by the Bolt of Corsa before all vox and auspex went down. Interference and scrapcode surged through the communications and sensor suites of the Cobra, robbing the ship of her eyes, her ears and her tongue.

			But not her teeth.

			‘I want a third spread ready to fire inside of four minutes,’ ordered Arvel. ‘Get the macro-cannon online and primed, and get my communications restored with fleet command and the rest of the squadron. I don’t care if you have to stand outside and wave signal flags, just do it.’

			The crew scrambled to execute his commands. Anxious minutes passed as teams coordinated and shouted to one another. Tech-priests and enginseers pried open consoles and control stations, the latter digging into the machines’ innards to try and re-establish auspex and vox-connections, while the former wailed and begged the machine-spirits for their forgiveness as they chanted entreaties and applied sacred unguents to their housings.

			A glut of sparks burst from a tower of auspex focusing coils, and the officer overseeing the station gave a shout of success. ‘We have auspex!’ Triumph creased the older man’s features as his hands ran over the console’s runeboards, refreshing the tactical readouts that poured out in lines of tiny green text.

			His face froze in shock, descending into horror. ‘Oh Throne,’ he whispered. ‘Throne of Terra, no.’

			The officer turned his panic-maddened eyes to Arvel, screaming just as a blinding light filled the forward portal. 

			‘Incoming!’

			The lances struck perfectly. The Bolt of Corsa’s void shields initially caught the crackling energy spears in a corona of liquid multicolour. They then caught fire, and overloaded in seconds. The beams carried on, slicing into the void-hardened flesh of the Cobra. Internal detonations rocked the deck, throwing crew to the ground and dashing them against their stations. Blood splashed against the metal, reflecting the light of fires as they ignited across the bridge.

			In the space of a minute, Arvel Donata’s world had been torn asunder. A buttress stanchion snapped overhead, driving him and several of his crew to the ground beneath its crushing weight. The commander rose on shaky legs, blood streaming down his face as flames swallowed his first command.

			His first, he realised with bitter finality, and only command.

			Captain Arvel Donata of Battlefleet Cadia staggered over to the brass railing before the charred command throne of the Bolt of Corsa. The railing was gone, liquefied into a molten soup by the fires. Breath sawed from his lungs, wet and hot from filling with smoke and internal bleeding. Arvel looked up, peering with stinging eyes through the smoke and flames towards the armourglass viewing blocks at the end of the bridge. 

			The conflagration cleared for a moment. Just long enough for him to glimpse the sight of a massive bladed prow forged of bleached mauve and pearlescent silver in the instant before it struck his ship.

			Clarion giggled sweetly as the Diadem speared through the Imperial destroyer. It was a sound defined by innocence, completely at odds with the thousands of lives she ended in the span of a heart’s ­single beat. 

			The smaller vessel, already savaged by the strike cruiser’s lances, came apart into hunks of spinning metal in an expanding cloud around the warship of the Cohors Nasicae. The other five vessels fired their manoeuvring thrusters, fighting desperately to escape the storm of wreckage hurtling towards them. Only a few were successful. By the time the Diadem passed them by, fully half of the squadron was destroyed, and the surviving ships were left drifting crippled in the void as their engines were boiled to slag by surgical volleys of precision lance fire.

			The deck heaved as a particularly large piece of wreckage crashed against the Diadem’s hull. Clarion smiled. That had been the ship’s bridge.

			The main bulkhead behind her throne ground open. Lucius stalked onto the bridge, his hooves pounding into the deck. He rounded on his shipmistress.

			‘That,’ he snarled with an accusing claw, ‘was more than one.’

			Clarion tittered. ‘I can’t help it if the other ships were too daft to avoid their friend’s corpse.’ She waved at him for calm. ‘Just a little harmless fun.’

			‘Auspex lock,’ droned a servitor from the sensorium pit. Clarion craned her body forwards. ‘Dictator-class.’

			‘This was reckless,’ hissed Lucius.

			Clarion made to gesture for the Space Marine to relax, before she realised the servitor had not stopped reporting.

			‘Auspex lock, Dauntless-class. Auspex lock, Gothic-class. Auspex lock, Firestorm-class. Auspex lock, Overlord-class. Auspex lock, Victory-class.’

			The last one stole any other thought from Clarion’s mind. They were being targeted by a Victory-class battleship, the jewel in the crown of any battlefleet. That was bad. That was very, very bad.

			‘Get us out of here!’ Bloody spittle flecked from Lucius’ maw as he watched the tactical hololiths fill with Imperial warships. The vindication of Cadia was coming, and swiftly.

			Clarion stood up on her throne, calling out orders to the crew. Her voice, tiny and sweet as it was, cut through the chaos, delivered with an authority that spoke more of her true, ageless self than the shell of meat and bone she dwelt within. Uniformed crew hurried from station to station. Reports filled the air, calling out inbound ordnance fire from the battleships of the Gate.

			The deck heaved as a barrage of fire smashed against the Diadem’s shields. Men and women tumbled to the deck, recovering and clinging to sparking console stations. Clarion did not so much as budge from her place, calm at the centre of the storm. She scowled as another volley struck her port flank, drawing the shields down further.

			‘All power to engines and shields – we are running!’

			Direnc stopped when he saw the look in her eyes. He drew back from the kiss, feeling a cold wind drag its talons over the lush meadow valley. A tremor rocked the ground, filling the air with the sound of echoing thunder. His eyes were drawn to the hill, its soft rolling shape pulling into a needle’s point of barren red rock. The grass around him dried and decayed to ash, dropping him onto a bowl of cracked desert hardpan.

			Frantic, Direnc looked down. The maiden had vanished. Pain lit up his mind with acidic claws, flaring with sharp heat from his left hand. The fingers throbbed, feeling as though the muscles were straining against the flesh hard enough to snap the bones.

			Another tremor tore out over the ground, changing its complexion once again. All light ceased, leaving Direnc in utter darkness. He found he could no longer move his limbs, and the air filled with the sour reek of counterseptic and old blood. A deep thrum rattled his skin into gooseflesh, a noise and sensation he had known for as long as he could remember. 

			He was on a ship.

			Direnc opened his eyes, truly opened them. Alchemical trails streaked his vision with dancing after-images. He saw the glaring light of glow-globes, hanging from dense chains that reached up into the shadows above. 

			The chains rattled harshly as the chamber bucked again, hurling Direnc against his restraints, and a vice-like claw closed tight around his head. A strangled groan of metal reverberated through the air. He knew that sound. The ship was taking weapons fire. Another blast rocked the ship. An intense migraine burst in Direnc’s skull, so hard that he cried out.

			His vision cleared into focus enough to make out the enormous figure at the other end of the chamber. It was the demigod who had captured him aboard the daemon world. His pearl armour buzzed and snarled as he worked, crouched over an emaciated man locked into the same bondage as Direnc.

			The top of the man’s crown was cut open, the flesh pinned back and skull cut away to reveal the glistening red lump of his brain. The demigod loomed over it, sinking into the pulsing mass of flesh with savage implements and narrow silver probes.

			The man was laughing. Strings of thick drool spun from his desiccated lips as he doubled over with ecstatic joy. The demigod adjusted the probes slightly. The man’s laughter ceased, his head sinking as sobs of absolute despair racked his bony spine. Tears streamed down his consumptive cheeks, dripping from toothless lips as he moaned in utter, fathomless sadness.

			Direnc could not tear his horrified gaze from the man, until another flash of pain burst from his wrist. He looked down, only to find something infinitely more horrible.

			His hand had not been restored as it appeared in the garden. Yet something had indeed taken its place. A writhing cluster of glistening tentacles sprouted from his wrist, slapping and coiling against the arm of his restraint harness. Each was studded with hardened warts and sucking lamprey mouths filled with rings of translucent teeth.

			Nausea and shock warred at the pit of Direnc’s stomach. He vomited a thin stream of bile onto himself. He thrashed against his restraints, desperate to flee from a mutation he was too panic-stricken to remember was attached to him.

			The slave looked up, and froze. The demigod’s snarling helm was staring directly at him. Crystal-blue eye lenses flashed as they studied Direnc. The immense legionary rose in a waspish purr of armour servos, leaving the frail man to blubber and sob in his chains.

			Pounding footsteps echoed from the chamber as the Space Marine approached. He reared up, towering over Direnc. After a moment, he reached to disconnect the collar seals of his helm with a serpent’s hiss of equalising air pressure.

			A pale face looked down at Direnc as the Space Marine pulled his helmet free. It was somehow even more cold and inhuman than the ceramite mask had been. Eyes of amber shone in the dark, a predator’s eyes, dissecting the bound slave like any other laboratory specimen. Direnc felt his meaning melt away to nothing beneath that gaze.

			The demigod looked past Direnc, giving a short nod. Awkward, shuffling steps sounded from behind him, dragging booted and iron-shod feet to his back.

			‘This one has outlived its usefulness to me,’ said the demigod in his inhumanly deep voice. Direnc felt clumsy hands of grey flesh and crude iron release him from his restraints. He cried out as the vice claw was pried from his head, tearing free jagged interface spikes from his temples. 

			The Space Marine leaned down, drawing close with frightening intimacy to the slave, as he whispered, ‘It would have been better for you, if you had remained asleep.’

			The demigod turned back to his work, calling out over his shoulder before replacing his helm.

			‘Take him to the tower.’

			Direnc looked up as his body was hauled free of his chains. A dead man bore him in his arms, his face slack, his body comprised more of black iron and wheezing cogwork than corpse flesh. Direnc’s feet slid numbly upon the deck as the servitor dragged him through the chamber. His eyes caught the wan impression of rows of amniotic tanks lining the walls. Foetal forms filled their sloshing insides, connected to horrid machines that pumped and harvested pale fluids from their bodies and brains, feeding them into containers of vivid, rose-coloured liquid.

			The slave’s eyes settled over one of the tanks, just before the servitor pulled him from the chamber. The bony husk of a woman floated limply in a wash of chemicals, her limbs curled to her body in uselessness. Her eyes were half open, their once vibrant colour drained away by the machines along with the rest of her as they stared into nothing.

			They were green.
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			II.V

			 

			The Diadem ripped free of the warp with a prismatic birthing cry of shorn reality. For all the wonders of technology deployed by mankind in the age when the Emperor reconquered the galaxy, emerging from the Sea of Souls aboard the vessels that sailed the void in His name had always been an act of great violence. The passage of ten millennia had done nothing to change that, and the ships of the nine fallen Legions were no exception.

			The strike cruiser’s hull bore new scars, earned in her flight from the Cadian Gate. Though the temperament of her shipmaster was often a cause for vexation on the part of Lucius the Eternal, the warlord could never doubt her skill. The daemon child had weaved his vessel through the hellish firestorm of the Imperium’s rage, one that would easily have been a match for an entire armada of warships, and survived to reach their destination. 

			The ship that hung inert in the void waiting for them waited alone. Like the Diadem, which dwarfed its slight, angular frame, she had taken part in the defining moments that had forged the Imperium of Mankind, as well as those during the attempts to destroy it. She had sailed the stars under a number of names and, even in the stunted lexicon of the Legions, not a single one of them had been pleasant. Whatever the appellation her current masters had chosen to have chiselled into her iron skin, the sour, base intelligence that lurked within the warship’s heart went about its existence changelessly. She was a cold, bladed thing, ever eager to inflict torment and malice.

			Lucius did not know what the ship’s name was. It was, or at least appeared to be, a thing born of human shipyards. Its silhouette did not match any known STC design, looking more like the stinger of some enormous insect than a spacecraft. When its transponder registration was analysed, the servitor slaved to the console provided nothing but a wash of chattering gibberish. As the ships drew closer, Lucius found he could not bring himself to care. 

			It meant nothing to Lucius what the waiting vessel was called. All he was concerned about was the soul who commanded it.

			Guarded hails stitched out between the two ships, alone in the emptiness. Such meetings, even those of warriors who had once been Legion kin, were tense, tenuous affairs. Betrayal and bitter rivalries were rife amongst the lost and the damned, and the prospect of lingering any length of time within the realm of Imperial space placed each crew under mounting strain, as they stood poised to fight or fly the instant their scryers detected the immaterial bow waves of loyalist vindication.

			‘How do you know you can trust him?’

			The question tore Lucius from the depths of his thoughts. Clarion was looking at him, studying him with glowing orbs of wet gold. It was a fair question, he admitted silently. There was precious little about their current situation that did sit well with him, though that begged the question of what, in the past centuries, ever had? 

			He was master of a warband on the brink of collapse, the head of a body that had withered to the point of death. If the Cohors Nasicae were to survive another battle, they would need new blood. And in a realm where precious few options existed, this source was as close to reliable as any could hope for. Lucius would get the means to replenish his numbers, so long as he survived long enough to claim them.

			‘Just be ready,’ Lucius replied. ‘We will take the Talon Queen to them and parley. If the end they seek is treachery, be prepared to recover us and fight.’

			‘Am I not always?’ Her smile flashed, the debacle at Cadia failing to dim her pride. ‘Master,’ said Clarion after a moment’s silence. ‘You never did answer my question.’

			‘It is simple,’ answered Lucius as he strode from the bridge. He stopped as the bulkhead rumbled open to admit him into the corridor beyond, looking back at Clarion over his shoulder. ‘I know that I cannot.’

			Every Space Marine of the Cohors Nasicae filed up the assault ramp into the crew bay of the Talon Queen. All save for two, as was always the case when the warband went forth from its ship. The Composer never left the sanctuary of his tower, nor did the Terminator Afilai, the sorcerer’s brutish protector.

			In the scarlet light of the Thunderhawk’s innards, the legionaries settled into their restraint thrones. The Rypax crouched in the nose of the gunship, mag-locked to the ceiling and deck plating, ready to leap out at a moment’s notice and redden their talons with an enemy’s blood. Vispyrtilo was at their centre, his spear held in a loose grip, silent and implacable as ever. 

			Not a single one of the warband’s number stowed their weapons. They were walking into a gathering with those who also once sailed beneath the banner of the III Legion, but those bonds rang hollow in these times. Even if their erstwhile brothers’ intentions were pure, a show of strength was necessary. If their former kin sensed the slightest vulnerability from Lucius’ diminished party, their aims would shift towards blood. 

			Lucius knew this as an absolute truth. It was exactly what he would have done, had the roles been reversed.

			The master of the Cohors Nasicae was the last of the warband to board the Talon Queen. His hooves rang from the assault ramp as he climbed. Instead of locking himself into a throne alongside his warriors in the crew bay, he ascended into the cockpit of the gunship. 

			Rather than a traditional pilot crew, or a team of specialised servitors, the Talon Queen was controlled by a writhing mass of flesh conjoined with esoteric machines. The bodies, minds and souls of twenty of the III Legion’s finest mortal pilots were fused together into a quivering lump of twitching meat, thrumming clockwork and jerking limbs, combining their skill and the ferocity of their spirits to control the ancient gunship through air and void. The pilots had duelled in sweeping aerial tournaments for such an ­honour, their apotheosis a gift from Olivaw, hierarch of the Diadem’s delegation from the Dark Mechanicum present aboard since the days of the Legion. The heretek had taken great pride in his creation, though many of the methods and equipment required to bring it about had come from the brother with whom Lucius was soon to be reunited. 

			Lucius placed a clawed hand upon the oily flesh of the Talon Queen’s pilot, stroking along a marbled seam where one body ended and another began. It shivered at his touch, rippling with uneven gooseflesh as he withdrew his hand with a smile. 

			‘We go,’ he said, feeling the gunship’s deck shudder immediately as the Thunderhawk’s main engine arrays spooled into roaring life. The gunship rose gracefully from the embarkation deck of the ­Diadem. Her landing claws sunk back into their oiled housings as she slowly spun to face towards the end of the bay.

			Rumbling shutters peeled aside from the wall, revealing the open void across a crackling energy barrier. The noise of the Talon Queen’s engines reached a thunderous crescendo as she blasted forwards, knifing through the energy field and into the freezing black.

			The Thunderhawk curled around the hull of the Diadem, rising over her spinal battlements as she vectored towards the other ship. The vessel’s flanks were misshapen and swollen with corruption. Dark flesh and throbbing organs coated her in place of armour. Banks of weapons batteries had morphed into glistening proboscises that crackled with clouds of unclean energies. 

			A puckered aperture on the ship’s port side wriggled and expanded into a wide sucking maw, roughly rectangular in shape. The Talon Queen pointed her razor beak towards it, and advanced to land. 

			A wave of dirty static popped and fizzed, washing over the Talon Queen as she passed through the ship’s own energy field and lowered to the deck of the docking bay. The gunship’s assault ramp descended as soon as she came to a halt.

			The Rypax disgorged from within the Thunderhawk. Two clawed their way atop the armoured prow of the gunship, while the other three, Vispyrtilo at their head, crouched at the foot of the ramp. Lucius stepped down next, the pittance of his warband following behind him, taking in their surroundings with weapons lowered, but drawn.

			A scene of unadulterated horror greeted them. The walls were coated in semi-organic machines, the bare metal scarcely visible beneath the translucent skins of the bizarre, insectile things. Gunships, shuttlecraft and other vehicles were tended to by vat-grown abominations, amorphous creatures that rolled and lumbered and squawked. The deck itself was no longer metal, but rather a flexible chitinous ­material, like fingernail. In spite of it all, the overwhelming scent of the chamber was the acrid stench of counterseptic.

			Amidst the stomach-turning display, Lucius could see nothing he would ever identify as human, let alone any of the Legions.

			‘Be on your guard,’ he hissed over the vox. A squealing wretch ­stumbled past the swordsman’s boot. He gathered the creature up by the scruff of its neck, raising it to his eyes. The miserable thing flailed and cried, thrashing with useless limbs that left a briny translucent slime on Lucius’ war-plate.

			The Eternal sneered with disgust, flinging the beast away. It crashed into a stack of cargo containers, its bones snapping as it writhed for a few seconds before voiding itself and growing still.

			The boom of a heavy, ponderous tread turned Lucius’ head. A gigantic ape-like beast thumped a scaly fist against its chest, surrounded by a swarm of more of the mewling wretches. It glared down at Lucius with a cluster of beady compound eyes, baring a maw full of yellowed, tusked fangs.

			The beast roared, stinking spittle spraying from its lips. The cloud of chattering lesser abominations cringed away from it, their numbers giving them the courage to slowly slink back into the monster’s shadow once its challenge had ceased. 

			‘Well,’ sighed Lucius as he drew the Laeran Blade, ‘I suppose now this is happening.’

			The Cohors Nasicae brought up their own weapons, gripping swords and crunching bolters and needle rifles to shoulder guards. The Rypax hissed, lightning webbing their talons. The beast smashed its fists down against the deck, and leapt forwards to charge.

			‘That will be quite enough, my boy.’

			The voice stilled the milling squall of abused monstrosities to the closest they were capable of silence. The hulking colossus skidded to a stop, halting its advance immediately and lowering its head down to rest against the deck in submission. 

			A figure appeared from behind it, strolling casually through the sea of its deviant creations, which drew away or carpeted the deck beneath his boots to form his path. Ancient power armour that still bore traces of III Legion purple beneath a coat of flayed faces sparked and groaned with disrepair, yet the whirring arachnoid limbs of his chirurgeon backpack, ending in blades, surgical bonesaws and other cruel, less identifiable instruments, gleamed in the light with fresh oils, maintained with the utmost care and attention.

			He approached bareheaded, an emaciated husk of a skull topped with wisps of stringy white hair. His face was sharp and gaunt, the same cruel face from the astropathic message Lucius had received. The figure patted the head of his monster with a paternal tenderness completely at odds with the lunatic’s haven he had built for himself, and looked at Lucius with eyes the Eternal knew all too well.

			‘Well met, Lucius,’ said Fabius Bile, former Chief Apothecary of the Emperor’s Children and now the master of the Consortium of the Primogenitor. He favoured Lucius with one of the rarest gifts he had the power to give in the entire galaxy. 

			A smile.

			‘I have been expecting you.’
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			II.VI

			 

			The chamber was humid, and shrouded in soft amber light. At its centre, the pod hung in twitching repose, flanked by banks of thrumming, arcane machinery. Beyond the devices’ whirring bulk stood cylinders of crystal and armourglass. The medical pods were filled with twisted things that hung and thrashed in baths of milky amniotic fluids. Their forms appeared in half-glimpsed snatches out of the alchemical slurry sloshing within the caskets, revealing malformed limbs with extra joints, skin ridged with chitinous crests, and slack faces that stared out with too many eyes, or none at all.

			Unlike the caskets on either side of it, the pod was flesh, of a kind. The glistening pinkish oval was marbled with dark networks of injection tubes and synthetic vein networks that joined it with the machines surrounding it. The pod twitched gently, its surface taut as a drum skin. It sweated and shivered, heat rolling from it as steam that coiled and billowed away into the air of the chamber, adding to the humidity.

			An indistinct form was locked away beneath the skin, curled in foetal silence. It slept and grew, the same as it had every day since its conception. It was still, beyond irregular tics and spasms, like a child in a restless slumber. But today, its stillness ended.

			The impression of short, slender fingers pressed against the skin of the pod, straining against its surface. Another hand joined it soon after, running along the inner wall. The barrier flexed, eliciting muted squeals as the fleshy material stretched. 

			A pinprick of oily fluid welled at the tip of one of the fingers as it breached the skin, trailing a brackish tear down the pod. The trickle became a stream, became a gushing flood as fingertips hooked around the small puncture in the pod and pulled it wider. The sound of wet sackcloth tearing filled the chamber as the pod ripped open, releasing a torrent of biological slime and the pale shuddering figure that was swept down with it onto the deck. 

			Klaxons gave voice to shrill alarms as diagnostic monitors lost the subject of their care. Banks of viewscreens stuttered to life, displaying the creature from multiple angles via security recorders as it shivered and struggled to breathe. Small insectile things scampered over the walls, keeping their distance as they examined the creature with clusters of compound augmetic eyes.

			The newborn thing arched its back, trembling as it purged its airway of amniotic ooze in greasy mouthfuls of slime. For the first time in its life, it took a deep, wet breath beyond the womb of its creation. It drew in the cold, antiseptic air of the chamber, and spent the next minute violently coughing as lungs that had never functioned before fought to process the creature’s surroundings.

			In time, after several such fits that left it exhausted and lightheaded upon the deck, the creature began to breathe normally. Such an achievement widened its focus, and soon the noise, the cold and the darkness filled its burgeoning mind with discomfort. 

			The creature whimpered softly, blind and unable to understand the blaring sounds filling the air. It flexed its fingers, working loose the amniotic afterbirth that clung to its flesh and had coagulated into a stiff, rubbery gel. Nervous hands quested out over the floor, finally pressing down onto its cold iron plates as the creature sought to rise.

			The surface of the deck, slick with mucus and nutrient gruel, robbed the creature of traction, and it crashed down in a tangle of pale limbs. Pain stung its flesh, worse than the cold, and it cried out to the blackness, alone and afraid. After several moments passed, it swallowed, and tried again. 

			Three more attempts met with similar failure, before at last, after evenly distributing its weight across its hands and knees, it was able to rise to all fours. With a concerted effort, it pushed itself to its knees, holding its arms out reflexively for balance. Its head twitched from side to side, the face of a child obscured by a gelled mask of silver-white hair.

			The child felt the distinct impression that he was being watched by countless eyes, though he had yet to open his own. He sank back on his heels, and brought his hands to his face. He clawed at the soaked mass of hair, scraping it back across his scalp. Light teased at him through eyelids gummed closed by filth.

			Gooseflesh rippled across his lithe musculature. Again the feeling of being watched by a presence just out of reach crept up the child’s spine with icy claws. He dug his fingers into the slime encrusting his face.

			If he could just open his eyes.

			Finally, the sludge gluing the child’s eyes shut cracked. The scales of rubbery slime fell away and he looked up, seeing light and the world for the first time.

			A sudden weight smashed into the child’s back, sending him crashing to the deck. The weight increased as it stomped down, pinning him. ­Bubbling mouthfuls of froth slithered from his mouth, muffling his voice as he cried out against the pain.

			The child watched a presence materialise from the shadows, stepping forwards to advance upon his attacker. The sick feeling of paternal recognition surfaced unbidden in the child’s mind, and he reached a clumsy, anaemic hand out in its direction.

			‘No more!’ The child’s attacker bellowed from above him, a warrior levelling a silver blade at the other figure. The blade shone despite the dark, hurting the child’s eyes as he looked upon it. The hunched form of the child’s creator took another step towards them, fully emerging from the shadow. He paused for several heartbeats, staring at the warrior, before a rattling sigh of bitter acceptance hissed from his scowl.

			‘I knew he would send you,’ said the creator. ‘As he had before. The eager sycophant. You were always so desperate to please him.’

			The child writhed beneath the warrior’s boot, but his assailant’s eyes, and the radiant sword, remained unmoving. 

			‘And what would that make you?’ the warrior sneered. ‘You, who ignores his law? You believe that you can defy him, time and again, and not pay the price for it?’

			The warrior looked down. The child coughed, clearing enough of the amniotic fluid from his lungs to loose a cry so pure, so heart-achingly beautiful, so like that of their father, that a single tear of blood slid down the warrior’s face.

			He looked back up at the creator. Anger, disgust and sick pride mingled and burned in his eyes. ‘I am that price, Fabius.’

			Fabius Bile gave another death-rattle sigh. ‘There are times when I truly regret saving you, Lucius.’

			The warrior, the one the child’s creator had called Lucius, would not be goaded. ‘Our father forbade this.’ He glared down at the child. ‘This madness. You knew he would discover it again, and you knew what he would do. Did you truly believe he would not send me, as he has before? Did you truly believe you would not arouse his wrath with this incessant blasphemy?’

			Fabius remained silent for a moment. 

			‘Sometimes,’ he mused, ‘I consider whether the Emperor hated the primarchs the way that Fulgrim hates us.’

			‘Speak for yourself,’ countered Lucius. ‘Our father does not hate us.’ 

			Fabius gave a dry chuckle, barely above a gasp. ‘Of course he does. From afar, you feel the lie of his warmth, the false affection you all so urgently crave. And he gives it to you, but always from pity. You are his champion, yet still you cannot see it? You will never be as close to him as I was. You never see the way he really looks at us.’

			Lucius blinked, an unwelcome shiver of instinct creeping up his spine. He could not help but sense other eyes upon him, as if their father were there with them at that very moment. Fabius pressed forwards.

			‘Never seeing the wonders we wrought, only the limitations. Not our triumphs, just our flaws. He hates us, Lucius, because to Fulgrim, we are not his sons. We are a mirror, holding up an image before him that he can never do anything other than hate. We are his own failure made manifest, the miscarriage that comes about when a father tries to mould his children into something better than himself.’ 

			Fabius scowled as he levelled a finger at Lucius. ‘And you fools have proven him right at every opportunity. You, as you collapse into existences whored away in worship to alien intellects and devoted to nothing more than satisfying your base, devolved appetites.’

			Fabius stepped closer, nearly touching his throat to the tip of Lucius’ blade. ‘But I can succeed where all the others, even our father, have failed. I can create something new, Lucius, something better. Something that will survive the cataclysms that are sure to come, and rise from the ash to rebuild the galaxy anew.’ 

			Silence stretched for a handful of heartbeats. Lucius studied Fabius, his lacerated face grim and devoid of the sadism that had so completely come to define him. Slowly, the former Chief Apothecary of the III Legion reached out, placing his hand over Lucius’ blade.

			‘It’s enough,’ Fabius whispered. ‘Our future does not have to continue down the path we have been walking. I have found another way.’

			Gently, he pressed his hand down. The tip of the sword lowered. Fabius grinned. 

			Lucius searched his brother’s eyes, before shoving him back. A cruel glee crept across his face.

			‘There is no other way than mine.’

			Anger soured Fabius. He gestured to the mewling clone of Fulgrim pinned to the deck by Lucius. ‘See what I have done.’ Fire ignited in the sunken pits of his eyes. ‘See it! Witness it and know that this is only the beginning.’

			‘No, Fabius,’ smiled Lucius, gripping the blade in both hands as he drove it down into the deck. The cries of their father’s clone cut out abruptly as his head rolled from his shoulders in a twist of matted platinum hair. Fabius’ grin turned to ashes as his finest achievement stared unblinking up at him, spilling out its life onto the iron plates at their feet.

			‘This is where it ends.’

			Lucius blinked away the memory, pushing the past from his mind. Indeterminate centuries had passed since that night, when he had still carried out the mandates of Fulgrim as his champion. Before the primarch had chosen to ascend into the great game with his ­brothers, and abandon his Legion. 

			Lucius’ mask of scar tissue twisted, wrinkling as the facets of Fabius’ ship assailed his senses. The air was as dense and wet as primordial jungle. It reeked of chlorine and flesh smoke, so thick it coated his tongue. Everywhere the swordsman looked he saw a cavalcade of monstrosity, either preserved behind glass collection vessels or shambling through the embarkation deck as the creatures went about their tasks. He felt the sub-vocal whine of pict- and vox-recorders itch at his inner ear, always watching, listening and documenting every moment to be catalogued and studied at a later date.

			Despite the overwhelming press of horrors, Lucius detected only the barest pittance of the warp’s touch. The repugnance surrounding him and the Cohors Nasicae was born not of the immaterium’s influence, but from the mind of a single man. Of all the twisted scenes Lucius had beheld, within the Eye and across all of the nine defeated Legions, only Fabius was capable of rendering such abomination so sterile.

			The crash of a bolt-weapon firing brought Lucius into a fighting crouch. He pivoted, looking behind him while still keeping Fabius in the corner of his eye. 

			Cesare stood over the bisected corpse of one of Bile’s creations, spirals of fyceline curling from the barrel of his bolt pistol. The mutant was still trying to claw itself desperately towards him, even as it bled out across the deck. It had been drawn to the Apothecary, breathing out a croaking giggle born of the lingering traces of ambrosia it had scented from Cesare’s war-plate. The foul wretch continued sniggering even as it died.

			‘Ah, Cesare.’ The Primogenitor’s thin lips curled in an unpleasant smile as he looked past Lucius. ‘Perfect, unmarred Cesare.’ He beckoned to see the face that lay behind the Apothecary’s helm. ‘Come, my boy, let us see what time has made of you.’

			Cesare remained unmoving for a time, the fingers of his left hand twitching and tightening around the grip of his bolt pistol. Fabius’ eyes bored into him, darkly hypnotic. The horrid grin grew wider. 

			Finally, Cesare relented. With a muted clunk, he mag-locked his bolt pistol to his thigh, before reaching for his collar seals and pulling his helmet free.

			Fabius’ smile vanished as he saw his face. ‘Still perfect,’ he said, his words soaked in disappointment. ‘By remaining changeless, you have changed, Cesare.’ He gestured out dismissively towards Lucius and the rest of the warband. ‘You have allowed the taint into yourself, as surely as they have, slipping in through gaps your will could not repulse it from.’

			‘Do not seek to throw stones here,’ hissed Cesare. ‘Do not seek to lecture me of madness.’

			‘Madness?’ Fabius straightened, as if struck. ‘A strange term for a prodigal son to speak upon his return. Are you truly so departed from your time amongst my Consortium that you have given in to such delusion?’

			‘Enough,’ growled Lucius, interjecting himself between the two fleshsmiths. ‘I did not cut my way out from the Eye to listen to a lover’s quarrel, Fabius.’

			Bile gave a dry chuckle, a noise closer to him attempting to dislodge a parasite from his throat than any sign of amusement. Lucius winced as he gazed upon the husk his brother had become. The armour he wore seemed disproportionately large for his head, which looked no better than a skull dipped in yellowed wax. He appeared as though he were less its wearer, and more the parasite who had devoured the legionary from the inside.

			‘Do not look that way at me, Lucius,’ rebuked Fabius. ‘Surely a man of your arrogance surrounds himself with enough mirrors to behold what you yourself have become?’

			Lucius bit back his temper, willing down the disgust that came surging up his throat from the Primogenitor’s presence. ‘Let us be about our business, then.’ He offered a liar’s insincere smile. ‘I require the means to replenish my ranks. Flesh stock, equipment, gene-seed.’ Lucius looked back at Cesare.

			The Apothecary stepped forwards, replacing his helm with a click of closing seals. His voice once more became a machine’s snarl. ‘We would require–’

			Fabius held up a forestalling hand. ‘In time, brothers.’ The unpleasant smile returned to his cadaverous face. ‘I have the materials you would need, if the proper exchange was to be made.’

			The smile on Lucius’ lips tightened as he gritted his teeth. ‘Then by all means, name your price, brother.’

			Fabius tutted at the swordsman. ‘Ah, but it is not my price to name. I am but an intermediary in these negotiations.’

			Alarm flushed through Lucius. The words, and the deception they implied, coursed through the Cohors Nasicae. Hands tightened around weapons. The Rypax hissed, flooding their talons with lightning.

			‘The party I represent is not yet here,’ said Fabius. ‘But they shall join us momentarily.’

			Clarion–

			Agony pulsed through Lucius’ brain, driving him to one knee. It felt as though a hatchet of ice had been buried in his skull. Dark blood pattered against the deck, streaming from his nose and eyes.

			‘I would advise against that,’ said Fabius. ‘I have gone to some lengths to ensure that such forms of communication are, for the time being, quite impossible. I’m afraid your vessel will have to determine its own fate, when your true partners arrive.’

			Bile leaned down, the arms of his chirurgeon whirring and clicking like the limbs of a demented spider. ‘And a word of caution, Lucius. Their methods of negotiation may prove to be…’ He pondered for a moment, searching for the right word. ‘Exotic.’

			The pain blossomed across Lucius’ body, bright and sudden and without any of its usual pleasure. He snarled through it as he surged to his feet, the Laeran Blade shining as its power field activated. The hulking mutant brute bellowed a warning at the swordsman, who skidded to a halt as his eyes stared past Fabius Bile, his hideous menagerie and the energy field separating the interior of the ship from deep space. 

			Lucius stopped as he felt the tell-tale rumble of the ship’s warp drive engaging beneath his boots, and saw shadows detach themselves from the darkness of the void.
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			II.VII

			 

			They appeared in silence and darkness, like oil sliding over moonlit waters. Their forms were slight and barbed, all bladed edges like ritual daggers. They knifed effortlessly through the void, the smaller shapes of escort craft impossibly keeping pace with their larger brethren where those of Imperial origin would have quickly been left behind. At no point did they ever sail in a straight line, but rather in a dizzying ballet of overlapping parabolic vectors and graceful rolls as they swarmed towards the Diadem. 

			Clarion’s first warning was not of the newcomers’ approach at all. Her first cause for alarm occurred when the vessel Lucius and the warband were aboard abruptly translated into the warp. Such a sudden entry into the Sea of Souls threw the void into a frenzy of disrupted energies that crashed against the Diadem’s flanks like storm-tossed currents. 

			Alarms filled the air of the strike cruiser’s bridge, and crew hurried between consoles to angle the ship away from the worst of the temporal disturbance. The Diadem’s iron bones groaned and creaked as she came about, still rattling from the ripples of savaged space. The vessels advancing upon her remained invisible to Clarion’s notice, apart from a sudden hunger that stabbed unexpectedly into her mind, until, as one, their weapons opened fire.

			Streams of dark energy lashed at the Diadem, which lit the night with strobing flares as her void shields burned. The strikes came from all directions, orchestrated in a display of coordination no human mind was capable of. Retaliation burst out across the strike cruiser’s hull as her defensive batteries fired, hurling ordnance at everything and hitting nothing. The attacking vessels simply melted away into the void, reappearing hundreds of kilometres distant as they strafed her again.

			Clarion gripped the arms of her throne with tiny hands as the bridge rocked under the assault. ‘Shields holding!’ a bridge officer cried, bent over a display and reading a strip of inked vellum as it spilled from the lips of a servitor. She heard the tension in the older man’s voice, clear as music. Adrenaline spiced the sweat prickling his brow. Most of the warship’s multilayered energy barriers had been stripped away, collapsing in the face of the ceaseless barrage. It would not be long before they failed altogether.

			One of the raiders flashed by the vantage of the main oculus. It appeared for an instant, a thin stiletto blade set into blackened bone. Its weapons arrays savaged the forward shields protecting the Diadem’s prow, before it blinked away along its impossibly fluid dance.

			Clarion recognised the ship as it melted into the blackness. She recognised the weaponry that was ravaging her own vessel in a firestorm of shadowed energy. She finally understood the hunger she was feeling, and why she could not stop her shell of flesh from drooling.

			The gates of the Dark City had opened. Eldar. They were being attacked by dark eldar.

			Direnc awoke to the sound of screaming.

			A hundred voices and more howled their anguish into the air, each cry erupting like thunder beneath the slave’s skull. Migraines that blurred his vision with their intensity tore at his brain, flaring from the apertures of raw surgical wounds where the Apothecary’s machines had anchored themselves to him. The pain was unlike anything he had experienced before, ripping up his guts with nausea, but it was nothing compared to the feeling of loss.

			He could feel the barest traces of the ambrosia as it left his body through his sweat. Its absence hit him in savage, relentless pangs. Just enough of the concoction remained to remind him of the feeling he could never again live without. He had felt so calm with it, so tranquil, and now every nerve was raw. The crushing loneliness he had felt for so long aboard the Pit Cur returned a thousandfold. Anxiety and panic warred with despair for control of his thoughts.

			It was then that the servitor dropped him. His limbs filled with acid, and stars burst before eyes he screwed tightly closed. His ears rang with the screams as he joined them with his own, a perverse echo of the torment he felt inside. 

			‘No.’

			Direnc opened his eyes. The voice somehow cut through the walls of misery, clear as if the word had been spoken in a silent room. He craned his head up, feeling his teeth chatter as an electronic thrum itched at his flesh.

			A monster stood over him, clad in a mismatched suit of purple ceramite. The thing was massive, even larger than the demigod Apothecary. He carried a gigantic double-barrelled firearm in one fist, the other ending in a series of electrified talons that hissed and spat lightning as they scraped against each other. Skulls and the helms of demigods from armies Direnc had never seen rattled from the spiked golden trophy racks that rose from his shoulders. 

			The slave recognised the armour. He had seen a small number of the priceless suits in his service to the Eaters of Worlds. A pair of crackling sapphire eye-lenses stared down at Direnc from the monstrous Terminator’s tusked helm, the same eye-aching blue of the energy that webbed his lightning claw.

			Yet he was not the one who had spoken.

			‘No, no, no,’ came the voice again. Direnc dared to break eye contact with the Terminator, peering past him to a figure standing at a pulpit halfway up the tower that dominated the chamber. As if emerging from some spell, Direnc finally noticed the horrors that lined the walls, the butchered things that were giving voice to the screams. 

			The figure continued on, either oblivious to the slave’s horror, or uncaring of it.

			‘This will not do at all. You are holding back, I see it clearly.’ The figure stepped down from the pulpit, descending the staircase that spiralled around his tower. The light of torches revealed him as another of the demigods, although this one wore the trappings of sorcery upon his ancient war-plate. A dark staff clicked as he stepped down each stair, and the sorcerer smiled at Direnc with a face that was sickening in its bizarre, androgynous beauty.

			‘You feel your pain as if it were the ultimate, the worst you could endure. But that is a lie born of ignorance and kept by fear. There are layers to pain, little man-thing. You scrabble at the surface yet you leave the hidden depths locked away and untouched. That is where the true treasure, where the real music sung from the lips of the divine, lies.’ 

			The Composer strode past the Terminator, who stepped aside the way a hound makes space for its master. He released hold of his staff, which remained hanging suspended in the air beside him as he lowered to one knee and took Direnc’s head in his hands.

			‘Fear not, a journey of rapturous self-discovery awaits you. You shall find your place in the Great Song, and I shall be your guide.’

			Direnc was frozen. As much as he yearned to turn away, desperate to close his eyes, he could not break the Composer’s gaze. Physical contact with the sorcerer was mesmerising, as if he were pulling Direnc into a higher state of being with his touch alone.

			Abruptly the Composer withdrew his hands and stood. Direnc sank to his hands and knees, breathless. It felt as though a crushing weight had reasserted itself onto his shoulders. He could barely lift his head.

			‘Afilai?’

			The Terminator turned in a snarl of servos, looking up at the Composer where he stood gazing at the void after returning to his pulpit.

			‘Yes?’ Afilai’s voice was the bass rumble of tank tracks crushing stone.

			‘There are intriguing developments coming to pass.’ The Composer looked down, his eyes lit by sudden fire. ‘Be ready.’

			It took several minutes for Clarion to compose herself before she was able to give the first orders to her crew. Once the realisation of the attacker’s identity was made clear, she was perplexed she had not seen it earlier. Though their sleek vessels darted and swam around the Diadem with infinitely inhuman grace, the child could sense the spirits of every one of the aliens dwelling beneath their hulls of darkened wraithbone. They were jagged, starved things, desperate to inflict the suffering necessary to stave off their own fate. The fate of being lovingly devoured for ecstatic eternity by the sacred choirs of daemons in thrall to the Prince.

			Daemons like Clarion.

			The thought gave her pause. Once more she glanced sidelong at the figure looming at her side, silent and ever-present. She and Lucius had become separated, and the panic of what that promised sowed dread, and a thin stirring of pleasure, in the child’s mind. She was not willing to make good upon such a promise, and therefore the dark eldar must die.

			‘Lances,’ said Clarion, her voice soft and terrible like a madman’s cradle song. The crew hurried to acquire targeting solutions, struggling to maintain them long enough for the weapons to prime and fire. The dark eldar warships were anaemic, spindly things, disappearing into a scud of shadow and interference at one location only to reappear a moment later to open fire. 

			Clarion trusted in her crew. The men, women and mutants who populated the command deck of the Diadem were the absolute cream of former III Legion officers and highly specialised slaves taken in raids by the Cohors Nasicae. Those who were found to be incapable of performing their duties to her standards did not live long enough to experience the extent of her displeasure, being either killed on sight or discarded below to be used as raw materials for the fanatical tortures of the Composer or the Apothecary Cesare’s experiments.

			Clarion watched as one of the smaller raiders drifted too close to the Diadem, indulging in a strafing run that stitched across the length of her port flank. The combined anger of two lance batteries speared into the xenos craft, liquefying its fragile superstructure. It detonated in a flash of violet smoke, reduced to a cloud of spinning fragments like shattered black glass.

			A cheer went up across the bridge. Clarion allowed it, but did not share in their delusion. She had partaken in enough void duels, against fleets of xenos and Imperial ships alike, to recognise fortune when she saw it. They had been lucky to catch the xenos in its moment of greed. The others would not be such easy conquests.

			But they were drawing closer. A casual glance to the tactical hololith projecting from her throne’s armrest told her that. Would they try to enact boarding actions? There were no legionaries aboard to defend the crew and vital areas of the ship from slaughter and destruction. If allowed aboard, packs of dark eldar raiders would rampage through the Diadem like a cancer, butchering thousands and dragging any who survived to a far darker fate in their twisted cities.

			Against sense, against reason, Clarion silently begged them to try. Even just a handful of them, she prayed. Just a few moments of their bodies touching the skin of her ship, breathing her air into their inhuman lungs. The mere thought of Commorrites spilling inside the Diadem’s veins flushed her mundane form with fever, even if it guaranteed her own doom.

			Clarion ignored the melancholy. Her mind was focused entirely on the taste of eldar blood on her tongue, the smell of their sweat. It was sweeter than the sweetest nectar, and worth any price. They just needed to get closer.

			‘Into them,’ she ordered, tapping in a series of course corrections to disseminate to her crew. ‘Get us into them.’ 

			‘But mistress,’ an officer said, approaching her throne in protest, ‘our engines are straining to their tolerances simply trying to keep pace with them. A vessel of our tonnage cannot match the–’

			A hard snick cut through the air, silencing the man. He froze, convulsing, a thin trickle of blood and brain matter sliding from the centre of his left eye where a slender talon of purple bone had punched in clear through his skull. With a flick of her wrist, Clarion withdrew the talon just as quickly, the claw melting back into the soft ivory of her finger. The officer dropped to the deck like a puppet with cut strings, twitching for a few moments before he went still.

			‘Into them,’ repeated Clarion, her voice taking on an inhuman depth that sent tremors rattling through the deck. The crew scurried to obey her command.

			Clarion watched as the man’s shade peeled away from his body. She smiled at its screams as the spirit was torn into the realm beyond by thousands of invisible hands. ‘Feast well,’ she purred to the hunger setting upon him.

			‘Incinerate that,’ she said, gesturing to a nearby servitor, her voice returning to that of the young girl whose flesh she had stolen. 

			‘Compliance.’ The cyborg shuffled over to the throne, dragging the corpse away and leaving a thin dark stain behind it upon the decking. She lost herself in the sight of the mortal’s soul being flayed by sentient storms, before a series of sharp crashes across the Diadem’s hull returned her attention to the present.

			She blinked. That was no weapon strike, the impact different from the crackling hammer blows of the xenos’ energy weapons. This was a sharper, cutting sound, like the bite of a starving beast. 

			‘Mistress!’ a mutant brayed through a mouthful of malformed teeth. ‘Many cries across the skin-side layers, enemy blades come inside!’

			Boarding parties. Clarion’s eyes flashed wide, white pupils swelling until there was only a thin ring of gold separating them from the depthless black of her sclera. The void battle forgotten, she panned the angle of the oculus viewscreen, aiming it down along the spinal battlements of her warship.

			The tops of the spires and towers, the crenellated peaks and exquisitely wrought turrets, were empty. Every one of the twelve hundred and ninety-six statues, their gaze eternally locked upon the Diadem’s bridge, was gone.

			There was no room for pleasure in the cold sea of Clarion’s dread. A rustling of dark robes drew her attention to beside her throne as the towering figure moved. A sinewy arm of deep violet, bulging with bands of iron-hard muscle, raised a silver blade from behind the mantle.

			The bridge rang with the pure, almost musical clang of steel as it embedded into the deck, directly in front of Clarion’s throne. The robed figure moved to loom over the child, the barest hints of a twisted face staring down from the depths of the cowl.

			Is it today, Lost One? the thing’s voice boomed out, wet and teeth-crackingly loud. Its breath was hot, and reeked of cinnamon and spoiled milk. Is this the day we take you home?
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			II.VIII

			 

			As the snares of the trap sealed shut around him, Lucius anticipated a tumbling dive through the warp. He expected a protracted flight back to whatever distant moon or dead world Fabius and his repulsive Consortium had infested while in allegiance with the degenerate xenos. But the Primogenitor’s vessel departed from the immaterium almost as soon as it entered. One moment the Sea of Souls burned around the ship in all of its maddening glory, and then reality swallowed them again as they returned to the void.

			Lucius blinked. No, not the void. Somewhere after the wound of the ether closed behind them, they passed through into another realm entirely. Staring through the energy field of the docking bay, his eyes were confronted by pure blackness, infinitely deeper than the noise and light and radiation the mundane galaxy possessed. He began to glimpse something, coalescing from the dark like a yawning tunnel of unimaginable scale, before the blast shutters screeched closed.

			Lucius and the Cohors Nasicae were trapped within the eldar webway. Even if he managed to murder Fabius – he allowed himself a moment to savour the image of the fleshsmith’s skull being crushed to ruin in his grip – he had no way of reaching Clarion and the Diadem. No way of telling where in the eldar’s labyrinth of crumbling shadows they were, or how to escape.

			The voices of his killers made a crashing storm of screams, so intense he felt as though his head would explode. Then, just as the clamour became unbearable, it was silenced.

			Do you believe that you inspire them?

			Lucius blinked, and the screams started anew. He heard Cesare bark a warning through the din, but too late. Instinct spiked his blood with adrenaline, but too little of it reached his lethargic nerves. His senses were too dull, too weak. He turned, just in time to see the skull-topped sceptre wielded by Fabius as it smashed into his temple. The weapon bore the name Torment, and it was true to that name.

			Inconceivable agony exploded across Lucius’ skull. It twisted and swelled, surging down his body like wildfire. In the time since the III’s shattering, Lucius had known well to stay far from the touch of one of Bile’s favoured weapons. He had personally seen it kill legionaries and warp spawn with the slightest touch. Even as a devotee to the twin passions of pleasure and pain, Lucius had no desire to taste its power.

			He tasted it now. It was bright, stunning and singularly overwhelming in its intensity. Another blow struck him in the chest, impossibly flaring the pain further, enough to drive Lucius to one knee.

			‘Exquisite, is it not?’ Lucius could not see Fabius through the bands of red and black lacing his sight, but he could hear the smile of cruel amusement in the Primogenitor’s voice. 

			He blinked through tears of viscous ichor, seeking out something to anchor himself to amidst the blur. He saw indistinct shapes, his brothers, slumping to the deck, riven with toxic needles and scuds of caustic gases. He saw the Rypax attempt to break loose, their movements clumsy from the narcotic attack, as they were buried underneath dozens of leaping vat-grown monstrosities. Strange machines locked the stunned legionaries inert within their armour, powerless to resist as they were sealed away into stasis caskets lining the walls.

			‘And so it’s come to this,’ Lucius hissed through bleeding teeth. ‘Selling your own brothers to xenos. What scraps of their vile ways did they promise you for this betrayal? You were always an honourless cur, Fabius.’

			‘Honour?’ Fabius scoffed bitterly. ‘I have no use for such a delusion, you should know that.’ He sank into a crouch before Lucius. The Eternal’s senses had returned a fraction, enough to hear the purr of his betrayer’s war-plate, and more. He heard Bile’s heart give out a stilted, arrhythmic beat, squeezing blood through failing organs choked with tumours. He smelt Fabius’ flesh as it rotted away over his bones. 

			Bile lifted Lucius’ chin with the head of Torment, and he hissed as agony exploded up his jaw and into his skull. ‘It intrigues me, that you of all people would speak of honour, as though you are someone who has ever possessed it. Honour, sentiment, these are meaningless to me. Knowledge, methodologies and materials, these are things that I can use. This is what I will gain in exchange for you and your pitiful little band.’

			The last things Lucius remembered before the pain stole his consciousness were feeling the Laeran Blade slip from his fingers, and the words of the brother who had betrayed him.

			‘There is no place for honour here, brother. Honour’s only use is filling graves.’

			Tall, slender things danced along the corridors of the Diadem, as cold and bladed as the ships they had emerged from. Contoured plates of dark and twisted carapace sheathed their lithe musculatures. They clung to the shadows as they ghosted along the lower decks, their movements repulsive in their fluidity.

			The weapons they bore complemented them as surely as if they had been extensions of their own bodies. Long tapered rifles were clutched in spiked gauntlets. Eager hands were filled with segmented lashes and thin crooked blades whose edges drooled hissing venom.

			The raiders proceeded with confidence as their beetle-black forms flowed from shadow to shadow. Like poison, they stabbed deeper into the Diadem’s innards, killing any who crossed their path safe in the knowledge that none of the vessel’s transhuman defenders were aboard to oppose them. That prize, the true prize, had already been taken. 

			The mistresses who commanded the raiders knew well of the frustrated hunger that wracked them as the violence they had hoped to inflict was supplanted by the mon-keigh fleshsmith’s subterfuge. They felt it just as keenly themselves. And so they had let their cadres of murderers loose from their leashes, to indulge. Now all that fell to them was the joy of butchery to their black hearts’ content, until the crude iron veins of the warship resounded with the music of mon-keigh screams.

			And resound they did. Everywhere the children of the Dark City found the crew members of the Diadem, they took them apart with a horrid patience whose attentions bordered on the loving. The slaves of the Cohors Nasicae were no strangers to the appetites of the torturer, for most of their number willingly followed their masters in worship of the Prince of Pain and Pleasure. But even they were things of mortal flesh and blood and mind, and subject to the limits of each. The desperate joy displayed by the Commorrites as they flayed alive men, women, children and mutants pushed them far beyond any of their tolerances as they were left to die skinless and crucified along the walls.

			The aliens were thorough in their atrocity. With each patient cruelty they pushed back their own damnation as they hastened that of those they found. They revelled in every drop of anguish they excruciated, though a marrow-deep fear kept them from the darkest of the ship’s depths. 

			There were lightless places within the Diadem, cold and writhing places of fluxing reality that were home to shapeless things that wore shadow for flesh. They whispered and beckoned, promising infinite delights for the race whose decadence birthed a god of Chaos, if they just hazarded closer to their darkened fiefdoms. 

			The dark eldar skirted away from their liars’ songs. They had come aboard the Diadem as hunters seeking prey. They would not allow those roles to be reversed. 

			In time, the raiding parties marshalled together. They had had their pleasure within the mon-keigh vessel, pillaging the lower decks and gorging themselves on agony. They had tortured and mutilated the body; now the time had come to ascend, and cut the head from the beast.

			Unlike the squalor of the ship’s black depths, the upper decks of the Diadem rendered any approach by stealth an impossibility. The sound of the aliens’ movements was stolen by the deafening shrieks of discordant wailing from every corridor and archway, while the dazzling assault of shifting light robbed them of any shadows where they might take refuge or prepare an ambush. Their situation being as it was, the Commorrites opted for speed, flying down the halls in a headlong sprint for the ship’s bridge.

			They encountered far fewer crew along their path. They would pause briefly to eviscerate the huddled forms of mortals they found, encased in bulky environment suits to resist the madness of their surroundings. The raiders detested the shells of dense rubber worn by the mon-keigh immensely. The muzzled helms that covered their faces muffled their screams away almost to nothing.

			At last, they drew close to the command deck. The leaders of the raiding parties had each taken part in the sacking of vessels of this kind before, and thus were able to summon intimate knowledge of their construction from memory. Just a few passageways more, and they would find the nerve centre of the warship.

			As another heavy bulkhead rolled aside in a rumble of clumsy hydraulics, the dark eldar skidded to a halt. They arrived to stand in a corridor plunged into utter darkness, unsettlingly silent after the gauntlet of light and noise they had passed through. It was beyond any natural darkness, the visors of their elongated helms powerless to pierce it. They crouched as they slipped forwards, blades and splinter rifles held tight in readiness.

			A flicker of light flashed over the corridor as a cluster of sparks leapt from a stuttering lumen strip. The blood of the raiders froze, ­inhumanly pallid skin blanching even paler at the sight before them. It had appeared for a fraction of a second, yet remained in each eldar’s mind, etched by terror.

			The entire passageway was filled with repulsive, sensual figures. The instant of light glistened from silky, lithe flesh, from seductively inviting grins, and from the gnarled surfaces of monstrously jagged claws. They were things of glass, silver and stone no longer. Events had drawn them down from their vigil upon the battlements of the Diadem. Now they were in the corridor, standing between the raiders and the bridge.

			The Commorites hesitated. Fear radiated from their stick-thin forms, carrying over the air like perfume for the smiling things watching them. A howl of pure exultant glee tore from the lips of the nearest of the creatures.

			Come, sweet morsels… It spoke without speaking, purring with a voice like honey and ashes. Its grinning form was given frightful animation as it gestured invitingly with a clawed pincer. We are a reflection of the Prince’s love for you. Come now, let us taste you. We will carry you to Him, to be embraced forever more.

			A withering fusillade of black crystal shards was the answer the raiders gave. The vox-horns and stablights of the corridor snapped back into action in a disorienting riot of light and sound. The daemon­ettes sang with breathless elation as they melted around the storm of projectiles, capering along the walls and ceiling with the same ease as they did upon the deck. It was a matter of moments before they were upon them.

			Claws snapped shut, severing heads and limbs. Screamed curses in the serpent’s tongue of Commorragh tore from alien helms as the daemons lovingly caressed their faceplates before stealing their eyes. Any blow or shot landed by the raiders did nothing but energise the Neverborn further, whipping them into a frenzy of delighted violence.

			The last of the raiders, a female clad in a barbed gladiatorial cara­pace, gave a wordless cry as the daemon attacking her pulled her close. The laughing thing’s embrace crushed the life from the eldar, and she toppled with graceless, boneless ease to the ground with it still atop her. She died cradled in the arms of the Neverborn, listening to its whispers welcoming her into the eternal reward that her ancestors’ deeds had wrought into her inheritance. 

			The corridor had been transformed into a charnel house. The bodies of butchered xenos covered every surface, reduced to wet chunks of meat and tattered ribbons of flesh. The air was thick with the spicy reek of burst corpses, mingling with the repulsive incense that bled from the Neverborn harpies as they draped themselves in entrails and danced in pools of eldar blood. Each was an uneven, infinitesimal shard of the Child, playing in the bones of His parents.

			The deck shook with tremors from beyond the bulkhead. The daemonettes cooed, pressing their flesh against the grating to soak in the jarring vibrations, as the tremors grew more intense. The Neverborn looked back towards the doorway, their steaming bodies slathered in alien gore.

			The bulkhead rumbled open, framing a hulking, hunched figure that stood in the frenzied light of the corridor beyond like some mechanical primate god. The immense suit of ancient Terminator armour he wore growled like a tank’s engine, snarling with every movement. A pair of eye-lenses flashed in blistering blue, shining in the dark. He took a step forwards, sending another reverberation through the deck, strong enough to dislodge scraps of alien flesh that hung from the ceiling and walls.

			‘And so,’ Afilai boomed from his tusked helm, ‘it appears you greedy little things have stolen from me the pleasure of exterminating these pests myself.’

			Lightning danced along the Terminator’s talons as he swung his combi-bolter towards the smiling daemons, levelling it at a giggling fiend crouched inside a mutilated eldar’s ribcage. 

			‘For that, I shall require recompense from you.’
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			II.IX

			 

			The Composer stood at the peak of his tower, calmly watching as the dark eldar warships skirted languidly about the Diadem like sharks carved from black crystal and malice. The hull had stopped its ­rattling, shrieking dirge after the xenos had ceased their attack. There was only a single reason for them to have done so.

			Though he did not count premonition as one of his greater gifts, it would not have taken a mind adept in clairvoyance to predict what had just come to pass. The vessel of the Legion’s foremost Apothecary had flown, taking Lucius and the warband with it. The trap his erstwhile brother had crafted was simple, yet exacting and ruthlessly efficient. So efficient, in fact, that its swift and successful execution bore an almost practised air. 

			For a moment, the Composer speculated upon how many other fragments of the Emperor’s Children had been lured into the same deception. How much of the Legion had Fabius ensnared for the aliens in what he was certain the former Chief Apothecary would refer to as ‘an exchange of materials’? How many brothers had he cast into the pits of the Dark City to feed his own excessive hunger for knowledge?

			A tingling pressure crept up the sorcerer’s spine, drawing him out of his thoughts and returning his mind to the moment. It was a uniquely piquant sensation, one that could mean only one thing. There were eldar on board.

			The Composer smiled, vindicated in his decision to send Afilai to guard the bridge. The brute was an inelegant tool, certainly, but he had his uses. His strength and fury had ended the lives of brothers who had sought to kill the Composer on seven separate occasions. Those gifted in the Art were ever hated by what remained of the Legion, despite their indispensable utility as voidseers. And while he was more than capable of rendering his fratricidal brethren to mounds of ash himself, he relied upon his immensely armoured protector to see to such mundanities, while his superior mind remained devoted to the true work.

			The Song. The transcendent hymn that encompassed all creation and destruction, all life and death. The song of Chaos, and of the universe itself. The Composer had tapped into the music of the Youngest God, and shouldered the burden of its care, adding notes and movements to the infinitely screaming tapestry.

			The Composer knew what the eldar’s presence upon the Diadem would trigger, and what it would mean for the daemon that commanded it. The thing was bound to Lucius’ protection, and those seeking the daemon would not act against one so blessed by the Prince. Proximity to the Eternal was sufficient to stay their seizure of the one they sought. For so long had they waited, desperate to drag their quarry back for the judgement of the Great Choirs the thing wearing a child’s flesh had transgressed against. 

			And now, the Eternal was gone. The lights of the souls he had stolen, chained around the malignant core of his own spirit, were dim, and growing dimmer the farther away he drew. He was no longer there to protect the thing that called itself Clarion from the fate it had created for itself. To keep such a fate from coming to pass, the sorcerer would need to, for a short while, set the greatest of endeavours aside. The joyful music would continue to spiral on across infinity without his careful tending.

			The Composer lowered his crested helm into place, his mask reflecting the eternal darkness of the void. His cloak stirred as he clasped it around his shoulders with silver chains. The material twitched with the movement, stitched together from the palms, eyes, lips, ears and noses of a hundred men and women. A tapestry of merged fingertips brushed across the floor from its hem as the raiment of senses fed pure stimuli into the sorcerer’s mind.

			He began to descend his tower, his staff clicking against the stairs as he set out on his journey to the Diadem’s bridge. A herd of robed acolytes dragging chained slaves hurried to his side, but he sent all but one of them away with a gesture. The newest slave, still bleeding from the surgeries of dear Cesare, would be his walking companion.

			Lucius was gone, and so the Composer was now master of the ­Diadem. The daemon Clarion was a creature of some importance to the swordsman, and of manifold possibilities to the sorcerer. Therefore, its capture would need to be prevented. Fate would need to continue to rely on patience. In the Eternal’s absence, he would see that the pacts were upheld.

			Afilai lowered his shoulder as he leaned into the charge. One of the Neverborn rolled up his arm as they collided, still singing a joyful hymn as the Terminator brought up his fist beneath it and dashed it to a smear of corposant against the ceiling. He slashed back down, his talons ripping another of the daemons into thirds. Sour wine and a silvery substance pumped out of the ragged segments, spraying his boots as they crashed past.

			Tactical Dreadnought armour was not designed to run. Its strengths lay in its nigh-impenetrable ceramite construction and its capacity to grant the wearer the strength to wield the most devastating man-portable weapons ever devised by mankind. Still, when worn by a skilled warrior, it was capable of a hunched, plodding charge that, while not swift, was as impossible to halt as an avalanche.

			Afilai had never worn Terminator armour in the days of the Crusade, nor had he during the bloody years of the Cthonian Failure. He had never ascended to the hallowed ranks of the Phoenix Guard, the primarch’s own huscarls, and been bestowed with the priceless war-plate reserved only for the Legion’s elite. All this was denied to him, though he coveted it above all else.

			Afilai would come to the armour in his own way, through murder. As the Legion fled from the failed siege, pursued and hounded into the Eye of Terror by a vengeful Imperium, Afilai watched with patience for his opportunities, and took them as they came. In the midst of battle, or the isolated darkness of a ship’s lowest decks, he preyed upon his own kin as they fell wounded or cut off from the fight. One by one he killed his brothers, building his armour of betrayal piece by piece. Their names still proudly adorned the plates they had contributed to his desire.

			Bands of fibre bundle musculature thick as a man’s arm caught and locked around his limbs, restricting his movements. Afilai snorted. The armour was fighting him again. The merging of so many different suits had produced a uniquely feral abomination of a machine-spirit within the war-plate’s core. It knew what Afilai had done to create it, and it hated him for it. He felt its anger as it sought to lower his defences, stinging at him as he barrelled through the corridor choked with daemonettes. 

			Afilai snarled through the spirit’s resistance, and smiled. He was a conqueror, and he basked in dominating the armour’s twisted will beneath his own, just as he basked in the hatred of his brothers­ for what he had done to achieve his goal. The ecstasy of the violet-and-golden war-plate, the unbelievable power it granted him. It could not be denied to him any longer. It belonged to him, taken by right of conquest. That was all that mattered.

			Another daemonette died, blown apart by a burst from his combi-bolter. Pieces of another hung from the serrated golden blade mounted beneath the weapon, a section of pelvis and a single ­ragged leg that dragged limply along the deck. Others hissed and shrank back, smoke curling from their flesh. 

			Laughter boomed from Afilai’s helm, a terrible rumble. The hexagrammic wards etched into his armour by the Composer and his acolytes glowed in shifting hues of fuchsia, azure and emerald. The Neverborn were suffering just by being near him as the runes boiled away at the mundane forms that anchored the hideous creatures beyond the warp. 

			Afilai accepted his fate as the Composer’s slave. He had been for centuries, and to be a warrior of the III Legion in thrall to a sorcerer was a fate few would allow themselves to succumb to. Yet for all its privations, service under the Composer had saved him from the shackles of the outdated notions of a Legion in its death throes, and of the paralysing desensitisation running rampant through their flesh. He could never again leave the armour that loathed him, but after all he had done to attain it, he never wanted to. He was content with the tomb he had built for himself.

			An oversized claw snapped shut over his bolter. Afilai knifed an electrified talon through the screaming Neverborn’s face, laughing as he watched it fall slack and still hanging by the claw clamped to his weapon. The corpse dragged along, slowly blistering away into mercury and brimstone as reality rejected its presence, another ornament decorating the Terminator’s plate.

			Afilai came to a rattling, stomping halt before the ornate doors leading to the Diadem’s bridge. He left a scene of utter madness in his wake. The desecration of the corridor had somehow moved beyond the abattoir of alien carnage that it had been before his arrival, descending from simply gruesome to nightmarish. A suffocating pall of incense and brimstone choked the air from the sheer volume of butchered Neverborn.

			The curving plates of Afilai’s Terminator armour were slathered in ectoplasm and crisping scraps of daemon flesh, a match for the walls and floor. Purple lacquer and gold trim smouldered, and sparks shot from gouged couplings and shorn fibre bundle cables. The elbow joint of his left arm locked, and his fist was so caked with gore he had to slam it twice against the corridor wall to shake enough of it loose to move the talons individually again.

			A servitor emerged from behind an armoured panel, hardwired into a niche above the arch of the doorway. The upper torso and head of the condemned slave stirred to stuttered life. What remained of her face not given over to auspex and sensorium bundles peered down at Afilai, bathing him in a dozen scans and digital authenticators at once. The puckered grey flesh around her one flesh eye twitched, and the servitor sagged again in silence as it retracted into its alcove. The doors unlocked with a deep clunk of immense cogwork, parting before Afilai and presenting him with a view into the Diadem’s command deck.

			It was full of daemons.

			Clarion had expected them to kill everyone. Every man, woman and mutant on the Diadem’s bridge was going to die, either at the hands of the eldar raiders or the ones who watched from the ship’s spine, waiting for the moment to come for them to claim her. Whoever reached them first.

			It had not been the eldar. Clarion had heard them, felt them die, as each of the spindly xenos were ripped apart just outside her door. She would have relished the intensity of the pleasure raking her from being so close to the things feasting upon their soulflames, were her own doom not standing directly over her.

			She was surprised. The daemonettes, creatures conjured from raw sadism and debauched glee, had left the occupants of the bridge alive. They had only killed those members of the crew who had resisted them, or attempted to move from their stations. She watched them, whispering honeyed blasphemies to the mortals and lovingly stroking their faces with slender fingers, straining at the leash to visit unimaginable desecrations upon them body and soul. Yet they did nothing. It was a shocking display of restraint.

			Every pair of daemonic eyes was locked upon Clarion. She felt the depthless hunger in each oily black orb. She heard their chittering whispers, both in reality and echoed in the warp, promises of what awaited her when they returned the prodigal to their master. But none would make a move before the robed monster standing over Clarion had.

			The bipedal daemon at Clarion’s feet hissed, jabbing at the towering figure with its barbed tongue. It gave out a shriek as the figure crushed it to pulp beneath a silver-shod hoof. The thing’s robe shuddered, shifting in colour from depthless black to silver to blue, before finally settling into a murky, diseased mauve. It shrank, wrapping tightly around a rapidly materialising body.

			Four arms appeared, sheathed in bulging veins. They ended in claws, barbed talons and wriggling tentacle-like whips. The fourth bore a hand that was frighteningly human, wrapped about the haft of the sword it had plunged into the deck before Clarion. It crouched on back-jointed legs, hooves grinding against the ground in painful shrieks of scraping steel, as it stared down with a hideous bovine face crowned by a nest of spiralling horns.

			The harpists surrounding Clarion’s throne froze, their gazes locked in rapturous horror at the grand daemon looming over them. Their fingers hung over the hair strings of their instruments, as if they had been cast into stone by the thing’s presence.

			‘Play.’ 

			Clarion’s words jarred the players from their paralysis. The child looked down at the centremost musician, favouring the woman with a rare glance. Clarion’s eyes flashed.

			‘Play.’

			The slaves’ fingers returned to their strings, and they took up the song again. 

			‘I know you,’ said Clarion. The child stood on the seat of her throne, unbowed before the massive daemon. ‘I know you as–’

			A jagged bark of unnoise left the child’s lips, crumpling the deck plate and reducing four nearby servitors to clouds of red mist. Mortal crew fell to their knees, vomiting and bleeding from their eyes. The daemonettes trilled in pleasure at the sound of the ancient unlanguage spoken beyond the veil.

			‘Or also,’ said Clarion, glancing sidelong at the reeling crew, ‘I know you as Luminous.’

			‘I am known by a great many names,’ the daemon whispered with six voices. ‘And as a great many things.’ Luminous raised its tentacles like a cluster of snakes, their barbed tips drawing close to caressing Clarion’s face but holding just shy of touching.

			‘I am the promise of rain to one who dies of thirst. I am ambition, the hunger that moulds tyrants. I am the joyful secrets, and the one who holds the keys to unlock them.’

			Luminous leaned down, drawing eyes like black diamonds level with the sharp gold of Clarion’s. ‘Here and now, in this place, I am a collector of things. A collector of you.’

			‘I do not accept,’ Clarion answered flatly, choosing now to speak as the daemon spoke.

			The daemon reared back, standing to its full towering height. ‘It is you, and not your acceptance that I seek, Lost One. The Scion of Chemos is flown from this place, and his protection with him. Promises have been made. You are to return with us to the Shining Palace. This I have promised, and this I will do.’

			‘And you believe he will stand idle and allow your doing this?’ Clarion’s eyes narrowed. ‘He and the Ones he serves?’

			‘You overestimate his favour,’ replied the daemon. ‘His pact with you is to be endured when it must, but the Soulthief’s protection does not extend across the blood-and-bone place of mortals, nor even all of the Realm of Birth. It is far from inviolate.’

			Iron screamed as Luminous ripped its sword free, the silver blade throbbing with squirming multicoloured runes. It levelled the blade at Clarion, resting its tip at the centre of the child’s forehead. A thin trickle of black blood slipped down to drip onto the throne from the end of her nose.

			‘Strip yourself of the flesh you hide within, or I shall take the great pleasure of stripping it from you.’

			The doors to the bridge ground open. A warrior in rent Terminator armour stomped onto the command deck, draped in the smouldering gore of butchered daemonkind. The ectoplasm fizzed and popped as it burned away from the pulsing warding runes that covered the armour’s plates. 

			Without a word, Afilai raised the massive cannon in his fist, and opened fire.

			Luminous writhed in pleasure-pain as bolts stitched and exploded over its body. The shells blew fist-sized craters in its pale silken flesh, spraying gouts of sickly-sweet foulness over the bridge. The daemon brayed in a hircine bellow that rattled the walls, and stalked around Clarion’s throne towards Afilai. 

			The Terminator spread his stance wide as he fired upon the advancing daemon. A rune flashed insistently on his visor, the Chemosian character meaning starved. A moment later the crash of his combi-bolter ceased as the last shells in his magazine screamed from its twin barrels.

			Afilai dropped the underslung box magazine from the boltgun. He reached down to crunch another home but a snarl of tentacles snapped taut around the weapon, tearing it from his grip.

			‘Now, now, little flesh-thing,’ Luminous drawled. ‘That was a pleasing diversion, but this is not the time for play.’

			The daemon swung its sword down in a blistering overhand strike. Afilai caught the blade within his talons in a thunderclap of duelling energies that crackled and snapped as the weapons squealed against each other. Luminous wrapped its tentacles around Afilai’s waist, jerking him forwards into the air and impaling him upon its talon-like claw.

			Afilai bellowed in pain and anger. He reached out with his free hand, seizing hold of the daemon’s lower jaw. He roared and pulled down with all his might, tearing it from the monster’s face.

			An orchestral howl tore from Luminous’ savaged maw. The daemon’s grip upon Afilai relaxed a fraction, enough for him to shove himself off the talon and stagger back a step. Only the armour’s comprehensive stabilisers kept him from sinking to his knees, as blood and poison spilled out from the gaping wound in his side.

			Afilai scrambled forwards, ignoring the lashing tentacles that tore into his helm as he charged. He smashed into Luminous and buried his electrified talons into the daemon’s flank. The wards on his war-plate blazed, and coils of burnt perfume rolled from the Never­born’s hide.

			A backhanded strike sent Afilai reeling back, his armour scraping and sparking. Luminous snapped down with its pincer claw, seeking to crush the Terminator from collar to hip. Armour integrity warnings wailed across Afilai’s retinas as blood flecked the inside of his helm. 

			Starbursts of cold agony ripped across Afilai as both he and the daemon were engulfed in a gale of silver lightning. The combatants were forced apart, wilting under the etheric barrage. Afilai screamed, and through the incredible pain he felt the presence of the one casting the attack. Expressions of psychic power were as unique to each psyker as a fingerprint, and the Terminator smiled with broken teeth as he recognised the essence of his master wracking his body with torment.

			‘Away, servant of the True God,’ bellowed the Composer as he advanced onto the bridge, lightning coruscating from his splayed fingers. ‘These lives are not yours to take.’

			The lightning leapt away from Afilai. The Terminator sagged, crashing against the back of Clarion’s command throne, his armour a charred and smoking ruin. The force of the immaterial energy was concentrated entirely upon Luminous, saturating the daemon in a constricting cage of searing light. The daemon howled, the pleasure lacing its cries fading as agony and frustration superseded it.

			‘You are a fool, warp-weaver,’ whispered the daemon as it sank to a knee. ‘You know not whom you deprive with your meddling.’

			The Composer grinned behind his helm, and poured more energy over Luminous. Its hide blackened, crisping and flaking away into ash. The daemonettes made to join the fray, but a single bellowed unword from the sorcerer sent a shock wave tearing over the bridge, hurling them back.

			‘I stand here and now as proxy for the Soulthief,’ declared the Composer as he stabbed his staff down into the writhing daemon’s chest. ‘The pact made between Fulgrim’s Champion and the entity that makes itself known in the material realm as Clarion shall stand unbroken, and you shall be gone from this place.’

			Luminous gagged out a strangled hiss of laughter. Dark black veins branched from where the sorcerer’s staff touched its flesh. ‘You have not,’ it wheezed, drooling streams of sour blood from its ruined jaw, ‘the power to banish us.’

			The Composer considered this for a moment, before conceding with a short tilt of his helm. ‘That is true. Even so, I shall cast you back to your rightful place.’ He looked up at the leering daemonettes, silver witchfire boiling from his azure eye-lenses. ‘Back! Return to the cold and shadows of the void. And you,’ he pressed his staff down harder, searing the daemon’s flesh beneath, ‘return to your place by Clarion’s side, cowled in shame and silence, always to sense the nearness of your prize but never to claim it.’ 

			The silver fire spread over the sorcerer’s body, lashing out in bolts of psychic lightning as hurricane winds tore across the bridge. 

			‘This I command, go now!’

			The Composer blinked, and the daemons were gone. All sign of their having been there vanished. The spine of the Diadem was once more replete with statues of inviting horrors, visible through the bridge’s oculus viewscreen. The silent cloaked figure of Luminous stood motionless at the arm of Clarion’s throne again, as if it had never moved.

			The lightning receded, flowing back into the Composer in a wash of icy smoke and ozone. He approached the command throne, unable to conceal how heavily he leaned upon his staff. The exchange with the Keeper of Secrets had been more draining an affair than he cared to admit. He reached up, unlocking the seals of his gorget with a gurgling hiss akin to a death rattle, and lifted his helm free.

			Blood spilled out from the bottom of the mask, where it had flowed in a steady torrent from the Composer’s eyes, ears, nose and mouth to pool around his collar seal. It pattered down his breastplate, staining his robes and triggering whorls of esoteric colour across the fabric. The cloak of senses around his shoulders twitched, its fringes scorched and blackened. He arrived beside the ornate chair of silver and onyx, and winced.

			Clarion writhed on the seat, the soft violet tint of her flesh soured into jaundiced amber. It appeared as though the child were drowning in thin air. The Composer straightened, looking back at Afilai and at the sigils that still glowed with stuttered pulses across his ruined war-plate.

			‘Light and sound,’ the sorcerer hissed, thumping the butt of his staff into the Terminator’s side. ‘Do you have any inkling how many wards I have carved into your wretched hide? Stand away from her, you lurid golem!’

			A rumble like gears slipping scratched out from between the shattered tusks of Afilai’s helm. He staggered to his feet, every dense plate catching and scraping against its fellows, every joint spitting fountains of dirty sparks. He lurched drunkenly, swinging around to drag himself towards the ornate doors leading out of the bridge.

			Clarion gasped. The yellowing of her flesh receded as distance from the hulking Terminator grew. The Composer looked away as the child collected herself. He reached out instinctively with his mind, as easily as straining to hear a distant sound. His second sight washed over the crew, sensing their apprehension at his presence, their ignorance and their hatred. 

			A crooked grin split the sorcerer’s lips. They were more at ease in thrall to a Neverborn wearing the flesh of a child than being in the presence of one who practised the Art. He paid them no heed.

			Clarion moved to the edge of her throne. She stared down at the deck before her, and the pulped remains of Incitatus. The steaming bits of mashed flesh were wrapped around the impression of a massive hoof, left when the daemon Luminous had stomped it to death. 

			The beast served no practical purpose to her. It possessed no intelligence beyond the base, primal drives of an animal, though one a mind not born of the warp would never be able to perceive fully. Nevertheless, Clarion enjoyed the presence of the creature. Perhaps a lingering trace of the child she stole, an uncharacteristic sentimentality.

			Touching a hand to her nose, Clarion gathered a drop of her blood onto her fingertip. She held out her hand, turning her palm down. The drop of blood welled as gravity tugged it slowly from her skin.

			In the instant before it dropped, the tiny black gem of inhuman life froze. It fell like a seed into the lump of meat at the foot of Clarion’s throne. And like a seed, it split within the organic matter of the corpse, taking root with a million black filaments.

			Muffled snaps and slick gushes issued as the remains shuddered and drew together. They swelled, severed arteries reconnecting, contused flesh being drained of haemorrhages. Once a crushed ruin, within moments Incitatus returned to resplendent form. 

			The daemonic creature trilled. It circled the foot of Clarion’s throne, its needle tongue darting from its snout. The child ran a hand over its spine, and looked back to the sorcerer standing with her on the bridge.

			‘What now?’ Clarion rasped. Her voice was still ragged, barely able to marshal a whisper. 

			The bulkhead parted, framing the cowering figure of a slave at the threshold. The man’s eyes, visible behind the thick goggles of his environmental suit, were wide in horror, unable to look away from Afilai as the Terminator trudged past without a word. The Composer looked back at Direnc, and smiled.

			‘Now? We continue to sing, my dear, and through the Song we shall find our taken lord.’
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			PART III

			THE CARNIVAL 
OF THORNS
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			III.I

			 

			He never dreamed.

			A dream requires sleep to house it, to anchor its imagery within a mind, and he could not remember the last time he had truly tasted sleep. Ascension into the ranks of the Legion promised him eidetic recall, yet in spite of the genetic restructuring of his second birth, he could not remember. His memory had crumbled away with time, moments of Chemos and the early years amongst his Legion kin growing dim and indistinct. More and more, they were being replaced by the flickers of lives that were not his own. It was the cost of his eternity, the burden that was uniquely his amongst the endlessly varied and twisted marks of entropy endemic to those who breathed and warred within the Eye.

			He was not certain if he was dreaming now. He concluded it to be as likely an answer as any other, and in truth he didn’t much care. He was here, and now, and that was all that mattered to him.

			He knelt within a swirling mist, his surroundings blurred and depthless. Twice he had attempted to stand, and twice the irresistible weight of an unseen force had prevented him from rising. Sudden pressure in the core of his being forced his back to arch as he ­vomited a stream of blackness into the air. The oily fluid separated into ragged shapes that ghosted away and slid around him in the haze, just out of sight and beyond his reach. 

			The shapes circled, changing to become hungry things with grinding teeth. They scratched at him with low whispers of his name.

			Lucius…

			For the third time, Lucius fought to bring himself upright. The pressure lessened, and he staggered to his feet, only to feel nothing beneath them. Vertigo coated his nerves in freezing oil, and he hung as if suspended in deep water. The shapes drew closer. Lucius could hear their laughter like needles over his skin.

			Lucius blinked. His skin.

			He was not wearing his armour. The ancient shell of warped cera­mite and anguished faces, its surface always rippling and straining and cracking, was gone. It had been so long since he had been without it, he had forgotten what he looked like beneath it.

			Pallid grey flesh was all that remained, as brutal and slab-like as any of the Legions. Tracing over it was a cartograph of ruination in thousands of scars, many intertwined and conglomerated in order to be wrought into the sigil of the Youngest God in glistening ­purple contusions. The interface ports that had studded his limbs and spinal column were gone, and in their place were clenching lamprey mouths and bleeding eyes. His legs were blackened below the knees, ending in cloven hooves of bare auburn horn. 

			More than ten millennia had passed in the mundane universe, and fathomless epochs within the Eye, since Lucius had been without his war-plate. It was as much a part of him as his twin hearts or his iron-hard bones. Treachery and the touch of the divine had merged it with his flesh, forged and reforged from the imprisonment of the souls that screamed into his mind every moment.

			Except now. Here in the realm of his dream, Lucius’ killers were gone. A cold silence lingered in the swordsman’s mind, feeling ­cavernous with only a single intellect contained within it. It was that realisation that triggered the shapes to draw nearer, close enough that their faces resolved from the shadows.

			Champions of the shattered Legions. Warrior kings, aliens and assassins. The snarling face of a Fenrisian berserker, a thin-blooded descendant of the Legion of Russ. All of those who had bested Lucius in combat, who had drained him of his blood and cut his spirit from his mortal shell, crowded around him. At the centre of them all, looming as beautiful and terrible as the day they had duelled, so many lifetimes ago, stood the Lord Commander himself.

			Cyrius.

			Lucius strained against his invisible bonds as his killers smiled, fangs lengthening from beneath their lips. Cyrius’ eyes began to shine, brightening with painful light. His killers collapsed back into ropes of black oil, rushing over Lucius’ body like undulating chains of pure darkness. Cold fire lanced into the core of his being as the ­liquid shadow ate into his pores. More and more of them soaked over him, until only Cyrius remained standing before Lucius.

			Cyrius’ face rippled, as though the incorporeal flesh were nothing more than a mask worn by some raw hatred, as the stinging fire from his eyes grew blinding.

			Soon, Cyrius whispered. The killers had coated Lucius’ entire body, and began swirling around his neck. Their inky fluid surged over his face. They spilled between his clenched teeth and raced down his throat. Lucius felt the touch of Cyrius’ hand through the writhing dark against his cheek, hot as a glowing brand.

			But not yet.

			Lucius’ eyes snapped open, and the riot of screams assailed him as they always did. The crack and squeal of abused ceramite filled his ears, and he glanced down to see his armour as it was again. Yet there was nothing beneath his feet.

			A drop of nearly one hundred metres yawned beneath Lucius, ending in a swaying field of floating corpses. Drowned men, women and xenos stared up at him, dangling in mid-air as if held aloft by the churning waves of an invisible ocean. Lengths of barbed brass chains were shackled around their throats, keeping them just beneath the surface of the phantom sea. The abyss from which the chains reached out was inky black and immeasurably deep. The dead watched Lucius with bulging eyes, each one frozen in their final screaming moment of panic and desperation.

			Barbed tendrils encircled Lucius’ chest and stretched his arms out to his sides in a cruciform manner. The tendrils clenched and sweated, and they reeked of the spice of xenos. Despite this, they were neither alive nor machine, but something different altogether. There was a melding of the living with the synthetic at work here. Someone, or something, had created them.

			Lucius looked to either side of him. His brethren of the Cohors Nasicae hung at intervals all around him, suspended by the same tendrils trailing down like diseased tree roots from the darkness over their heads. The legionaries twitched and stirred in a forced slumber, their skulls and throats studded with bladed intravenous feeds injecting chemical cocktails into their veins to induce sus-an comas. 

			Lucius searched amidst the comatose Traitor Space Marines hanging like fruit upon the vine. He spotted Andaroth, Krennance and Cadarn, Vispyrtilo and the rest of the Rypax. He was able to find every brother of the Cohors Nasicae. All except for Cesare.

			There were more legionaries hanging beyond Lucius’ warband, stretching out into the distance. They spanned more than a dozen ­separate warbands and raiding cults, but all of them bore the same garish and twisted colourings upon their armour, and every suit displayed, in varying degrees across the spectrum of reverence and devotion, the mark of the Youngest God. Every one of them was a warrior of the Emperor’s Children, or a renegade in league with them.

			Lucius glanced back down. He wondered for a moment what would happen to him, were he to fall. The answer came to him, provoking a dry chuckle.

			I would starve.

			‘Do you like my hanging gardens?’

			The voice was a serpent’s hiss, dripping with poison yet regal and lyrical. The words were formed in a clipped, unnatural accent that did nothing to diminish the mellifluousness of their delivery. It was a voice like a razor wrapped in sheer silk. A voice that drank pain for succour. 

			She appeared in Lucius’ view, standing upon a hovering plinth of blackened bone and dark crystal. She was a vision in toxic alabaster, her flesh having never known the nurturing light of a sun beyond the rare occasions when she quested outside her labyrinthine refuge to raid for flesh. Slanted, coal-rimmed eyes beheld the Eternal, bright with cunning and malicious intelligence. Dark sable hair threaded with crimson dye was scraped up in a tight scalp lock over a circlet of the same dark crystal she stood upon. Contoured plates of segmented armour sheathed her inhumanly tall, slender physique, inked with elaborate and revolting patterns that flowed and writhed upon the dark surfaces. They framed a fist-sized pendant of a skull pierced by three splinters of bone, set at the centre of her chest and carved from wraithbone as white as untouched snow.

			A withered, androgynous slave of a species Lucius could not identify cowered in chains on the plinth at her side. It carried a long, slender device in its grimy claws, holding one end of it up in front of her lips. She spoke again, her words twisting through the device and rendered into Gothic with a sibilant hiss. 

			‘My contemporaries find it a touch theatrical, but what is life without art?’

			‘Hello, little god-maker.’ Lucius bared his cage of needle teeth in a smile at the dark eldar. 

			The air was filled with the low shriek of anti-grav engines. Eldar in spiked carapace suits swept down around Lucius, tearing through the air on angular bladed skyboards. The aliens whooped and jeered at Lucius as they spun in increasingly tighter circles around him, brandishing hooked glaives and serrated daggers.

			‘Pay them no mind,’ said the eldar, raising an arm and throwing back the shoulder of her cloak of dark fur and flayed skin. With a gesture the hellions came to a halt, glaring at Lucius with undisguised hunger. ‘They are always eager to sample the newest additions to my menagerie.’

			‘So let them.’ 

			Lucius’ head was swimming so thoroughly that at first he didn’t realise that it was he who had spoken. Proximity to so many of the eldar was an intoxicating thing, the strangled beat of their withered hearts, their cloying black scent sinking through to his marrow. ‘Let me taste their flesh, their blood. Slaanesh will relish the flavour of their souls.’

			‘Your god?’ The eldar laughed like a serrated blade scraping over glass. ‘Your idiot race does so amuse me, the things it bends the knee to in worship.’

			‘I would not go so far as to call myself devoted,’ said Lucius, still baring his predatory grin. ‘But one needs no faith to see how the Youngest God’s love for you transcends all others, the ones who ushered forth His birth. I have received… gifts from Him, and what kind of monster would I be if I did not unite your souls with Him in thanks?’ 

			The Commorrite mistress considered his words for a moment. ‘Ah yes, gifts… Tell me, the one of your race I barter with, trading flesh for secrets – the Manflayer. He has told me of you. The one your ­rabble calls “Eternal”. He tells me of your gifts. He says you live, despite tasting the embrace of oblivion time after time.’ 

			She reached up, holding just shy of stroking a clawed fingertip across Lucius’ cheek. ‘Death refuses to hold you. You die and yet you rise. And on. And on. I exchanged many secrets to acquire you. I wish to learn how.’

			‘Cut me loose,’ said Lucius, leaning forwards until the tendrils bit deep into his armour. ‘Feed me that little wretch of yours and I will tell you in privacy.’ 

			The eldar smirked, withdrawing her hand. She ran her fingers across the skull of her slave, carving gashes into its flesh with the crystal claws that tipped her gloves. ‘It is a miserable thing, is it not? That is so, but it is not wholly useless to me.’ She gestured at the device the wretch held. ‘I would not deem to debase myself by speaking in the gutter tongue of your kind.’

			Lucius ran his tongue over his fangs. ‘When you speak like that, the way your face moves, I can’t help myself but to think of how I’ll shudder, when I eat your eyes.’ 

			He tilted his head. 

			‘If you want, I’ll eat them one at a time. Would you like that? Would you like to watch me?’

			If the words had any impact upon the eldar, she gave no outward sign. She remained unfazed, her stare still half-lidded in arrogant contempt. ‘Your race has always been infantile, in a clumsily belligerent and repellent way. I often forget how recently it was that you first crawled out from the primordial ooze of your first world. If you wish to show me rather than tell, it is of no consequence,’ she said as she rested a claw tip between Lucius’ eyes. ‘The answers I seek are within you somewhere.’

			She sank her nail into Lucius’ face, drawing a trickle of dark blood to spill over the claw and patter onto her boots. Lucius gasped with the transcendence of her touch, as the tendrils fastened around his body began to loosen. The eldar mistress grinned as she withdrew her hand, and Lucius dropped away into the dark. 

			‘I am Thyndrak, Archon of the Kabal of the Last Hatred, and I shall enjoy learning just how much of you I will have to cut out to find them.’

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			III.II

			 

			Lucius never hit the invisible waters crowded with the floating dead. At the exact moment he was to strike their surface, a wrenching knot of dislocation wracked him. He had experienced its like before, through teleportation beacons and gateways slashed open into the raw warp, but never as seamlessly as this. It was like taking up a new blade for the first time, and finding it with impossibly perfect balance.

			He crashed down onto a floor of gouged, flexible stone. The air that filled his lungs was different. It was no longer the cold and cloyingly sterile atmosphere of the eldar’s hanging gardens, but hot, and heavy with the tang of fire and the spice of the spilled blood of a cross section of species. His ears recoiled in a moment of shock as they were bombarded by the frenzied roar of thousands and thousands of alien throats.

			A jagged, roughly circular landscape of blackened rock stretched around Lucius, broken at all angles by barbed spears of bladed stone and metal that ranged from three to fifty metres in length. Bodies littered the ground, or were impaled upon the spears, in various states of ruination and decay. They represented humans, various xenos breeds and even warriors of the Legiones and Adeptus Astartes. Lucius glimpsed that, with only a few exceptions, all of the demigod corpses bore the heraldry of the III Legion.

			Vast blocks of tiered seats floated and revolved around the bowl of broken stone, brimming with throngs of dark eldar. The aliens screamed and jeered down upon the arena as they bickered and gambled amongst themselves. The cheers would spike in localised sections of the floating audience as arguments boiled over into bloodshed and the bodies of the slain were hurled over the sides to fall the fathomless distance below.

			Baroque pleasure barges and anti-gravitic craft ringed the edge of the stadium, as Commorrite aristocrats surrounded by slaves and courtiers took in the spectacle from where they lounged upon exquisite couches crafted from undying tortured flesh. Acrobats flew and vaulted through the air between the barges in colourful costumes, duelling and slashing at each other with daggers and bladed lances.

			Lucius’ eyes were drawn past the rippling sails of the alien pleasure craft, the Eternal lost for a moment as he absorbed the spectacle surrounding him. 

			Commorragh, the black heart of the dark eldar realm, filled the sky like a mound of shattered blades. The blackened spines of towers burst across its surface in all directions, their foundations swallowed by a dark metropolis of flesh markets and sprawling industrial dungeons. The skies were thronged with vessels of all sizes, flitting and drifting between the bladed edifices of shipping nexuses and extravagant floating palaces.

			Billions of its denizens lived, breathed and murdered within the dagger cathedrals of the poison city and the endless slums that sprawled beneath them. The combined energy of an entire race was devoted to perfecting the art of extracting the most complete and utter suffering from those taken in their raids across the real space beyond the webway. Yet this was but a single node of the impossibly vast city, one that rooted itself across countless passages of the webway like a virus. And the satellite arena Lucius stood upon was but one of hundreds filling the black sky around the dark eldar’s lair.

			Lucius made his way forwards through the perpetually shifting forest of immense spikes. With a thought, his lash uncoiled from the meat of his right arm in a crackle of separating tendons. The Laeran Blade had been taken from him, and his eyes darted from corpse to corpse, seeking a replacement.

			The cheers of the revolving crowds spiked as he entered a clearing. Despite his situation, enslaved and trapped in an alien gladiatorial arena, Lucius grinned, beaming at the praise his presence mandated. His smile quickly soured into a scowl, when he realised that the praise was not for him.

			In a flat depression at the centre of the arena’s bowl, free from the press of the spikes, a pair of monstrous creatures were locked together, ripping each other apart atop a mound of eviscerated dead. One was vaguely saurian in aspect, its scaled hide crested with sharpened ridges of red bone. It heaved and clawed against an insectile monstrosity that tore into its flanks with half a dozen snapping claws.

			The cheers had risen when the reptilian creature trapped its opponent’s bulbous head in its jaws, and ripped it free in a spray of brackish brown fluid. Even headless, the claws of the dying creature fought for several agonised moments, ripping bleeding rents into the hardened flesh of its killer. Lucius arrived in time to see it fall twitching to join the others on the mound.

			The victorious beast turned in Lucius’ direction immediately, the trio of wide nostrils at the centre of its skull flaring. It clambered down the pile of corpses on all fours, sending limbs and broken pieces of armour scattering and tumbling in its wake. Four diamond-shaped, glossy black eyes fixated upon Lucius with predatory focus.

			‘Now,’ Lucius whispered, flicking his gaze across the thronging masses of eldar. ‘Now, you will cheer for me.’ 

			The beast charged Lucius. Its forelimbs, swollen with bands of iron-hard muscle, dug gouges into the stone as it pounded towards him. He clenched and unclenched his left fist, irritated at the absence of a blade in his hand. He was a consummate killer, whether he wielded the most sophisticated weaponry or nothing more than his bare fists and will, but a blade was the truest extension of him, the implement most pleasing to his soul. 

			With a blade, Lucius could accomplish wonders.

			For now, until he found a sword or reclaimed his own, his lash would have to do. He hurled the weapon forwards, the individual strands uncoiling from around one another like clawed tentacles. Venom wept from the tips of the barbs, hissing and spitting as it flecked across the ground.

			The reptilian beast shuddered just before the whip made contact. With a snap of bone and tearing flesh, it became four creatures, identical smaller simulacrum of the original beast. Lucius’ attack snapped against empty air as the monsters trilled and rounded upon him from all sides.

			Lucius snarled as he caught one of the leaping beasts on his vambrace. Foul spittle that stank of rotting meat rained upon his face from its snapping jaws. Lucius sneered and spat a gobbet of phlegm into the creature’s eyes in return. The monster wailed as the acidic saliva spread and ate into the flesh of its face. The reddened bone of the thing’s skull showed through the coiling fumes of decomposing meat as it reeled back. Lucius caught it in mid-air, seizing it by its barbed tail, and dashed its head open against the ground. 

			Two more of the creatures scrambled onto Lucius’ back, and the crowds roared as he spun to dislodge them. One of them was flung loose as he whirled about, crashing into the dust. Lucius tore the second from where it was biting at his gorget, and sent it flying into the first with a snap of breaking bone.

			Lucius turned to search for the last of the creatures, only to find his vision filled by a maw of gnashing jaws. The beast launched itself into Lucius’ chest, sending him sprawling back. Stars exploded across his vision as his skull cracked against one of the monolithic stone spears littering the arena floor. 

			Gauntlets slick with the blue ichor that passed for these creatures’ blood, Lucius wrestled with the last beast, keeping its fangs a hand’s breadth from his throat. The faces upon his armour rippled as the creature’s claws raked over them for purchase. He clamped his fingers around its snout, smiling as he felt bones crush in his grip, and thrust his hips up.

			Lucius swung the creature over his head, smashing it against the spear and impaling it upon the bladed spikes that studded its length. Blackish-blue filth squirted over Lucius as he rolled aside and stood. He brought a gauntlet to his face, scraping the gore away and spitting it from his teeth in disgust.

			‘Vile,’ Lucius sneered. He walked over to the two beasts he had thrown against one another, finding them twitching and scrabbling at the dirt. He brought his hoof down onto each of their skulls, pounding them flat to ensure their irritations to him were at an end.

			The revolving audience erupted at the brutality, while pockets of gamblers argued and murdered each other to settle debts. Lucius spread his arms wide, soaking in their cries, and strode over to the heap of dead. He pulled aside corpses and parts of corpses, rooting through their remains and tossing wrecked armour and broken weapons to either side, until he found what he was looking for.

			It was a hooked blade, not unlike the ceremonial khopesh swords favoured by the erudite pseudo-warrior sons of Magnus the Red. Its haft was more than twice as long as those he was accustomed to wielding. Its edge was chipped and pitted from use against heavy armour, the steel brittle from the onset of the corrosion that comes from being bathed in blood time and time again. 

			Simply put, it was an ugly, rusted piece of scrap. Lucius could hardly bring himself to call it a weapon at all, and on any other day, in any other circumstance, he would not have insulted his gauntlets by forcing them to feel its weight. But needs must.

			Lucius sighed, and spun the weapon expertly in his left hand, rolling the blade’s worn haft between the back of his gauntlet and his palm.

			‘Feel honoured, you ugly and discarded thing. With you, for this gawking filth, I shall perform miracles.’

			A crashing thud behind Lucius sent him into a fighting crouch. He spun on his heel, rolling his wrist to find the balance of his new blade. As the dust cleared from the figure beneath, he relaxed a fraction.

			‘Hello, brother,’ said Lucius. ‘Welcome to the alien death circus.’

			Cadarn groaned out a curse as he hauled himself to his feet. Dust flittered from his armour as he shook his limbs out before walking to join Lucius.

			‘Hail, Eternal.’ The traitor Executioner’s eyes flicked between Lucius’ new sword and the mound of dead. ‘If that is the best you could scrounge, I cannot imagine the treasures awaiting me. I am overjoyed.’

			‘Yes, and I promise to hold the grandest of celebrations to honour your joy another time,’ said Lucius. 

			Cadarn scowled as he kicked through the detritus. ‘There’s not a piece of steel here I would even deem fit to piss on.’

			‘Language,’ chided Lucius, looking up into the braying crowd of eldar watching them. ‘Hurry up and find something you can use. The mob is growing restless for blood, which means they shall likely be sending something horrible to try to kill us very soon.’

			‘Pray, brother,’ snarled Cadarn. ‘Pray whatever they send carries weapons.’

			What came did not carry weapons. From tunnelled pits beneath the arena floor, eldar beast masters unleashed wave after wave of hideous creatures, monstrosities hunted from across the galaxy or forged from deep within their dungeon laboratories. Things whose hides wept acid and tore across the ground on great rending claws assailed Lucius and Cadarn. Swarms of airborne predators struck from the skies, forcing the warriors to fight back to back to repel them. 

			In time, a knee-high barricade of butchered monsters ringed the two Traitor Space Marines, a cross section of the most dangerous predators the galaxy had to offer. Cadarn and Lucius stood ready, their armour gouged by claws and slathered in alien gore. Lucius spun and cracked his lash to break away the dried and calcified blood that caked and stiffened its tendrils. The blade he wielded had proved resilient enough to withstand the dizzyingly elaborate strikes he had executed to dispatch the beasts. Cadarn had resorted to tearing the limb from a beast covered in gnarled exoskeleton, and had wielded it like a bludgeon against the past three waves that had been set loose against them.

			‘A silo of Cesare’s ambrosia,’ Cadarn hissed, ‘for but one of my axes.’

			Lucius ran his blade across his vambrace, scraping the gore from its weathered edge. He spun it once, ridding it of the last gobbets of filth, and spread his arms to the masses.

			‘Is this all you have?’ Lucius roared, stopping to gather up the corpse of a skinless hound creature by the scruff of its neck. ‘Beasts and animals? You bring us here to be pitted against your dregs and strays? This is no insult to us. You insult yourselves!’

			Lucius’ words antagonised the Commorrites thronging the arena. They screamed insults and curses down in their vile tongue, hurling refuse and drinking chalices that fell short and plummeted through the gap between them and the arena, down into the abyss of the webway. Fights broke out between the most animated members of the audience, having no other recourse to salve their rage than to leap upon their closest fellows and stab them to death with crystal daggers.

			A braying burst of noise like the call of a Titan ripped across the arena. The crowds fell silent, thousands of alien eyes transfixed on the immense pleasure barge that dominated an entire side of the stadium’s edge. Beneath rippling solar sails at the tip of the craft’s stern Thyndrak, Archon of the Kabal of the Last Hatred, emerged to stand upon a terrace and look down upon the events with her own eyes. Serpentine bodyguards and heavily armoured dark eldar sellswords, their so-called Incubi, flanked her on both sides.

			Lucius’ eyes narrowed as he saw two more join her. Fabius Bile, his coat of flayed skin rippling and snapping in the wind, came to stand beside the archon. Lucius could see the expression of irritated impatience upon the Primogenitor’s withered face, no doubt enduring such spectacles in order to secure the secrets he had bartered away Lucius’ freedom to obtain. Despite himself, Lucius’ teeth clenched in anger as he saw Cesare standing a step behind his former, and seemingly now current, master.

			‘Are we boring you?’ The archon’s voice thundered from every horn and speaker across the stadium. Her words were enough to send the dust whipping across the stone like fleeing wraiths. ‘Are the fruits of my beast masters’ hunts proving a waste of our privilege to witness you?’

			Lucius’ blood ran cold. A tic tugged at the flesh beneath his right eye. Cold, oily sweat broke out across his brow as his pupils shrank to the point of vanishing.

			Cradled in the eldar’s hands was a sword. The sword. She was holding the Laeran Blade.

			‘Perhaps we can find something more sporting for you, mon-keigh.’ The archon smiled, and music began to ebb over the arena. The crowds surged and protested at the falling sound.

			Lucius was not listening. He could not have heard it even if he had wanted to. The voices within his head ravaged his mind in a conflicting, rising throb. They coiled together, a deafening shriek of incoherent damnation, before a single voice whispered through the roar.

			Does he wield the blade, or does the blade wield him?

			The iron haft of Lucius’ scavenged sword squealed before snapping in two in his fist.

			‘Oh no,’ sighed Cadarn as he saw the blade in her hands.

			The ground beneath their feet heaved. A great circular lift, set in the ceremonial centre of the arena bowl, began to descend, with Lucius and Cadarn at its centre. The disc of broken rock began to glide down a sinuous black tunnel, deeper into the eldar gladiatorial satellite. 

			Cadarn glanced at Lucius. The swordsman’s gaze remained locked upwards, though it had lost any focus. His jaw worked in twitches, mouthing silent words without sound. A single line of deep claret spilled down from Lucius’ ear, sliding along his jawline to drip from his chin.

			‘Brother?’

			Lucius’ irises tightened. A rattling breath sawed from his lungs. It seemed to Cadarn that only at that moment did he register the change in their surroundings. 

			‘My sword…’

			Cadarn moved to take a step closer to Lucius, but thought better of it. ‘What?’

			The Eternal straightened, and dropped his broken sword. It was only then that Cadarn relaxed his posture, and allowed his own weapon to fall from his grasp into the dust. 

			‘We need to get onto that ship,’ said Lucius in a low, even tone. ‘I’m going to get my sword back, and then I am going to use it to cut that alien whore’s spine out.’
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			III.III

			 

			The sorcerer’s name was Hakith.

			Cast out into exile amidst the anarchy of the servile wars between the broken Legions of the Eye, Hakith had abandoned his Legion, his brothers, his primarch, as they had abandoned him. In the cataclysms the Legions wrought as they ground against each other within their prison realm, sorcerers of his ability could name their price amongst the rival warlords and warring chieftains within the internecine maelstrom of the Legion Wars. The power to shape the warp as a weapon was always in demand, as the defeated sought to finish for themselves what those loyal to the Imperium of Mankind had begun on Terra. Bitterness and failure had shattered the armies that once marched upon humanity’s ancestral home beneath the banner of Horus Lupercal, and so Hakith journeyed from fragment to fragment, warlord to warlord, selling his witchcraft.

			Hakith did not seek the base desire of plunder, nor could he bring himself to care for power, for slaves or entire worlds to rule within the realm where the Great Ocean and reality mixed. His tastes were of a more esoteric nature, and there was only ever one price for his services. The very transgression that had seen him cast out of Sortiarius in the first place, before the blood of Prospero’s murder had had the time to dry upon his armour.

			Secrets.

			Even before the culmination of Ahriman’s towering arrogance, his so-called Rubric, had been cast, there had been purges amongst the ranks of the Thousand Sons. The trauma of Prospero’s destruction, and the tearing dislocation inflicted when their father Magnus the Red had spirited the Legion away to the Planet of the Sorcerers, had succeeded in shattering the usual veneer of haughty calm and confident superiority that had come to define the philosophical warriors. The increasing regularity of the onslaught of rampant mutations twisting them body and soul, the flesh change, had fractured the brotherhood further, as more and more succumbed to it and degenerated into monstrous abomination. 

			Trust had died, left as one of the millions of casualties upon the blood-caked sands of Tizca with the rest of the innocents. Brotherhood waned, and in its place the Legion frayed in insularity. Secret covens formed like tumours. The warrior mages of Prospero cloistered themselves away within the monolithic vaults and towers their minds had conjured upon their new home, hoarding their know­ledge and the power it granted.

			Hakith had stolen a brother’s life for but a pittance of such know­ledge, and for that he was banished. Yet he was but one of the diaspora from Sortiarius. Some, those favoured by fortune to be either impervious or resistant to the flesh change, simply gathered their closest disciples and left, melting into the apocalyptic wars that arrived with the other fallen Legions as they were scoured into the Eye’s perdition.

			Secrets, knowledge, these things were Hakith’s desire, the single devotion of his mind. As he travelled and made war for the warbands within the Eye, he began to discover secrets of a plane that would come to obsess him. A network, ancient beyond reckoning, that rested between reality and the warp. Used by the eldar xenos as both thoroughfare and refuge, it was a place of profound mystery, rumoured to possess paths across the galaxy and beyond, the gates protecting stores of unfathomable knowledge hidden away from all. To enter such a place, one could not simply make a door. One had to find a way within, behind the webway’s invisible doorways.

			Hakith focused all of his efforts towards finding these doorways. He burned cities and destroyed entire armies for the smallest scraps of information. Obsession consumed him, and over centuries, and on into millennia, so far as time could be considered a measurable concept within the Great Ocean, with painstaking effort, he began to map the webway. His search was rife with peril, as the information he earned led as often to the traps of affronted warlords as it did to revelation. Those scraps of knowledge that proved fruitful led, time and again, to dead ends, regions of emptiness or the shadows of true doorways, forever sealed by the xenos who plied its labyrinthine tunnels. 

			At long last, Hakith found what he had been seeking. A true and viable doorway that would grant him passage into the realm between reality and the warp. Countless sacrifices and betrayals, the intolerable sufferance of servitude beneath the most vile warlords of the broken Legions, the deaths of unknowable amounts of sentient life, all had led to this. The accomplishment of his discovery was the achievement of Hakith’s grandest ambition, the sole drive that, in the wake of his Legion’s death, had stood as the purpose of his life.

			It was for such a secret that Hakith would die. 

			For all of his power, toned and amplified through the wars that funded his search, Hakith could not see the eyes that watched him. The mind that beheld from afar each degrading, blood-drenched step of his journey, and his progress. And now, his victory.

			Hakith sailed the storms of Eyespace from within the bronze-and-crimson shell of the Elypsis. She was a small and slight frigate, the best he could have hoped to steal during his flight from Sortiarius, but she had served him well. Her guns had sung a ­thousand songs, and her armour had borne the brunt of the cataclysms that shaped themselves every moment in the realm of their damnation. The crew, few enough that there were by this time, were efficient and loyal slaves. He had even allowed a select few to kneel upon the bridge beneath the oculus screen as their master opened the way into the forbidden.

			Cries of alarm vomited from the maws of Prosperine gargoyles spaced around the circumference of the bridge. From the depths of the great clouds of storms that swept across the oculus, a dark sliver resolved. It drew nearer, growing into the graceful, predatory silhouette of the Diadem.

			‘Come about!’ Hakith shouted to the team of servitors who controlled the navigation of the Elypsis. Its small array of engines flared as it turned. A salvo of macro shells roared from the trio of cannons that studded the frigate’s flank. 

			The broadside crashed against the void shields of the Diadem in a riot of colour. The overlapping fields of energy shimmered as they absorbed the impact, dissipating and distributing it across the protective capsule surrounding the ship. She surged forwards undeterred, her own weapons priming.

			The exchange was pitilessly short.

			The Diadem was a bladed city in space, a vessel more than thrice the scale of the Elypsis. The outcome of a warship of her size descending upon a frigate was a foregone conclusion.

			Clarion had expressed her desire to toy with the frigate, to hound it across Eyespace before gutting it. The Composer had denied her request, demurely yet firmly. The sorcerer took no issue, however, as she used the Diadem’s lances to carve their prey apart piece by piece. She savoured its slow destruction until all that remained was a ­crippled, drifting hulk, just intact enough to maintain life support.

			Life needed to be maintained aboard the Elypsis for just a short while longer. Long enough for the Composer to go aboard, and collect the fruits of his careful cultivation.

			Throughout the entirety of his life, Direnc had known but a single constant. Pain. The pain of chains, of the cruelty of masters, of the deprivations endured as one who was enslaved. The pain of violence against his fellow serfs, in the gladiatorial pits and in the darkness of a ship’s corridors. The pain of killing them, of victory, of survival. The pain of knowing that he would continue on, to shoulder more suffering.

			All of this was recorded in scars across his flesh, and etched into the memories of a brutalised mind. All of those moments of blood,  toil and despair were lost from his mind. They paled before what afflicted him now.

			Direnc had experienced the radiance of sensation, beyond any he could imagine. After a lifetime in thrall to those who worshipped at the altar of the god of blood and war, a deity who only took in skulls and still-beating hearts, Direnc felt the touch of a divine force of a different nature. An entity that gave wondrous, inconceivable gifts whose only cost was the joy of receiving them. 

			He had felt the breath of Slaanesh.

			And then, like seeing the light of stars for a moment between the crushing smog of a factory world, it was taken from him. The pleasure was unimaginable, but its touch was fleeting. Those who now carried Direnc’s chains denied him all but the thinnest gasps of the divine musk fed into his respirator. He sucked it into himself as soon as the perfumed pheromones of its scent caressed him. It was tantalising in its reunion with his starving senses but just as quick to vanish. The absence was dissolving the core of his being, collapsing him from the inside. Even with the rationed joy he was not capable of reaching back to the dismal lows of the existence he had once lived, that of a beaten and miserable wretch in service to the XII Legion, treated as cattle and surrounded by murderers. He needed more.

			Direnc had thought he had tasted true life when he breathed in the mist. What he now felt was worse than death. He was drowning in air without it. 

			The chains around Direnc’s throat rattled, constricting even through the dense suit he wore. Insulated as he was, Direnc was near collapse after walking the upper decks of the warship his masters had not bothered to inform him was named the Diadem. The barrage of light and sound was overwhelming, like travelling through the wild current of a sea churned by storms. Only a short journey had left him crippled with nausea and nearly blind.

			Another teasing whisper of the musk kept him upright. He followed the hunched, mutated shape holding his chains and stepped through a narrow, circular hatch in the wall. Direnc was shocked as darkness and silence confronted him. He thought for a moment that his consciousness had finally succumbed, until his collar was removed and the bulky helm was pulled loose from his head with a hiss of air pressure. Amber lumen strips flickered to life over him in a crackle of buzzing energy.

			Direnc stood in the aisle of a cramped, tubular chamber. Flanking him to either side were the silent forms of machine men, locked in restraint thrones. Their bodies were horrific amalgamations of flesh and silver, beyond the clumsy crudeness of combat servitors. These were lithe, contoured creations of smooth, flexible design. The lascarbines, segmented whips and blades that replaced their arms at the elbow appeared as though they had been born to them. Each was different, an individual rendition of the same vision to inseparably meld the organic with the mechanical. Direnc could not see where their bodies of blood and bone ended, and where the machine began.

			‘Welcome, little one.’ The voice sent Direnc to his knees. He shrank down, pressing himself against the shins of a mechanical simulacrum of a perfect human female, as the heavy tread of ceramite boots passed by him. The soft scrape of fingertips trailed behind the softly clanging footfalls, from the fringes of a cloak fashioned of sensory organs. Noses gathered Direnc’s scent, while bloodshot eyes stared upon him in twitching unison. 

			‘Do you like Olivaw’s pets?’ The Composer motioned to the rows of cyborgs. ‘What the red world would think of his works now that he has embraced the brilliance of flesh.’

			The sorcerer chuckled, a frightful noise from behind his shining mask. He stopped at the end of the tube, sitting in an empty throne and lowering the restraints over himself. The deck beneath Direnc’s palms began to vibrate with a building rumble. 

			He was inside a boarding torpedo.

			‘I am going to gather knowledge of great import, and you are going to be part of it. Feel honoured.’ He motioned to the throne across from him, but Direnc remained rooted to the spot, dazed upon his knees. 

			After a stretch of silence, the Composer tilted his head. +You will secure yourself, if you wish to survive our arrival.+

			Direnc cried out from the knifing pressure of the sorcerer’s voice in his head. The Composer inclined his head towards the throne again. Direnc steadied himself, blood pattering to the deck from his nose, and stood. He staggered over to the restraint throne, and locked himself in place.

			Being trapped within the throne, directly across from the staring visage of the Composer, was one of the most terrifying feelings of Direnc’s life. The echoes of the demigod mage’s mind still rattled against the inner walls of his skull like chips of electric ice. The sorcerer was inside his thoughts, and thus knew the crippling panic afflicting him.

			With a sigh, the Composer produced a vial from a leather pouch on his belt. He opened the vial, emptying a measure of fine, violet-pink powder into his palm. 

			Direnc’s body surged against his restraints, not waiting for his mind to process what the sorcerer held.

			‘For your journey,’ he said, as the powder rose in a swirl above his palm. Were he not enslaved so completely to the poison, Direnc would have seen it for what it was, the strings tied about him to be pulled at the whim of a cruel puppeteer. But such clarity was beyond him now. The pink-purple cloud shivered as the boarding ram prepared to launch, before flowing across to envelop Direnc’s face.

			The slave’s eyes rolled back into his head. Rapture, devastating waves of crashing rapture. Direnc melted into them. The sights and sounds of the world around him withdrew, until there was nothing but him, alone with his bliss. 

			At the farthest fringes of his senses, beyond his care, Direnc could just barely hear the sorcerer’s laughter as the torpedo fired.

			‘Am I not magnanimous?’ 

			With the warband gone, whisked away and captured by the machinations of Fabius, the Composer had resorted to baser means to storm the Elypsis. A shoal of boarding torpedoes embedded themselves along the superstructure of the crimson frigate, disgorging their cargo into its sparking, flame-ridden innards. Mutants, scoured from the warring clans that populated the Diadem’s lower decks, charged aboard in crude armour of mail and cracked leather, bearing crooked axes and beaten heirloom autoguns in their claws. They brayed and stomped with iron-shod hooves, killing the few souls who sought to oppose them and herding the rest into bondage.

			From the other attack pods came boarding parties of sleek semi-organic automatons, the heretek Olivaw’s fusions of warp-blessed flesh and tainted machinery. They flowed into the veins of the Elypsis like poison. The directives and primal impulses buzzing within them guided them through the ship, leading unerringly to positions that cut off every passage leading to and from the command deck and bridge.

			The Composer emerged from his own torpedo, savouring the sting as the fringes of his cloak were singed by metal decking that had become warped and superheated by their incursion. The Diadem had deployed them with the aim of inserting them close to the bridge, and Clarion had not disappointed. Eidetic recall summoned the frigate’s construction instantaneously in his mind. He had but two decks to walk until he arrived. 

			Olivaw’s creations glided around the sorcerer as they attended to their own objectives. None remained behind as his huscarls. Had he felt the need, he would not have left Afilai back within his tower sanctum. The Terminator would have been of negligible utility to him in any case. As it was, Olivaw’s current labours were devoted to the restoration of his war-plate after the thrashing it had received battling that greater daemon. No, the Composer would require no protection here.

			Already, he could feel the collective’s will to resist disintegrating. The Composer walked the corridors he had seen a thousand times from Hakith’s eyes. The frigate was populated by a skeleton crew, and an anaemic one at that. Hakith had lived the existence of a mercenary, and he had utilised similar means to achieve his aims. With the goal of his life’s obsession so close before him, he did not think to retain a cadre of warriors to ensure his passage into the webway. It made the matter of his fate all the simpler to decide. The Composer beckoned for Direnc to follow, and strode into the smoke wreathing the corridor.

			They progressed steadily through two decks abandoned during the fighting before they encountered resistance. 

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			III.IV

			 

			When the lift’s descent from the floor of the eldar arena came to a halt, over one hundred Commorrite guns were levelled at Lucius’ head. Splinter rifles, disintegrators and thrumming cannons all had the Eternal between their crosshairs. The slender fingers of the gunners hovered just over triggers and firing studs.

			Lucius laughed. The cruel barks of it echoed from the walls of ­sloping alien plasteks. The fear dripped from his captors; he could see it in their eyes. An army of cold murderers, terrified of a single warrior. 

			Rightly so.

			‘Now this,’ said Lucius as his laughter ebbed. ‘This is what I was expecting.’

			Cadarn sank back into his fighting crouch. ‘Speak for yourself.’

			‘Finally they bring something worthy of me and you sulk?’

			The renegade Executioner grunted. ‘Not all of us are as gifted as you, Eternal.’

			Lucius made a derisive noise, halfway between a chuckle and a scoff. The last note of it strained into a gurgle. Pressure and vertigo surged up his spine, like jaws of ice and grease swallowing him. The killers screamed louder, louder. Lucius needed something, anything, to focus on, desperate like a man sinking beneath the sea. He turned, locking his eyes upon the eldar hefting the largest weapon. 

			‘You there,’ said Lucius, pointing a clawed fingertip at the xenos. ‘Do you believe you can hit me, before I tear that little toy away and beat you to death with it?’

			The eldar remained silent. Their species lived lives measured in centuries, so Lucius doubted that it did not understand at least the most basic parts of what he had asked it. Even if the barrier of language had robbed the words of their meaning, the challenge was clear in Lucius’ posture, and the savage, smiling glee in his eyes. The Commorrite shifted, tightening its grip upon the cannon it held, its barrel bathed in crackling obsidian fire. 

			‘No?’ Lucius tilted his head, fighting to keep the tension from bursting out from inside his skull. He spread his arms, looking down at his feet. ‘But I am all the way over here.’

			‘The death of us all,’ Cadarn groaned. Lucius ignored him. He clamped hold of the distraction, his focus drowning in the screams.

			Lucius snapped his fingers, eyes flashing wide. He could mask the strain in his voice if he sneered. ‘I have it. This will be more sporting. Let us wager, then, that as I am killing you, whether or not your bowels will have time to void themselves fully, before I tear that head of yours off?’

			‘Very good, Lucius,’ a voice echoed from the hall leading from the lift. ‘That will be all.’

			The ring of tense dark eldar split, admitting Fabius Bile. The former Chief Apothecary of the Emperor’s Children arrived trailed by a pair of eldar in suits of elaborate heavy armour. The silent warriors bore long ritual powerblades, carrying them in light, practised grips and staring out from behind bone-white helms crested in curling horns.

			Lucius drank in every detail of the eldar from the moment they entered the room. The polished charcoal armour they wore was bulkier, heavier, every joint and plate crested with enough barbs and blades to make them weapons in their own right. It spoke of strength, more so than the usual eldar carapace, yet without sacrificing much of their favoured speed. Lambent green eyes smouldered behind the silver masks of their tall helms, focusing crystals clicking as they in turn studied him. The blades glittered from obsessive care, easily betraying their owners’ devotion. Lucius’ smile, for a rare moment, became genuine, as he glimpsed what passed amongst the craven aliens for swordfighters.

			‘Dearest brother.’ Lucius took a step forwards, the eldar gunner forgotten. He bowed theatrically, cuffing away the beginnings of a nosebleed he wished to hide from view. ‘My saviour. You have left me in the care of the most dreadfully dull company.’ He tutted, wagging a claw at Bile as the fleshcrafter approached. ‘Have you come here to apologise?’

			Bile’s withered features remained set. He studied Lucius for a moment of extended silence, before turning with a short wave. ‘Follow me.’

			Cadarn looked to Lucius, who inclined his head in a flourish of mock appreciation. ‘But of course, kindred. Lead on.’

			Lucius and Cadarn passed the twin eldar swordsmen, who spun smoothly behind them as they followed Fabius out of the chamber. Just before stepping from the lift, Lucius stopped, looking back at the eldar still gripping the energy cannon.

			‘Worry not, little spindly thing,’ he said. ‘I promise, we will get to our wager soon enough.’ He bit down swiftly with a sharp clack of fangs, forcing himself to laugh as the alien twitched before striding from the room.

			‘So much has changed,’ mused Fabius as the group entered a darkened hallway. He looked back at Lucius with a scowl. ‘Yet so much remains the same.’

			‘Oh, do shut up, Fabius,’ laughed Lucius. ‘If you did not want my company, you should have thought of that before bringing me to this abhorrent travesty these things call home.’ He stared at the eldar on his right. Lucius snapped his face towards the xenos in challenge. The provocation had no effect upon the warrior, who maintained its lockstep with a purr of smooth armour joints.

			They came to a fork in the passage. With a wave of his arm, Fabius signalled one of the eldar to lead Cadarn down the left fork, as the other followed behind the two Emperor’s Children as they entered the right. Lucius saw a moment to exploit an opening, where he could have killed the eldar and either murdered Fabius or escaped. Perhaps both. Yet his curiosity for what the Primogenitor had in store held him back.

			‘Too much for you together, are we?’ Lucius asked.

			‘What I have is not for him,’ Bile replied. ‘It is a gift, for you.’

			‘Ah, have you brought my sword back for me?’ 

			Lucius watched as Cadarn disappeared into the mists shrouding the opposite tunnel. ‘You would probably prefer my using that, brother, as opposed to me throttling you bare-handed.’ 

			Bile did not deem Lucius’ baiting to be worth responding to. They continued down the passage. After a time, the walls to either side became panes of dense leaded armourglass. Lucius peered into the murkiness beyond. 

			A series of cells lined the walls, filled with thick, oily fluid. Lucius could just barely make out the shapes hanging immobile within the cells. Their forms were occluded, but no one born of the Legions could fail to recognise the silhouette of Space Marine power armour, even if in this case it was twisted, bulky and overly elaborate.

			‘And these would be?’ Lucius nodded at the cells.

			‘They are none of your concern,’ replied Bile with finality. 

			The eldar took up its klaive at its hilt, and at a second grip halfway along the back of its blade. Holding the weapon across its chest, it punched it forwards, thudding the flat of the blade into Lucius’ back.

			Lucius stopped. He looked back over his shoulder at the eldar, ­staring into the alien’s mask. 

			‘Try that again. Please.’

			‘Leave us,’ said Fabius. 

			The eldar held Lucius’ stare, clearly unwelcoming of the notion that a human would presume to command it, before turning and striding silently back through the passageway. They had arrived at a curved doorway, which slid open smoothly as Bile stood before it.

			Lucius crossed the threshold, and immediately the heady tang of counterseptic assailed his senses. The frigid air prickled at the skin of his face. Steel slabs held restrained creatures in various states of vivisection. Chattering machines studded the walls, alongside racks of crystal specimen flasks. There was a bizarre synergy of human and eldar technology, all devoted to the arcane art of the fleshcrafter. It was a laboratorium and torture chamber at once.

			‘So,’ said Lucius, poking at a skinless creature that writhed and screamed silently upon its slab. ‘This is what betrayal has bought you.’

			Bile chuckled, a thoroughly ugly noise. ‘Betrayal. Do not presume to lecture on that subject. There is not a single one of us in our imprisonment that can do so from steady ground. But that hardly means we cannot still cooperate.’ 

			The Chief Apothecary stopped at a standing restraint harness at the end of the laboratory. ‘Come,’ he motioned to Lucius. Standing beside the harness, unhelmed, was Cesare.

			‘What is this?’ Lucius eyed Cesare and the harness warily. ‘Good to see you, brother. Glad to see how the trust I place is so richly rewarded.’

			‘Oh, come now, Lucius,’ said Bile. ‘Cesare was never yours.’ 

			He smiled at Cesare, provoking a grimace from the other Apothecary. ‘One never truly leaves the Consortium. They come and they go, they may even think that they serve other masters, but they always belong to the one who made them what they are.’

			Lucius bit back a reply as a lance of acid pain exploded in his head. He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment as the press of screaming rattled to a crescendo in the meat of his mind. 

			‘Yours is a curious case, brother,’ said Fabius, watching as Lucius struggled inwardly. ‘Consistently exposing yourself to the extra-dimensional intelligences that you and our deluded brethren worship has provoked a uniquely malignant form of schizophrenia to take root within your mind.’

			Fabius circled around Lucius as he stumbled forwards, hands clasped behind his back. The arms of his chirurgeon ticked and whirred as they moved around the Apothecary, seemingly through a will of their own.

			Lucius gripped the sides of his head. Blood trickled from his nose, hot and dark as it dripped to the floor. He snarled as one of Fabius’ mechanical limbs stabbed a syringe into the base of his skull, depressing a plunger of ochre-green fluid into his spinal column.

			At once, the voices grew muted and withdrawn. Whatever Fabius had introduced into his bloodstream, it had nullified the crushing advance of his killers across his mind. His senses sharpened, nerves long dormant firing in clean, pure feedback. It was as though he had ingested Cesare’s ambrosia, but more refined by an order of magnitude and sublimely more potent.

			‘Yes,’ nodded Fabius. ‘Where did you think our dear Cesare learned to craft his little concoction, hmm?’ He withdrew the syringe. ‘Now cease being such a recalcitrant child.’

			Paranoia was a necessary trait to those within the Eye. Truly, with the frequency of betrayals and perfidies that the broken Legions perpetrated upon one another and themselves, it could simply be seen as prudence. Such thoughts counted doubly so with regard to the Primogenitor. Lucius would never trust the vile creature, but the glorious effect of Bile’s stimulant swayed his judgement. He straightened, basking in a clarity he had not experienced in a lifetime, and allowed Fabius and Cesare to lock him into the harness.

			The Composer grinned as the plates of his armour began to ­twinkle with whorls of hoarfrost. His cloak twitched and prickled with gooseflesh at the onset of unnatural cold. The targeting reticules of his helmet visor struggled to bracket the figure standing at the opposite end of the corridor, blinking in and out as they danced across his vision.

			But he could see him clearly.

			He was another sorcerer. One of Hakith’s pets, a thought that brought a smile to the Composer’s face. He stood within a shell of scraped grey ceramite, bearing no heraldry or iconography beyond the glyphs that were etched into every inch of the plates. With a casual questing of his mind, the Composer knew everything about him, effortlessly drinking in his identity. 

			He was not one of the Legions. The blood coursing through his veins told him that much. The son of some thin-blooded Chapter, the history and name of which would have been simple to glean for the Composer, but was of no real interest.

			The Composer sensed power within the other warrior. There was potential there, and with sufficient time and the right hand to guide him, his destiny could blossom into one of great power indeed.

			A pity, then, that his life was now measured in moments.

			Bolts of coruscating green energy smashed against the kine shield the Composer summoned around himself in shimmering thunderclaps. The dome sprang into being at less than a thought. It required the effort anyone else would have required to blink their eyes. 

			The Composer walked calmly forwards into the immaterial fusillade, his staff clicking against the deck plating with the even rhythm of a metronome. Direnc screamed inside his environment suit as he cowered behind the sorcerer, hugging closer with each deflected bolt of warpfire. He watched as the Composer raised his free hand, and despite the insulated layers of his suit, he felt the fall in temperature like daggers.

			With a patient, almost amused slowness, the Composer began to lower his hand. The magi at the end of the corridor continued his assault, until he sagged down to one knee. He raised his fists up level with his head, limbs trembling, as his body continued to sink lower and lower towards the deck.

			It was at that moment that Direnc realised he was not kneeling. He was being crushed.

			The warrior’s silver helm began to buckle. Cries of anger quickly became ones of pain as his hands were reduced to powder inside his flattening gauntlets, followed immediately afterwards by his forearms. Blood sprayed out from splitting armour seams. Ceramite squealed, like teeth on edge. It fractured. It shattered.

			All the while, the Composer slowly, calmly, moved his hand down.

			When it was over, an irregular disc of battered silver was set into a shallow crater in the deck, like a jewel embedded in a crown. Ribbons of pulverised meat hung around its edges like grotesque streamers. Every square inch of the surrounding walls, ceiling and deck was dripping with blood, from where the unsustainable pressure had sent it flying out from the dying witch’s flesh.

			‘Do try to avoid slipping in that,’ said the Composer as he and Direnc passed by the horrid scene. ‘It would be a most embarrassing death, hmm?’

			The Composer ignored the slave as he retched into his mask. He was focused instead on the fleeing presence that had been present to witness its minion’s annihilation. He followed the mental spoor as it withdrew, knowing where it would lead him, and who it would lead him to. 

			The bridge of the Elypsis was cramped and austere by the standards of a III Legion warrior. It was a pity; the sons of Magnus were admirable craftsmen when proper inspiration struck. Aesthetics were sparse across the walls of stone and bronze, beyond the avian gargoyles encircling the command deck, and the artful mounting that rendered the ship’s oculus viewscreen as being set within a golden eye. 

			It was also in flames. The Composer admitted to himself that this was a factor in his disappointment. He would reserve his judgement then, until he was able to appraise a Prosperine vessel he wasn’t actively ripping apart.

			Dead littered the deck of the bridge, along with the dying who would soon be joining them. The heady scent of burning flesh mingled with melting plastek and scorched metal in a suffocating pall. The chamber was lit scarlet by emergency lights, but its alarms were silent, either through malfunction or the crew’s resignation to oblivion. 

			The Composer crossed the short distance from the main bulkhead to the command dais, where seated upon the throne, his cream robes burned to blackened cinders, slouched Hakith. A section of the ceiling struts had collapsed during the void battle, sending a jagged spar knifing downwards, its end protruding from the centre of the exiled Thousand Son’s chest. Blood sluiced down his armour, pattering softly into a spreading pool between his boots. The huddled shapes of dead mortals, witches and lesser psykers by their esoteric robes, encircled him, dead servants gathered to accompany their master into the life beyond.

			‘A pity you were not Pavoni,’ chuckled the Composer as he came to stand before Hakith’s slumped form. ‘I have witnessed their gifts with reknitting wounds first-hand – truly exhilarating to behold.’

			The strut emitted an aching whine as Hakith struggled to rise. His legs gave, and he collapsed back into the throne.

			‘No, no,’ said the Composer. ‘No need to get up, Hakith. I can claim what I need with you right there.’

			‘How…’ The rasp rattled from Hakith’s helm from punctured lungs. ‘How did you–’

			‘Find you?’ the Composer interrupted. ‘How did I know that you had found what you were looking for? My dear Hakith, I have known all along!’

			Direnc peered out from behind the Composer, stepping around the charred remains of a deck officer. 

			‘I have been with you since the beginning,’ said the Composer. ‘You were one of many, many little seeds I cast out across the Eye. As you sprouted, I watched over your progress. I cultivated and, in the most discreet and subtle of ways, I guided. I was the invisible hand, always by your side to give you the best possible chance of achieving my desire.

			‘And you did!’ The Composer laughed. ‘Some I had sent for know­ledge, others for relics, but only the ones who were special to me were sent to find the webway. You were one of those special ones, Hakith. Your star shone brightly, and here we are, because of you. You, who succeeded where the others failed.’

			The Composer sank to a crouch before Hakith, bringing their eyes level. ‘You should be quite pleased with what you have achieved. None of the others had the resourcefulness to have accomplished what you have. Let that be of consolation to you, as we come to the end of our time together.’

			Hakith raised a weak, trembling hand towards the Composer. ‘Let me…’ His hand wavered, just in front of the sorcerer’s mask, before dropping back into his lap with a dull thud. ‘Just let me see inside.’

			The Composer tilted his head. Silence reigned for a handful of moments, pressured by the wash of flames and sparking consoles. The Composer reached towards Hakith’s throat. He disconnected the collar seals of the stricken magi’s helmet, pulling the shattered mask free from his head. Broken and bloody, the proud face of a philosopher king, a being who could weave the currents of the eternal ocean of the warp to his will, stared at the Composer. The face of a thief and a murderer stared as well from the same eyes.

			‘I am sorry,’ answered the Composer as he stood. ‘Were you in a better state I might have considered such a reward for what you have found for me. But alas, what I do now will most likely be the end of you, dear Hakith.’

			The Composer placed his hand upon Hakith’s skull, the tips of his fingers pressing tight to the dusky flesh.

			‘Goodbye, Hakith,’ said the Composer, before he ripped open the sorcerer’s mind.
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			III.V

			 

			The effects of Bile’s compound did not last long before dissipating into nothing within Lucius’ bloodstream. Just as any other kind of stimulation did. As glorious and invigorating as the brief period of sensation had been for him, it was quickly eclipsed by the crash back down into the dull needles of numbness that dragged at his sagging limbs, now as leaden and unresponsive as they had been before.

			Fabius and Cesare had worked diligently once Lucius had got into position. The former circled the Eternal like a predator, the limbs of his chirurgeon prodding and clacking against armour. The latter had remained impassive and still, his eyes flicking between Fabius, Lucius and the data streaming from his narthecium gauntlet. 

			Lucius watched as the Apothecaries pored over his warped armour. He tested his bonds, eliciting a subtle groan of protesting iron. He could not stop his mind from going back millennia, to the night he found himself staring down at the figure of his primarch beneath Fabius’ chirurgeon, chained by his own sons. 

			‘I certainly hope that little shot wasn’t your gift, Fabius.’

			‘No,’ replied Bile without looking up. ‘That was merely a confirmation of one of a multitude of potential hypotheses.’

			Fabius came to a halt in front of Lucius.

			‘I am going to enact a modification to your armour,’ said Bile. He opened a casket from a workbench, retrieving a bulky device and a trio of armourglass tubes capped in brass, trailing a mane of wires and injection feeds.

			Lucius arched an eyebrow.

			‘This is a chemical delivery system, with portions adapted from what knowledge and materials I have gleaned from this place, applied to specifications of my own design,’ said Fabius. ‘Once connected, it directly interfaces with power armour, allowing for the introduction of a variety of chemical compounds into the wearer. In your case, potent stimulants.’

			Fabius looked up from the device to Lucius. ‘I studied you and your hangers-on in transit here. Such strain.’ He shook his head. ‘Such extremes you have placed upon your nervous system through your debaucheries. Synapses exhausted. Reflexes gone. It is no wonder you can feel nothing at all any longer. Cesare has shared his own observations of your condition with me as well. But, with the proper synthesis of materials, introduced in specific amounts over a consistent time frame, I could remedy such an affliction.’

			Lucius’ eyes turned upon Cesare, then back to Bile. ‘And what exactly is it that you gain from all of this?’

			‘You are a deviant, Lucius, but you are hardy. You possess a resilience beyond the loftiest dreams of those who laboured during the creation of the Legiones Astartes, and thus you can endure certain extremes where other beings–’

			‘Lesser beings,’ Lucius interjected.

			‘–would not,’ Bile grimaced. ‘Through my work, I create thousands of chemical compounds. In the majority of cases, their effectiveness can be applied, studied and determined through vat-grown means, but there are more potent mixtures that require a sturdier subject. Like you.’

			Bile paused, raising a finger. ‘Be forewarned – the compounds you will be ingesting are extremely formidable in nature. Take multiple doses of any of them in a short period and you will die. Mix the separate compounds or imbibe them simultaneously, and you will die.’

			‘Hmm,’ Lucius grunted. ‘And all of these compounds that would kill me, they are your creations?’

			Bile straightened. ‘They are.’

			‘And you take pride in their synthesis, I may assume?’

			‘Yes,’ Fabius answered flatly.

			‘Then for your sake,’ Lucius grinned, ‘I should hope they do not kill me.’

			The Primogenitor held Lucius’ stare for a moment, before leaning forwards to return to his work.

			‘You would have me be one of your experiments,’ said Lucius. ‘Even here, surrounded by this xenos filth, you are a cold creature.’

			‘The environment here is ideal. I have the compounds, the subjects and the proper means to test them.’ Fabius gestured to the ceiling and the arena above them. 

			‘And if I should refuse?’

			Bile’s face pinched in an ugly approximation of a smile. ‘Oh, my brother, this was never a negotiation. I thought it generous to explain what is about to transpire, out of respect to our shared history.’ 

			He stepped closer to Lucius. ‘But make no mistake, I will install this device, and it shall be tested. Your thoughts and desires in this regard are irrelevant.’

			Lucius surged forwards like a feral beast. His chains screamed as they snapped taut. Barely a hand’s breadth separated the two legionaries. Lucius smiled wolfishly.

			‘Then why are we still talking?’

			‘Indeed.’ Bile stepped back from Lucius. He nodded to Cesare, who approached Lucius with a tray of exotic tools. 

			‘There will be a not insignificant amount of pain,’ said Fabius as he walked behind Lucius. An arachnoid limb, tipped with a monomolecular drill apparatus, hovered over the Eternal’s power pack.

			‘Oh Fabius,’ Lucius smiled. ‘How you tease me so.’

			The chirurgeon filled the air with a keening scream as the drill activated. 

			‘Then let us begin.’

			The Composer stood in the rattling hold of the Talon Queen as the gunship arrowed through the gulf between the Elypsis and the ­Diadem. He had established vox contact with the strike cruiser once they had reached a certain distance, communicating with the warship’s bridge. A concentrated salvo from her lance batteries slashed over the Thunderhawk in a blinding tide. The Elypsis was a vessel that bore a proud history, having had the honour in ages past of pushing out the frontiers of the Great Crusade to forge the Imperium of Mankind in the vanguard of the expeditionary fleet of Magnus the Red. Here, in the rotting morass of Eyespace, she was consigned to an ignominious fate as her superstructure was obliterated. The cloud of molten shards that was all that remained of the frigate stretched out in a perfect sphere, before the particles were swept and divided up by the churning currents of psychic energy. 

			From within the hold, the Composer smiled as he savoured the memory of the past hours. It had been a simple enough task, with Hakith teetering upon death as he bled out over the ship’s bridge, to reach within the dying sorcerer’s mind for the secret knowledge he had spent his life pursuing. Much of the strength and will of the Composer’s pawn had been poured into simply keeping his hearts beating. Little energy remained to erect any defences that would oppose the Composer’s probing.

			Satisfaction bloomed deep within the core of the III Legion witch as he carved into Hakith’s consciousness. For centuries – or longer, who could say? – the sorcerer had watched his outcast cousin from afar, gently guiding Hakith’s efforts as he risked all to enter the eldar’s sanctuary network. To see his machinations bear such momentous fruit at such a fortuitous time was all the confirmation the Composer needed to feel that his place in the Great Song was in ascendance. His god was truly a loving god.

			With Hakith’s body already broken, the Composer bent to the task of doing the same to his mind. He shattered the hastily conjured ­labyrinths of interlocking wards and desperate psychic defences shielding the mind of the Prosperine magos. He destroyed all that resisted him, before finding what he wanted and ripping it loose for himself.

			Hakith died alone, in agony, with the secret that had defined his life stolen from him by those he had once called allies, in the days before they set the galaxy on fire. For the knowledge that Hakith had sought, the Composer sought as well. The sorcerer of the Emperor’s Children had seeded a dozen such legionaries who plied the Eye in search of the eldar webway, using his powers to track those who proved the most resourceful and productive in discovering the means to enter it. None knew that success would mean annihilation at the Composer’s hand, as Hakith had learned in his last, searing moments of life.

			Once he had acquired what he sought, the Composer’s withdrawal from the doomed vessel had been swift. The lower hold beneath the Composer’s boots groaned with the force of mutants from the deep holds of the Diadem, along with as much of the crew of the Elypsis as he could enslave. The few survivors from the coven of lesser witches and sorcerers in Hakith’s thrall, gathered from across the Eye over centuries, had bent their knees to the Composer, subservient to the greater power he wielded. Those of mortal flesh he cast into chains, their bodies to be used to fuel his tower that he might better hear the music of the Youngest God. Those of the Legions and thin-blooded renegade Space Marines, he destroyed. 

			He had left those near to death, or those he deemed useless or undesirable, behind, to cower in the darkness for their last fevered moments of life before the last kiss from the Diadem’s lance batteries finished what was left of the vessel’s hull. Behind the exuberant face of his helm, the sorcerer closed his eyes. He let his consciousness wash over the newfound knowledge he had torn from Hakith’s psyche and etched onto his own. 

			If Lucius was truly within the webway, the Composer had now found the means to gain passage into it as well. This first step was accomplished, and so he turned the colossal focus of his intellect on to the next. The path before him was now laid clear.

			+Warpweaver.+

			The Composer blinked, calmly setting his thoughts of the ancient eldar network aside. +Yes, Clarion?+

			+You were successful, then?+ The child’s voice was tense, an insistent pressure against his awareness. +You have the location we seek?+

			+I was, and I do.+

			+Where is the doorway?+ Clarion pressed. +Where is it to be found?+

			+I am surprised you cannot see that for yourself,+ sent the Composer, as the Talon Queen slowed to enter the Diadem’s landing bay. +We are already here.+

			Confusion curdled the link between sorcerer and daemon, an emotion only infinitesimally separated from rage. 

			+Be at peace,+ sent the Composer as the Talon Queen’s landing struts crunched down onto the embarkation deck. +I am aboard. I shall adjourn to my tower, and be your guiding hand.+

			Direnc staggered down the assault ramp of the Talon Queen. His legs seemed to move of their own rubbery volition, following the sorcerer as he crossed the landing bay to head deeper into the Diadem. His hands moved numbly to his throat, sealing the clasps of his suit to withstand the sensual barrage of the warship’s upper decks.

			His mind was still aboard the Elypsis. Direnc’s thoughts anchored him before the ship’s command throne, watching as two transhuman witches had fought without either of them raising a hand towards the other. He couldn’t get past the painful charge of the air, the ­biting cold.

			More than anything, he could not rid himself of the sound the dying sorcerer had made as his new master was proven victorious. Calling it a scream would have been an unthinkable understatement, a term that would have done nothing to illustrate the horror the noise had made, both in Direnc’s ears and within his mind. It was as if sound had become flesh, and it was being flayed and burned alive. It shed dignity, humanity, becoming something animal, a cry planed away to the most fundamental suffering. It was a death ­rattle that rooted itself behind Direnc’s eyes, one that he did not feel he would ever be able to dislodge. 

			The witch’s screams clawed around Direnc’s mind as he followed the Composer into the ship, relentlessly careening from the inner walls of his skull. For the first time, he looked forward to the sonic and visual disruption of the upcoming corridors, daring to hope that it might numb him to the sound.

			It was a manifestly terrifying thing, to watch a demigod die. To watch one be killed that way had been far, far worse. Direnc braced himself for the storm that flooded the Diadem’s veins, praying that he might lose himself in the currents, if even for just a moment.

			With eyes of shining gold, Clarion stared into the warp storms ­raging outside the Diadem. She looked from the oculus to her tactical displays and auspex readouts, and back again. She knew that such things were unable to detect what they now sought to find, but such was the cost of habit. 

			Clarion was not accustomed to displays of faith or patience, and recent events had forced her to offer both. As a combatant commanding a vessel of the Legion Wars, the prospect of battle was an ever-present threat. And with her decks hollow of Traitor Space Marines to board enemy ships, and prevent others from boarding the Diadem herself, Clarion’s tension had risen beyond its normal, elevated state. 

			She did not trust the sorcerer who now led them. She did not like being led with riddles and veiled requests. Even after he had come to her aid and staved off the advance of Luminous, Clarion bristled at the influence of the witch, and the prospect of being in his debt. 

			But at this juncture, she had little other option. Clarion needed to find Lucius. That was all that mattered now. And if following the Composer was the only means to do so, then she would suffer him, and bide her time.

			Clarion felt a shudder creep over her mundane flesh as the psychic connection was rekindled. The witch was back in his tower sanctum. Images sprang into what could be conceived of as Clarion’s mind, revealing a churning mass of boiling fire.

			She looked to the oculus, seeing the same storm in the distance ahead of the ship.

			+What of it?+

			+Chart your course towards its centre.+ 

			A stream of concepts flashed across Clarion’s awareness. She distilled them into navigational coordinates and approach vectors.

			Clarion looked into the roiling hurricane of immaterial energies, twisting like a tumour in the warp. +That storm will unmake this ship.+

			+Have faith, daemon,+ the Composer replied.

			Clarion’s sending was laced with bitter humour. +In you?+

			+In the fact that I have not devoted my energies these last weeks to the cause of our being shattered by a warp storm.+

			Clarion scowled.

			+Your frustration is noted,+ sent the Composer. +But our aims are aligned in this, dear splinter of the True God. Now do as I say.+

			Clarion felt their connection sever in a migraine snap. She snarled, before turning to the runeboard on her throne’s armrest. Her tiny fingers clacked against the ivory keys in sharp clicks.

			‘Navigation, come about to this heading. Engines, ahead full.’

			A chorus of crisp affirmations issued from the crew as they went about enacting her commands. The Diadem thrummed around her as its plasma drives propelled it forwards towards the knot of surging unlight. The storm swelled in the oculus, slowly enveloping the whole of the viewscreen in its churning malignance.

			Members of the crew began to shift at their stations. They flashed quick glances at overseers and deck officers. The hull gave a rattling heave as the outermost tendrils of the planet-sized tempest wracked the ship.

			‘Continue course and speed,’ said Clarion, in a voice that brooked no discussion.

			As they drew closer, the vast conflagration revealed itself to be not a single storm, but an agglomeration of many storms. Cyclones of daemonic entities the size of mass conveyers crashed against radiant clouds of light and squalls of blood-laced pus. Matter sprang into random being as the edges of the storms scraped against one another in cataclysmic thunderclaps that destroyed the new creations just as quickly as they had been birthed.

			Turbulence gave way to a violent crashing as the Diadem plunged into the madness at the tempest’s heart. Alarms caterwauled across the bridge. Bridge crew had to shout to be heard over the tumult of the warship’s superstructure being shaken into its component atoms. 

			Clarion stared into the yawing maw of the storm as it swallowed them. The currents had grown harsh enough to hurl mortals from their stations. The Diadem wrenched about, cast against the conflicting tides. A titanic peal of thunder and a pulse of crackling light shot across the hull as the Geller field died. The overlapping alarms and sirens had congealed together into a nauseating barrage of distressed sound.

			Clarion closed her eyes as her bridge was torn apart around her. She cursed the Composer for a fool, and herself as one for following him. She railed against the doom she had realised for herself. Such was the price of shackling her fate to that of mortal creatures.

			A rising susurrus prickled at her mind’s eye. Clarion’s mundane ones snapped open as she listened to the growing voice within the dead child’s skull. 

			She heard the Composer begin to chant.

			From the top of his tower, the Composer roared against the swarming bands of ethereal fire smashing against the dome of his sanctum. The abused wretches who clustered the inner surface of the dome wailed in horrid union, vomiting smoke and coloured mist. The veils of fog swirled around the tower, spiralling to its peak.

			The Composer raised his staff in the air. Noise boomed and slashed from his silver mask as he uttered the sharp unwords of an incantation. He tore the barbed vowels from his mind, hurling them out into the storm that was voracious in its drive to consume the ship. 

			The shaking of the Diadem’s hull became the tectonic fury of a collapsing world. The senses were blinded by swathes of headache colour. They were deafened by fire and screams. The light of the Geller­ field shuddered, its surface crazing and shattering into shards of lightning that fell away into the storm of raw sentience around them. Fractures began to snap and cobweb across the dome, and hungry things of shadow and frenzy crowded around the cracks, desperate to claw their way inside.

			The final segments of the incantation left the Composer’s torn and bleeding throat. The accrued knowledge of Hakith’s life, valuable beyond price and bought with the blood of millions, was spent in an instant. 

			And the Diadem disappeared.
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			III.VI

			 

			Lucius sprinted through the dust of the arena and the roaring of the alien crowd. Breath slashed in and out through his teeth. His hooves clawed shallow pits into the dry earth as he powered forwards, a second legionary of an unknown warband charging just behind him.

			Sharp blurs of lurid colour shot around them. They took shape in flashes. Lucius glimpsed lithe taut musculatures in spiked armour, glinting with blades. The crowd roared their approval as the figures raced behind and above the Space Marines, somersaulting and kicking off the stone spears with the effortless grace of born predators. 

			‘Give me the sword!’ Lucius bellowed at the other legionary. Fabius had failed to return the Laeran Blade to him, and while he was armed only with his lash, the warrior running with him gripped a Legion power sword in his fist.

			‘Not a chance!’ the other Space Marine said breathlessly. Lucius did not know how long the warrior had been fighting in the arena, but based upon the ruinous state of his armour, he guessed he had managed to survive for quite some time. The sword was most likely the sole reason for that.

			‘Do you know who I am?’ barked Lucius. He ducked instinctively as the crowd’s cheers spiked. A brace of throwing daggers lanced just shy of his head. ‘Do you honestly believe that you can use that blade better than I can?’

			‘I know who you are.’ The Space Marine skidded around a spear as a pair of spiked bolas snapped and entwined around it. ‘And I don’t care. This sword is my–’

			The legionary cried out as he pitched forwards abruptly into the dust. Jeers and joyful shouts rained down from alien tongues. Lucius slammed his back behind the cover of a nearby bladed pillar, peering out one side to see what had happened. While the possibility was hilarious, he found the odds that the warrior had simply tripped over himself vanishingly slim.

			The Space Marine’s body was gone from the waist down. A slurry of bleeding chunks trailed out behind him as he vainly clawed his way forwards with his hands. The air between two of the stone spikes where the warrior had fallen glistened with a hanging constellation of blood.

			‘Monofilament wire,’ Lucius laughed. ‘Hard to see, but easy to feel, eh, brother?’ He stooped down and pried the power sword from the warrior’s grasp. ‘Saves me the trouble of killing you for this. Ah, the small blessings.’

			‘Wait,’ the prone legionary rasped. He raised an arm, reaching up towards Lucius. A red blur flew between them. The arm was gone. Another passed in the opposite direction. His head was gone. 

			Sadistic applause crashed through the arena. Lucius backed away. His ego curdled at the thought that his new assailants would think to toy with him. Even more so that they had not targeted him first. 

			He spun the power sword in his grip to get the full measure of its balance. He thumbed the activation rune on its hilt. The layer of dust clinging to the blade fizzed and burned away as its disruptor field flashed to life. Worms of killing light crackled and danced along its length, bathing Lucius’ face in a shimmering blue hue.

			New music began, and the crowds responded with a thunderous ovation. The blurs finally came to rest, crouching like gargoyles upon the tips of the stone spikes. Eldar gladiatrixes glared down at Lucius, eyeing him with barely restrained eagerness.

			Hisses of their foul tongue darted from alien to alien as they conversed amongst themselves. Lucius cracked his neck, rolling his shoulders as he allowed the barbed strands of his lash to uncoil from around his arm. The lead eldar spat upon the ground beneath her, before snarling a challenge in thickly accented Gothic.

			‘Prey,’ she hissed, spitting again.

			The vox-bead in Lucius’ collar crackled. ‘Very good,’ Bile’s croaking tones itched across the channel. ‘We have reached the ideal conditions and shall now begin the introduction of the first compound.’

			Lucius’ mind shifted to the trio of canisters now affixed behind his head, and the contents that sloshed within them.

			‘This is a stimulant mixture classified as serpentin. You may be pleased to note that its principle components were derived from the cadavers of the very sort of eldar wyches you now find yourself engaged with.’

			The stimm rack on Lucius’ back thrummed. A brass plunger depressed in the first canister, sending a measure of oily ochre fluid through the tubes of the synthetic vein network implanted in Lucius’ chest and into his primary heart. He felt a dull sting as the chemical leapt out into his bloodstream.

			Lucius’ pulse quickened. His skin felt hot and damp. Sounds became clearer, and his vision sharper. The world around him seemed to slow. The almond eyes of the eldar took an extra moment to blink, before going wide in anticipation. He saw the bands of iron-hard muscle bunching in the legs of the aliens as they prepared to strike.

			‘Prey,’ the wych hissed again, echoed crudely by her sisters. 

			‘Oh no,’ Lucius grinned. ‘You are quite mistaken, my lovelies. I am not being hunted by you. It is you who are being hunted by me.’

			The lash flew out in an eye-blink. With a whip-crack of daemonic tissue, the closest wych was torn diagonally into four lacerated segments. The others pounced, gripping pistols and daggers, descending to the joy of the crowd.

			A pair of the aliens struck at once, before their butchered sister had hit the ground. They shrieked as they whirled around Lucius, slashing and stabbing. Lucius wove around their attacks, seeing each incoming strike like the steps of a choreographed dance. He noticed each twitch of their shoulders, every shift in their hips that telegraphed the next cut. Lucius bided his time, letting them try, waiting until one of them allowed her frustration to boil over and unbalanced herself.

			An instant later, one of the xenos did just that. The pit maiden snarled, putting all of her speed into a deep lunge for Lucius’ throat. Lucius felt the raw confidence of the blow resonating from the tip of her blade. He had the sense that the cut was a favoured technique of this particular eldar, a sort of signature that had ended many contests with many opponents lying dead at her feet. But here, she overextended herself to reach him. Her vision was coloured by a blistering blue, before it alternated rapidly between sky and ground as she crashed in pieces into the dust. Lucius spun, slashing through the second eldar’s legs at the knees, and burying the blade through her neck on the downswing as she fell. 

			Eldar blood splashed Lucius’ face, its inhuman tang the sweetest perfume. More of it sizzled and popped as it cooked off the blade of his sword, wreathing him in alien bloodsmoke, a primal incense. He bellowed a cruel laugh as he postured invitingly for the other gladiatrixes to attack.

			A howling wych leapt in, rounding upon Lucius’ flank. He flung his arm out, ensnaring her head with his lash. Lucius hauled his arm back, sending her flying towards him. His hoof kicked out into her chest, tearing her head free in a welter of gore.

			Lucius kicked out again, punching his hoof through another eldar’s torso. He drove its iron-shod horn through the alien’s spine and into the ground as he stomped down. After dragging the xenos along with him for two strides, he twisted and wrenched his leg free. The xenos spent her last moments clawing uselessly at his greave, lips stretched wide in a scream she no longer had the lungs to give.

			Pain arrested Lucius’ attention as splinters of black crystal stitched up his sword arm. He lowered his shoulder into the salvo, savouring the caustic agents in the shards that set his newly reinvigorated nerves aflame. He charged, smashing into the eldar and sending her spinning into a spike. She bent around the stone spear, rolling down from it into the dust in a boneless heap.

			Lucius’ blood was fire. It raced through his veins, burning away the numbness that clung so fiercely to him body and soul. The sharpness of it, the focus, was intoxicatingly exquisite. 

			A dagger skittered across Lucius’ blade as he swept down a thrust aimed for his left eye. He snapped his head forwards, caving in his assailant’s face with a headbutt. A crackle at the edge of his hearing warned him of the segmented whip flashing out to ensnare his sword arm. He anticipated it, leaning back and smiling as its barbed length took another advancing eldar in the throat. His own lash snatched hold of the whip-wielder’s limbs, and wrenched them free of her body in all directions. 

			The crowd watched as the Eternal tore their champions apart. They shrieked in shock and anger, but Lucius could not hear them. He was too busy laughing.

			Lucius counted his kills, referencing back to the number of pit maidens that had confronted him. Unless more had flocked into the arena, it should only leave one left. The crowd lulled and then shouted out with excitement. Lucius grinned.

			The eldar had sprung perfectly from concealment, vaulting over the top of one of the bladed pillars to hurtle towards Lucius, the tip of her dagger hunting for the crown of his skull. But Lucius wasn’t there. He was already rolling away. 

			‘The crowd has betrayed you!’ Lucius taunted. He spun, slashing out with the power sword across the space where he had just been standing.

			With a frustrated snarl, the eldar changed directions in mid-air. She looped an arm around an adjacent pillar and swung around it, using the momentum of the spin to shoot towards Lucius like a sling stone. The Eternal stabbed out with his sword. The eldar landed on the blade and smashed a spiked boot into Lucius’ skull. 

			The arena exploded with noise. Lucius trapped the alien’s leg between his neck and shoulder pauldron. His assailant crunched in tight, her dagger flashing. Lucius caught her forearm and crushed it in one smooth motion. Pain suppressants and a lifetime of fighting in the arenas of the Dark City could not keep the wych from crying out in agony as the bones of her arm were reduced to shards and powder. 

			Lucius rammed the tip of his power sword up. A soft clap of ozone pealed from the disruptor field of the energised blade as it punched through armour, flesh and bone, emerging through her chest in a burst of frying blood. The alien writhed, fighting to push herself off the blade.

			Lucius stooped over the last of the wyches as she finally fell. A scream and a twist cut the air as he pulled her head from the smoke and dust swirling about his knees. Lucius held the still bleeding trophy aloft, raising it to face the immense barge where he knew the archon would be watching.

			Lucius held the stump over his head, letting the pattering stream coat his tongue, before throwing it to the ground. ‘What else do you have?’

			For a moment, one that had lasted millennia, there was only darkness and silence.

			The next moment, there was the Diadem, tearing through that ­fragile peace, her hull aflame and drowning in daemons. Separated from their connection to the raw warp that mixed and warred with reality in the Eye, the lesser daemons disintegrated, unable to anchor themselves in this new blackness. The dark crushed down upon the ship and its ethereal attackers, swallowing swathes of the Neverborn.

			In mere seconds only the strongest and most malicious entities remained rampaging across the warship. They writhed and howled as the Diadem’s defensive guns blasted chunks from hides of gleaming fire and burnished scales. Talons of condensed primal rage and sentient blades of molten brass crashed down upon the hull, ­ravenous and desperate to drink the soul flames tantalisingly out of reach beneath the dense armour plating.

			A rumbling thrum built from deep within the core of the vessel. Motes of static linked into chains of blue lightning across its superstructure. The daemonic host screeched in disjointed unity as the Geller field reignited, vaporising the Neverborn or blasting them clear of the Diadem to spin and fall into the limitless abyss that surrounded them. The last of them, a heaving mass of spine-ridden fat and quivering tentacles, screamed with the voice of children as the combined effects of the field and the fire from the warship’s spinal battlements finally succeeded in prying it loose.

			Clarion watched the final daemon become dislodged and twist away into the void from her throne on the ship’s bridge. Though she had no physical necessity to, she breathed in, tasting the blood and smoke spicing the air. The child savoured the acrid bouquet, as the gelatinous monstrosity of the Plague God was lost from the gaze of the oculus. 

			Glancing down at a deck officer, she uttered a command to disperse cadres of mutant hunter-killer teams throughout the ship. The thing that wore the child knew her own kind. She was hardly fool enough to believe that none of the Neverborn that had attacked them had succeeded in wriggling their way inside. 

			The mutants at her disposal were no equal to the Legiones Astartes by any measure, but they were capable enough shock troopers, and they were numerous. They would sweep the Diadem, deck by deck, purging all they found with flame and tooth and claw. Most of them would die doing so, but that was an irrelevance, and far beneath Clarion’s care. There were always more available to harvest from the foetid darkness of the lower decks. These creatures lived simple lives of violence, sharpened into effortless killers by the endless crucible of clan wars. They were ever eager to serve, to both spill and to give of their own blood in service of the divine.

			 It came as a grudging surprise to Clarion that there was a ship to purge at all. Though she was disinclined to credit the sorcerer, he had held up his end. They had survived. They were beyond the torrents of the Eye now, and had arrived in the place between realities.

			The Diadem had reached the webway.

			The transdimensional network used as a sanctuary of the eldar xenos yawned out before Clarion through the oculus, bound to a form yet depthless in a way no mortal mind could grasp. She could taste that unease as it impressed itself upon the crew. Their environment impelled a sense of inverted claustrophobia upon their psyches, a crushing and vast emptiness that reduced them to motes of meaninglessness in ways even the void could not.

			Clarion saw beyond the seeming endlessness of the tableau. She was of the ether, and her senses were not bound to the base chronology that so enslaved mortal life. She perceived the hidden depths concealed within the darkness, the lingering trails left behind by the essences of ancient things and forgotten civilisations. She could still hear the songs of eldar, millennia dead. Songs of creation, of triumph and radiant joy, and songs of despair, war and heartbreak.

			In her existence, Clarion had only a passing experience of the webway, but enough to know that this was but one facet of its infinite variety. The eldar used its thoroughfares to connect the shards of their fractured species, from paths barely negotiable by a single man to the sprawling abyss the Diadem now found herself within. There were entire sections of the ancient network closed off or abandoned. Tunnels vast enough to accommodate the passage of full battlefleets were wholly given over to the Neverborn. They packed every inch of them in uncountable screaming hordes, the way parasites crowd and swell to infest a dying creature’s intestines, as the tides of Chaos further cemented their hold over the eldar’s final refuge.

			Somewhere in this labyrinth were the poison cities of the Commorrites. Somewhere, there was Lucius.

			+We have arrived, warpweaver,+ sent Clarion. +How do you propose we find him?+

			When it came, the sending was redolent with the toll that dragging the Diadem into the webway had taken upon the Composer. The sorcerer would carry the wounds he had earned doing so, both in body and soul, for the remainder of his life. Clarion was not beneath smiling at the depth of the witch’s suffering.

			+Forwards, my dear. And leave that to me.+ 
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			III.VII

			 

			Why?

			The same word repeated, over and over. A question, tormenting Direnc’s mind. A question he had no answer for.

			Why couldn’t I have just stayed asleep?

			The slave’s thoughts went back to the ivory demigod, manipulating the brains of a dying man. He thought of himself, waking from a dream he never wanted to leave. A dream where for the first time, he’d found joy. He had found peace.

			There was no place that was further from there than where he was now. Direnc squeezed his eyes shut when the storm took the Diadem in its jaws. He felt the ship coming apart. He watched things materialise from the swirling incomprehension smashing against the dome of the Composer’s tower. They had not got inside, but they had taken his mind, and left only madness in its place. Only the question.

			Direnc had been desperate to rid himself of the death-scream of the demigod psyker, but now he begged for its lesser pain. Nothing could eclipse the torment rending his thoughts. When they entered the webway, the daemonic attack waned, only to be replaced by silence. Nothing to compete with his own internal strife.

			The Composer had sagged against his pulpit when they cleared the warp storm, visibly drained from the effort. It took several minutes before he had recovered enough to move. From his place chained at the sorcerer’s feet, Direnc watched the Composer go to each of the howling wretches adorning the inner surface of the dome. He drank in their screams, drawing the flensing of their souls into himself for strength, until nothing remained but ash sloughing from cracked bones.

			After one, he could stand straight. After three, he no longer needed his staff for support. After ten, he was levitating. Vitality sparked and orbited his robed form like fireflies.

			The Composer returned to the top of his tower. Direnc shrank away from his approach. His bonds chilled, the black iron crusting with frost as the Composer unlocked the manacles around Direnc’s hands, feet and throat.

			‘Take heed, mortal,’ said the sorcerer as he loomed over Direnc. ‘There is but a pittance of our entire species that has ever beheld the inner workings of the webway. You are now amongst them. Do you not recognise the gifts that I heap upon you?’ 

			A ringing crack arrested Direnc’s attention as the butt of the Composer’s staff bit against the floor. ‘Think of the magnificence of the events that I have permitted you to experience. Consider the favour that I have shown towards you in allowing it. The sheer splendour of it all.’

			The Composer sank down into a crouch with a snarl of ancient armour. He drew his joyful silver mask level with Direnc. ‘You have been given much, no? And yet I have asked nothing of you. Nothing in return for all of these gifts. Perhaps you have struggled, suffering to find the means to demonstrate your thanks. You are thankful, are you not?’

			Direnc trembled. He tried to work his jaw, but terror held it clenched. The pain spiked, crashing across him harder than ever.

			‘Good!’ The Composer rose in a single, fluid motion. He turned, striding down the steps of the tower and gesturing for Direnc to follow. The slave staggered to his feet, following a respectful distance behind the witch.

			‘Despair no more, for there is indeed something you can do to repay my munificence. We have come to this place,’ the Composer said, spreading his arms out wide towards the fathomless black that showed through the dome, ‘this marvellous realm, to find our lord. But this place is vast, and has many dangers for those who do not know the way. To find our way, we must understand the nature of whom we seek, and the nature of the beings that have erred so ­manifestly in entangling him.

			‘You see, the eldar of the Dark City, where our Eternal lord now dwells, exist in a fashion that differs from their kin who ply the void in their vast ships of bone and spirits. Those xenos are reunited in the love of the Youngest God at the moment where they shed their mortal coil. Those of Commorragh, however, feed our Prince of themselves in a continuous trickle each and every moment they draw breath. In their ignorance and fear, they are desperate to delay their union with the divine. That is why they must inflict suffering so urgently, to offer the anguish of their prey in proxy for their own essences.’ 

			The Composer and Direnc reached the bottom of the tower. The sorcerer rapped the tip of his staff against the floor three times. Afilai emerged through a side passage, his armour restored to gleaming resplendence. The hulking Terminator led a train of slaves behind him. Direnc recognised the ruddy brown rags swathing many of the men and women, identifying them as those taken from the burning decks of the Elypsis.

			‘Through the steady flow of essences, the xenos form an unbreakable bond with the Prince,’ said the Composer as he stroked the face of one of the slaves. ‘There exist entities within the ether that can see these rivers of agony as clearly as the light from a flame. All we must do is find one of these Neverborn, and bind it to our purpose. We shall hunt the ones who hold the Soulthief, and this being will lead us to them.’

			The Composer looked back at Direnc. ‘Do you want to help me find this creature?’

			Direnc struggled to respond. He could barely concentrate. The pain stitched nausea through his insides, almost bringing him to his knees.

			The Composer withdrew a vial from his belt. His voice conveyed his smile, even through his mask. ‘No? Even for a taste of this?’

			Direnc’s world dropped away, shoved aside by an electric buzzing hunger as he saw the ambrosia. All else faded but him and the contents of the vial. He had to have it. It was the one thing – the only thing – that could save him from his pain.

			‘Please!’ Direnc begged, unable to look away from the powder. ‘Please let me have it, I have to have it!’

			‘And I want to give it to you,’ the Composer answered fervently. ‘But my charity has reached its limit. This is a gift that you must earn.’

			Direnc shook. Spittle flecked from his lips.

			‘Luring the daemon we seek to us is a simple enough task,’ said the Composer. ‘It is a creature of betrayal, forged from fratricide. It is the murder of innocence incarnated. And there is no better lure for such a thing than that which constitutes itself.’

			The sorcerer gestured to the group of prostrate slaves. ‘It would of course be easy for me to do this, but it would be the butchery of ­cattle. It would barely qualify as murder, an unpalatable enticement to its hunger. Do you see?’

			Direnc could not think. He could barely breathe. The rush, the euphoria. He could not hope for those any longer. All he wanted was to claw himself back to who he had been at the start. His bloodshot eyes bulged, as if they could somehow take the vial of ambrosia from the Composer’s palm if he just stared hard enough. 

			‘The more you help me, the more of this you shall get.’ The Composer shook the vial as he leaned forwards. ‘Do I have your interest?’

			‘Yes,’ Direnc finally managed to stammer. He felt something within him die with the word. Something irreplaceable. ‘Give, g-give me a gun, I’ll do it.’

			The Composer slowly shook his head. ‘This is an exceedingly primeval daemon, little one.’ He produced a simple machete the length of Direnc’s arm, a hacking blade that would not have appeared out of place in the grip of a death world jungle primitive. ‘They so delight in the arcane and the theatrical. In order to suit its tastes, our methods must have a more antiquated flavour to them.’

			The Composer pressed the machete into Direnc’s trembling hand. ‘Make them feel it.’

			‘Hello, little god-maker.’

			Every time the archon came to Lucius, his greeting was the same. The same words, and the same smile.

			His confinement had changed. After he had overcome the threats of the arena on eight separate occasions, Thyndrak had grown tired of returning him to her hanging gardens. The rest of his brethren were now roused from their induced slumbers to participate in the grandest battles as the end of the gladiatorial period drew close. Each time she brought Lucius back, dripping in the lifeblood of her prized beasts and champions, her gardens rang with praise of his name. She resented what had now become a victory parade for the one they called ‘Eternal’, fresh from another conquest as he was put back in his chains.

			Their chorus, the fervour of it, had become an unforeseen – and unsettling – development to her attendants and viziers. Though she would never show the weakness of it herself, she shared their rising disquiet. And so she had chosen to isolate Lucius from the hanging gardens. No longer would he bask in the procession amongst his kin, fuelling an already intolerable delusion of grandeur. 

			Lucius now hung chained to the wall of a simple cell in the depths beneath the arena. Thyndrak stood in the doorway of the cell. She had yet to enter, as though his presence projected some invisible barrier. Her slanted eyes narrowed as she cast their venomous glare upon him. Upon his endless smile.

			‘For one who has become defined amongst his vile kindred for expiring,’ said Thyndrak, her words hissing out in Gothic from the centre of an ornate collar, ‘you certainly have proven quite troublesome to kill.’ 

			‘If only your kindred could say the same.’

			Thyndrak smirked. ‘You are an animal. Entertainment.’ She stepped into the cell, leaving the shadows of her Incubi praetorians behind in the passageway. ‘The crowd is amused by the bloodshed you provide, and they will be amused by the bloodshed when you die. To them you are nothing more than a passing fancy, as you are to me.’

			A stiletto slipped from the sleeve of the eldar’s jacket and into her hand. She traced artful patterns in the air with it. ‘There is not a single one of my champions not clamouring for the release of bleeding you out.’

			Thyndrak came to a halt in front of Lucius. The stiletto gleamed in the wan light of the cell, before she rested its tip at Lucius’ throat. ‘I wonder if perhaps I should just dispense with you here.’ 

			After a moment’s silence, bellowing howls of laughter reverberated from the walls of the cell. Tears streamed down Lucius’ face as his lunatic glee stole his breath. 

			A stinging blow from Thyndrak snapped his head to the side. Lucius spat blood onto the floor, still laughing.

			‘Ah, I understand now,’ said Lucius as his hilarity subsided. ‘You really don’t know who I am, then. Do you?’ 

			‘I know enough,’ Thyndrak snarled. ‘Place trust in this, mon-keigh – you will die here, as my slave, for nothing more than a fleeting moment of my pleasure.’ 

			Any trace of mirth vanished from the Eternal’s face. ‘Well, then you may place trust in these words – if you do not care for me alive, then you really will not like me when I am dead.’
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			III.VIII

			 

			Choosing who would be the first of them had been the hardest. The eyes wide, the hands straining against rattling shackles, the first man to die sought in vain to shield himself. He had screamed out in a panicked lilt of a tongue Direnc did not understand. Did it matter? Had Direnc been of the mind to do so, he would have easily parsed the meaning in the shrieks.

			The first impact sent a tremor up his arm. It failed to stop the screaming, only accelerating it. It took three more before only the thudding wetness of the dull blade echoed from the tower walls. 

			Blood made the machete slick in his hand. He looked to the next one. She was young, a maiden not long beyond childhood. Things warred within Direnc’s mind like crashing tides of acid. He staggered, hesitating.

			Then he tasted it upon the air. The musk. Its ecstasy promised to envelop him, and take him far away from here. 

			Shaking, he sucked it into his lungs. The world went away, and Direnc began dancing. 

			The girl at his feet rose to meet him, her chains melting into an exquisite dress of silk and flowers. Direnc smiled as he took her in his arms. The walls resounded with music that rolled high into the arched rafters of the grand ballroom. 

			Laughter and honeyed conversation joined the flowing melodies, as pairs of ornately dressed nobles wove about each other in a traditionally orchestrated dance. Direnc felt the softness of his frock’s material as it brushed against his skin. A curl of auburn hair ­tumbled between the girl’s eyes as they twirled, belying the illusion cast by her powdered wig. 

			The music shifted. Its proper and reserved notes were swept away by a rousing score in a rising tempo. Direnc spun the girl away, locking arms with a nobleman and spinning about as they laughed. He changed partners, again and again, the music swelling to ever louder and more beautiful heights. 

			The dance concluded to jubilant applause by all within the ballroom. A manservant presented Direnc with a bottle of sparkling wine, drawing men and women to him with crystal flutes outstretched. The cork shot from the bottle with a spray of golden foam. It splashed over everyone to howls of laughter. Direnc felt giddy as it dripped from his chin.

			Another maiden called out to Direnc from a few steps away. He looked to her, matching the sparkle of her smile with his own. The other dancers stood across from one another, linking arms to form a tunnel of grinning faces. Direnc laughed, chasing after the girl as she stopped beneath the steeple of joined hands. He crawled after her, finally catching up and hauling her down giggling to the polished marble floor. 

			The other dancers collapsed around them, rolling in contented mirth. Wine and amasec spilled across the floor, men and women uncaring as it soaked their finery. The air was warm and sticky, spiced with exotic scents.

			Direnc laughed, playfully bringing the walking stick he had been handed down and – slashing – it against the girl’s crown. She stifled a smile, collapsing with mock hurt into his lap. Her body twitched with silent laughter.

			A bright sting surprised Direnc as he blinked a trickle of wine from his eye. He swept it away with his fingers, looking down at the – blood – coating their tips. A sudden chill began to set into his limbs.

			The gently rolling laughter curdled around Direnc. The fine vestments and elegant gowns of the partygoers greyed and crumbled away to torn rags. The walls quaked, priceless artworks shattering and crashing to the floor as they warped into a dome. 

			Direnc’s senses recoiled in horror. All he could hear were choking sobs, and a steady rumbling thrum through a floor that was rapidly becoming a mesh of steel and dark iron. 

			The Composer removed his helm and looked down at the slave as he sat giggling in the centre of a massacre. The bodies of forty men and women lay open around him, hacked into uneven pieces. In the mortal’s lap was the last of them, a young woman, still twitching with the blade of the machete embedded in her skull.

			The sorcerer had enjoyed the screams. He had relished the animal panic that had taken hold over the slaves at the end. He understood the handful of languages they spoke, the frenzied things that they cried out at their deranged killer as they frittered away their final moments. The things they promised, such impossible things, for just a little more time. 

			As much as he loved it, his favourite moment was just now coming into bloom. The moment when reality reasserted itself. The moment when Direnc woke up.

			The Composer listened. It was shock at first, a shallow gasp for air as the artifices of the ambrosia collapsed. Direnc flailed and kicked the girl’s corpse away from him to flop clumsily onto the deck. The gravity of the act sank in, poisoning the lie that he had seen, and whatever remained within Direnc’s stomach was purged out onto the deck. The man bawled, a choking breathless sob of utter despair. He slid to the floor, knees to his chest. His screams became primal, a wracking dirge of hate and desolation.

			For the Composer’s ears, it was the sweetest of music. Already he could feel something coming from the dark. A presence, cold and ancient, drawing near like a weary traveller huddling towards a fire for warmth. 

			‘That will do, little one,’ whispered the Composer. He bent down and took Direnc’s head in his hands. Gently, the sorcerer kissed the slave’s brow, savouring the electricity that stitched across his lips as he tasted innocent blood.

			‘That will do perfectly.’

			Clarion ordered the Diadem forwards, such as it could be within the blackness. She listened to the reports as they arrived from the hunter-killer cadres. What remained of them, anyway. Mutant blood had spilled in torrents, but the ship was excised, at least on parity to what it had been before. There were always things that lived in the vessel’s shadows.

			A chill ran over her mundane flesh. Clarion glanced down at her arm, amused by the rare presence of gooseflesh prickling its surface. Whatever the witch was doing, it had brought something new to them, from the depths.

			As if on cue, the Composer’s mind meshed with the daemon child at the helm of the Diadem.

			+Lower the Geller field.+
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			PART IV

			FAULTLESS
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			IV.I

			 

			
Lucius hung his head in the darkness of his cell. The archon had left him hours ago, leaving him to the relentless tide of howling from the stolen souls bound inside him. In the aftermath of Fabius’ compounds and the highs they had raised him to, the lows of their withdrawal dragged him to even deeper depths. 

			True weakness hammered at his flesh, beyond the numbness of before. He felt as though his control were slipping. But to what? To be replaced by what?

			What king lies in chains, defeated by foes he cannot see?

			Lucius’ head snapped up. He scanned the stone cube of his cell. Its emptiness did nothing to calm him. He could not be certain if the voice had come from without, or within.

			Is it perfection to take divinity and squander its gifts?

			The voice wove between the screams. It mirrored their scorn, but bore none of the hopelessness of the bound. It dripped with assurance, almost tranquil as it watched Lucius crumble from the inside.

			Do you even know why you were chosen? Do you know the ends that fate possesses for you?

			Lucius thudded his head back against the wall. The voices quivered as he crashed it back again, and again.

			Yes, loosen your hold further. 

			Lucius gritted his teeth to swing his head back again. The corded muscle stood out on his neck. His head refused to move. Lucius looked down, seeing his hands flex and slowly ball into fists without him moving them.

			Only time remains, and yours is fast approaching. So very, very close.

			Lucius felt the voice withdraw like a blade sliding from his heart. He gasped, raking in lungfuls of the cold air of the cell. He regained his senses slowly, but enough to hear the soft footfalls of alien armour approaching the door.

			A frail measure of relief flooded through Lucius. The killers were always quietest in battle. The door to his cell swung open. Eldar entered, two of them unshackling his bonds while the others surrounded him and led him back by the edges of their blades to their blood-soaked showground. 

			He could already hear the jarring, keening music. Thousands of xenos revelled above his head, slavering for the carnage to come. Lucius walked the passageway, glancing at the tinted panes of inky water flanking him. He saw the slightest movements from the shapes within, the barest hint of activity bubbling up to disturb the surface.

			The doors to the arena lift opened in a whisper of impossibly smooth alien machinery. Lucius’ gaolers walked him to the centre, and departed from him. He rose, the noise of the arena swelling as he drew closer to it. 

			The cancerous lights sprang over him like daybreak through a storm of poison. The thronging masses surged in their disorienting orbital amphitheatre, howling for blood and pleasure. Hatred and abuse washed over Lucius, but not without something new. Something he had gained from them more and more with each victory here.

			Fear.

			The lift slowed to a halt, reforming with the stone floor as though it had always been part of it. Lucius stepped forwards, his first thought going, as always, to finding a blade. His lash unfurled, a movement that came as easily as stretching his limbs.

			A thudding crunch struck the stone behind Lucius. Another hit followed just ahead of him, and another to his left. The impacts sounded all around the swordsman, overlapping in a short stuttered crash of iron against rock. 

			Lucius crouched. There was no time for him to seek a blade. He would have to resign himself to whatever these new opponents carried, after he had torn it from their corpses.

			A low thrum, almost beneath hearing, flooded the area. It itched at Lucius’ eyes, and set his teeth on edge. He straightened, relaxing his posture. It was a sound he knew as intimately as the beat of his own hearts.

			Hunched, predatory shapes materialised from the dust. They swayed from side to side with a grace at odds with the weight of the ­rumbling thruster packs upon their backs. Lucius heard the soft rustle of a cloak of human flesh, cut to resemble feathers.

			The last of the Eagle Kings emerged to stand before Lucius, leading the remaining warriors of the Rypax in his wake.

			‘Kindred,’ Lucius greeted Vispyrtilo and his Raptors. ‘It so pleases me to lay eyes upon you all once again.’

			The crowd’s cheers spiked, uncaring of the betrayal they committed against their own race’s ambush. Like shadows descending with the fall of the sun, eldar advanced in flittering sprints from cover to cover, a twisting tide of knives and barbed war-plate. Lucius pushed the endless screaming as far from his thoughts as he was able, snorting the nosebleed that inevitably followed into the dust. He grinned as he spread his arms to his fellow Cohors Nasicae.

			‘They have gathered us here in a beautiful reunion, my brothers. Let us show them the severity of their mistake.’

			The Composer had nearly reached the summit of his tower when he felt the Geller field of the Diadem extinguish. His own power waxed without the barrier’s interference. He stretched out his thoughts, scanning through the abyssal dark in search of the thing that would lead them to the Dark City.

			It took only moments to find it.

			Direnc seized and jerked in the sorcerer’s grip. His cries of despair had stolen his voice. Now only a wet heaving pushed between clenched teeth. The slave’s eyes were screwed shut, so he did not see the shining pinprick of light as it appeared, like the tiniest of holes punched into a curtain.

			The Composer stopped as he reached the top of his spire. He sighed. It was beautiful, to feel the Neverborn as it carved through the ripples of his thoughts, drawing nearer and growing brighter.

			‘I can take this pain from you,’ whispered the Composer, looking down at Direnc as the light grew blinding. ‘All of the suffering you have endured, it can all be swept away. Would you like me to take it from you?’

			Direnc crushed into himself tighter. His heart felt as though it were being wrenched apart, as despair began to grind against his resurgent hunger. Ever since he had first tasted the mist, what seemed a lifetime ago aboard the Pit Cur, it had sunk through to his marrow. It held on to him so tightly that he could not remember not having it, not feel it gnawing at him like a pit that could never be filled. He forgot why he felt it, only that he did. 

			All beings experience hunger, that persistent reminder of mortality. The blooming hollow inside all, which affirms that only by taking from without and devouring within can we extend our coil. Hunger is universal for those who are destined to die. As they feed, they pay the incremental bribes that forestall its coming. 

			Direnc’s was a sentient, living hunger. A void that shifted and changed, unknowable and perpetually infinite. A void that only yawned wider when addressed, when fed. A torture that only swelled with each of his efforts to sate it.

			It had come in whispers first, but before long it sounded like him, because it was using his voice. It narrowed his existence to the hunger. 

			This hunger took Direnc, making itself a part of him, growing and spreading and stripping away what he used to be. He choked as he thought of the things he had done to make it go away. He had become someone else, someone doing… horrible things. The first time Direnc realised it, it had scared him. He was not able to recognise who he was, and for a handful of moments, he floated between who he had once been, and who he was going to become. 

			When he tasted the mist, it numbed the hunger, and he could breathe again. But it did not last. It never lasted. The next time, and the times after that, he would not stop, because he did not care. He did not care what he broke, or what he took. He did not care about what he did, or who he did it to, to make it feel like that hunger was receding, just for an instant. He had become a monster, happily, for just a moment of having his head above water. 

			By the end, it had ceased to be separate from Direnc. It had grown and developed into something that wore him. In the end, the hunger was all that was left, and nothing could release him from it. Direnc felt his teeth crackle as he ground them to dust. 

			A strangled whine was all that managed to scrape past his lips.

			The Composer nodded once, slowly. It was all the consent he required. ‘It shall be done.’

			The sorcerer raised Direnc up, like the newborn child of an ancient king displayed before the eyes of a gathered kingdom. The plates housing the screaming wretches peeled aside over their heads, giving an unobstructed view through the dome of the growing sun hurtling towards them. Blood jetted from Direnc’s eyes as he opened them, seeing an impression of boiling tongues and teeth as a falling star descended.

			Direnc realised, in the last instants before his consciousness was immolated, what the true lure had been. It was a daemon spun in the ether from pain. It had not been the pain of the butchered slaves that had drawn it here. It had been his own.

			Direnc flew from the Composer’s grasp as the daemon flowed through the crystal dome and swarmed into his flesh. Deep blue fire burned from his eyes, spilling out from his screaming mouth to envelop him. What had once been a man was scoured away, reduced to a vessel of bone and meat for an ancient intelligence born from aeons of mortal suffering.

			The daemon hung suspended above the Composer. Its limbs spread out until they were cruciform, locking beneath invisible chains as the sorcerer bound it to his will. It made no effort to resist his mastery. The feast of Direnc’s anguish wholly occupied its attentions.

			‘Show me the currents of the Youngest God,’ commanded the witch. ‘The river of torment that binds Him to those who ushered in His birth.’

			+Go,+ sent the Composer.

			+Go?+ Clarion’s response to the witch’s vague sending was bladed. +Go where, mortal?+

			+Follow the suffering,+ answered the Composer, radiating urbanity and calm. +Or conversely, move away from the tide fast approaching us.+

			Clarion felt it, like the charged air of a sky set to be ravaged by storms. A roaring deluge of daemonkind, a raw typhoon of immaterial malice, appeared in the distance, tens of thousands strong. It looked like a blighted sunrise, breaking out over a dark horizon off the Diadem’s port side.

			+Whichever you prefer, my dear.+

			Clarion winced, severing the communion in irritation. It seemed the witch had drawn far more than the single daemon to them. ‘Come about,’ she ordered, setting her crew to tear their fearful gaze from the oncoming tide and back to their stations. ‘Divert power from lances and shields and funnel it to the plasma drives.’

			A gleaming ribbon of migraine-red light lanced out from the blackness, coming to a rest just above the Composer’s tower. It was invisible to those who lacked the sight, and thus hidden from the senses of the mortal crew. But Clarion saw it as clearly as the agonising flare of the Anathema’s Astronomican.

			‘Direct heading,’ Clarion tapped in a series of coordinates. ‘Follow that path.’ 

			By the howling ether, Lucius had missed seeing the Rypax work. The way they flew through the stabbing waves of eldar, slicing and tearing flesh in their beautiful rending dance, was transcendent. It was especially true of Vispyrtilo. He was an artist in the truest sense, while bearing all of the noblest and most ferocious traits of an apex predator conquering those who dared to challenge his supremacy over them. Never once did he stop moving, his spear a whirling blur around him, his claws drowning in wash after wash of Commorrite blood.

			Art inspires artists. And so the rampage of the Raptor cult and their warrior chieftain fuelled Lucius as he constructed his own masterpiece in broken alien flesh. A stolen eldar longsword was his instrument, and though a tiny thing in his hand, he used it to accomplish wonders. 

			Vispyrtilo screamed, a concentrated blast of killing sound that reduced a trio of Kabalite warriors to clouds of mist. More of them rushed through it, dappling the beetle-black of their carapace armour. On they charged, riding the discordant tones of the arena’s music. 

			Hexegys, once of the VIII, now of the Rypax, flew just over the aliens’ advance, stealing heads and spitting them upon his lightning-soaked talons. Zhousu breathed out roaring streams of liquid fire from the flamers housed in the palms of his gauntlets, laughing as he bathed the eldar in immolation. Kyoras and Melinias smashed down into knots of Commorites, scattering them to the dust and ripping apart any within reach with the screaming teeth of their chainswords.

			Lucius swept his blade down, deflecting the curved bayonet of a warrior’s splinter rifle, and stepped into a thrust up into the alien’s throat. The tip of the sword punched out the top of its head. Lucius kicked the shuddering alien away, decapitating another with a lightning horizontal slash.

			The foul music reverberating through the arena abruptly changed, raising the hackles on Lucius’ spine. A singer appeared, standing upon a hovering platform over the arena. Her scalp was topped by an elaborate helm, a gorgon’s crest of serpentine sonic amplifiers that sent her voice screaming through every horn and speaker across the stadium. She began a new song, leading a horrid choir of what passed amongst these eldar as musicians in a melody like breaking glass and shrieking metal. 

			The crowd erupted at the singer’s words. Lucius had learned enough of the poison tongue of the Commorites to parse the last verse’s meaning. Like any xenos language, it translated poorly into Gothic. 

			Greed-pull of abyss. Cut across the throat of the night-black. 

			Gravity. Flight. 

			The stone of the arena floor broke into segments, like a vast ­puzzle coming apart. Individual chunks rose and fell and orbited each other, all to the ovation of the crowd. The eldar clung to the railings and banisters of the revolving amphitheatre’s segments. They pressed themselves as close to the edges as they dared without courting the infinite fall beneath them. They held their long slender hands outstretched towards the bloodshed and madness, like starving men and women surging at the barricades of a food riot.

			Lucius lowered his centre of gravity, digging his hooves into the moving rock. The Rypax leapt into the air on columns of fire from their jump packs, coming down to settle on the most stable islands in the shattered landscape. Many of the eldar did not share in their fortune. They screamed as they plummeted between newly formed chasms or were flung from sections that spun or inverted entirely, spinning away into the abyss below.

			A whirring filled the air. The crowd shrieked in a boiling outburst of ecstasy. Lucius looked to the skies, and the tiny bladed shapes that began to materialise from them.

			That was when he heard the Hellions roar.
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			IV.II

			 

			The Diadem tore through the webway, riding atop the bow wave of a burning tide of the Neverborn. The vast plasma engine arrays of the strike cruiser burned past their tolerances to keep just ahead of the rushing prismatic storm. She was a tiny sliver of violet, racing from a daemonic sunrise.

			The webway changed a thousand times during their flight, in a ­thousand different ways. The Diadem crossed veins of the ancient network that defied mortal perception. Tunnels where they seemed to travel inches in days, and light years in seconds. Through the skies of what looked to be worlds of a hundred climates, from frigid vertical planes of moving tundra to floating jungles teeming with incomprehensible life. They shot through a lattice of interlocking crystal fractals that spanned the width of a star system, so fragile that the slightest disturbance would shatter its incredible geometry to destruction.

			All fell to the daemons that followed in their wake. Biomes of primordial beauty that had formed before the birth of the eldar race were soured and festered with blight. Beasts that no mortal eye had witnessed became twisted and corrupted into foul spawn. 

			The Neverborn obliterated the serene realm of crystal with a crash like reality itself collapsing. The work of aeons, formed and shaped by the hands of an unknown creator or by the randomness of nature, was undone in seconds. The cumulative beauty of all existence was diminished in that moment, as it fell into shards of ruin and nothingness.

			Clarion ignored the pangs of the lattice’s annihilation, the vague sense of loss that emanated through her and every soul aboard the Diadem. Such cosmic melancholy could not challenge her attention for the path they hurtled along. For the sheer spectacular wonder of what she was seeing.

			The link between the souls of the dark eldar and Slaanesh, a spiralling river of incredible cruelty, anguish and suffering, was all-consuming for Clarion to behold. The spiritual pulse of an entire xenos race, flowing to the embrace of the God of Pain and Pleasure. She had never pitied mortals more in all her existence, to lack the eyes to see such splendour, such grace. The monumental sensation of billions and billions of sentient lives, devoted solely to inflicting pain upon all they encountered. 

			The river of torment only grew broader, deeper, fresher, the further the Diadem travelled. Clarion cared nothing for the horde of daemons trailing behind them, nor of the destruction that was wrought in their wake. They were nearing the Dark City. 

			There they would find the Eternal One, and oceans of eldar blood.

			The numbness bit at Lucius. He looked to the pressure plate on the underside of his vambrace, the mechanism to control his stimulant rack. His mind wandered to the second of the chemical cocktails the Primogenitor had given to him.

			Fabius had told Lucius that it had been derived from the adrenal glands of a xenos breed bioform that had only just appeared in the outermost reaches of the galaxy. It has yet to make its presence fully known, but when it does… Bile had said with a rasping laugh …that will be a singularly fascinating time. The Primogenitor had called the serum ‘tyrphous’.

			A press of the pad sent the oily claret compound into the injection system, and then into Lucius. He did not feel it enter his blood, as he had with the serpentin. In fact, he did not feel anything different at all.

			Nothing happened. Lucius felt no rush of sensation, no building heat or sharpening of his senses. The Hellions were close enough for Lucius to see the severed heads hanging from their belts, yet his limbs were still leaden with numbness. 

			The dark eldar raiders blurred around the legionaries, riding their bladed skyboards in a spiral that drew tighter and tighter. Hexegys­ leapt from his floating section of the shattered arena, firing his assault pack and smashing into one of the riders in a tangle of blades and curses. The Commorites lost all semblance of cohesion as they attacked like a swarm of hornets.

			Lucius ducked a cut from the hooked blade of a glaive that sang like a drowning man as it blurred past. The rider, barely more than a child by the standards of his race, hooked the weapon about one of the spikes protruding from another floating section, sending the xenos slingshotting around and back at Lucius with blinding speed. Lucius crouched, waiting as the eldar hurtled close enough to see his ritually filed teeth, and hurled his lash.

			The whip ensnared the Hellion, plucking the rider in mid-air from his skyboard. The anti-grav mount spiralled erratically without its pilot’s control, smashing into another portion of the arena in a booming fireball. Lucius slammed the eldar against the ground and stomped down upon his head. His hoof crushed the alien’s skull flat, spraying the Eternal’s face with hot blood.

			The tyrphous came on hard enough to make Lucius gasp. His flesh came alive. The pupils of his eyes dilated to glistening pools of oil ringed by the thinnest circle of bloodshot green. The entirety of Lucius’ mind was bent around a single impulse, a hunger the likes of which he had never known. 

			He needed to kill more eldar. He needed to kill them all.

			Lucius ceased to think. He just reacted, killing again and again as if in a trance. Eldar Hellions fell in screaming agony, to his blade, his lash, his bare hands and teeth. The stimulant drove him on, faster and sharper, compelling him with a yawning void in his core that would destroy him if he did not fill it with a legion of butchered eldar.

			The lash bridged the gap between hovering chunks of stone, and Lucius swung from platform to platform, killing anything that came near him. He pushed on, travelling in one direction, towards the edge of the arena. 

			The archon’s pleasure barge loomed before him. Lucius clenched his lash around a Hellion, using the eldar to propel himself out of the arena, over the panicked crowds and towards the barge. He had grown tired of the eldar and their blood games. It was time that he ended this charade. 

			It was time to get his sword back.

			Commorragh. The Dark City. Haven of the dark eldar, deep within the secret expanses of the webway. 

			Clarion did not need auspex or sensorium returns to tell her it was near. She was a fragment of Slaanesh. The trail of suffering had swollen into a raging torrent, a river overflowing its banks. Clarion could feel the essences of billions of eldar, the overwhelming number of soulflares just out of reach. She could see the vague impression of their outermost satellites. The Diadem had arrived at the frontier of the Commorrite realm.

			‘My mistress,’ called out the Master of Auspex. ‘Confirmed contacts. Multiple xenos raiders are inbound, moving at speed.’

			Clarion did not hesitate. ‘Withdraw the power diverted from engines and bring the void shields back online,’ she ordered, her golden eyes watching her tactical hololiths fill with sigils representing dark eldar warships. ‘Ready all weapons. Lances?’

			‘Ma’am?’ 

			‘You may fire at your pleasure, as soon as targets come within range.’
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			IV.III

			 

			A trio of Incubi blademasters, hired praetorians of the archon, surged up to meet Lucius as he crashed down upon the barge’s main deck. The Eternal was fighting them before he rose to stand. His blade parried and countered one eldar as his lash stymied another and he dodged the assault of the third. 

			There was no unity to their attack. These were not wolves, pack animals that coordinated to dominate a larger prey. They were mercenaries, single fighters that relied upon their own skills with a blade and nothing – and no one – else. 

			Had they struck him in concert, the Incubi might have pushed Lucius to the brink of defeat, or at least driven him away from their charge. They were exemplary, their craft honed to a brilliant edge, and fast as quicksilver. United, they would have been a terrible foe. As individuals, they were an amusing challenge, but nothing more.

			It lasted seven clashes before the first eldar fell. The alien crashed to the deck, trying in vain to stymie the slopping discharge of his guts with arms that no longer had hands. Decreased by a third, the potency of the other two visibly diminished. Lucius could focus a greater share of his murderous attention on each of them, reducing the prospect of their survival from slim to non-existent.

			The second would die screaming, eventually, as Lucius crushed him in the grip of his lash and pitched him into the abyss. The third paused, shoulders heaving from exertion, before leaping at Lucius, its silver glaive flashing high. The eldar came crashing down behind the Eternal, blood spurting from the stump where its head had been moments before.

			A deep rumble drew Lucius’ attention. He looked back over his shoulder, and then turned to face the deck railing overlooking the stadium. The broken shards of the arena ground contracted, rapidly reforming into their bowl of cracked earth as though triggered by some failsafe. 

			Legionaries fell down from the sky, thudding into view from every direction. Garishly lacquered and overly elaborate power armour snarled and ground as warriors of the forgotten III Legion came together, killing the forces of eldar that sought to prevent their escape. Amidst the colours of distant warbands, Lucius noted those of the Cohors Nasicae at the centre of the carnage.

			Thyndrak, Archon of the Kabal of the Last Hatred, sat upon a throne rendered from tortured human bodies suspended from the ceiling and riddled through with brass armatures. Courtiers and slaves ­scrambled from her side, fleeing the audience chamber in horror. Her cold face was utterly calm as the head of the last of her Incubus bodyguard thudded to her feet.

			‘Quite resourceful,’ the eldar grinned imperiously. She looked down at the low table beside her, where the Laeran Blade rested upon a cushion of flayed flesh. Her grin failed to waver as the crimson ropes of Lucius’ lash snapped around the blade and threw it back into the Eternal’s hand.

			‘Tell me,’ said Lucius, savouring the weight of his beloved sword once more as he spun it around his wrist, ‘because I really am quite curious. What precisely did you expect to happen when my dearly perfidious brother brought me here? Did you truly believe that I would be content to serve out the rest of my days as your sport? Did you truly believe that I would not kill every single one of you, and hurl this satellite down into your little cesspool of a city?’

			Lucius advanced. Caged lightning sizzled across the length of the Laeran Blade. ‘You have no idea what you have unleashed upon yourself. I relish death. It holds no power over me, eldar, because it holds no mystery. I have drunk from the well of oblivion, time and again. I have bathed in chemical fire within the shattering bones of a warship as its reactor split and gave birth to a momentary star. I have felt the edges of fourteen blades as they sundered my hearts. I have drowned at the bottom of a world of endless ocean. I have tasted the most potent poisons this reality and the ones beyond can produce. I have been executed, assassinated, vaporised and ground to mulch. 

			‘Yet here I stand. Against the very forces that set and order reality, here I stand. Undefeated. Unbowed. Eternal. What can you possibly offer, to threaten me?’

			Lucius slashed. The Laeran Blade screamed as it carved through Thyndrak, splitting her in half across the shoulders. For an instant, the halves floated, separate, before crackling back into solidity.

			‘And do you think me stupid enough not to prepare for such an eventuality?’

			Lucius snarled at the hologram, a perfect simulacrum of the archon, projected doubtless from kilometres away. 

			‘I have not been aboard this vessel for some time, mon-keigh,’ Thyndrak smirked. ‘Perhaps your mind will come to the realisation given proper time, but we are creatures of cunning. I did not rise to become archon without preparing to survive every betrayal, every potential outcome. Including this.’

			Lucius glared down at the preening alien, his temper fraying.

			‘This arena is but one of many,’ the archon laughed. ‘It means less than nothing to me. As do you, as do your primate kindred. You were all but a single piece of a single plot, one of hundreds I spin simultaneously. So take your silly little blade. Take your rabble and go. I have grown bored of you.’

			A distant explosion jarred Lucius from the projection. He spared it another second before he moved from the throne room to the balcony of the barge. His eyes pierced the distant gloom. He saw a swarm of Commorrite attack ships, orbiting about a proud sliver of violet and silver.

			+Master.+

			Lucius grinned. ‘Hello, Clarion.’

			Clarion stood upright on her throne, the flaring discharges of weapons fire drawing out the violet branches of the veins in her too-pale cheeks. 

			Dark eldar reavers swarmed out from the jagged fist of Commorragh, hornets drawn from a shaken nest. They closed with effortless lethality, narrowing the gap between the Diadem and their rolling, coiling advance in moments. The space filled with slashes of killing light. The void shields of Clarion’s warship flared with rippling kaleidoscopic light, the illumination doing nothing to penetrate the seemingly infinite abyss of the webway passage. 

			The Diadem bared her fangs. Spears of energy leapt out from her lance batteries, obliterating the dense formations of fragile xenos vessels. More took their place. This engagement would be different than the last had been. The Commorrites would board en masse, filling Clarion’s decks with thousands of alien murderers until there was not a single soul left to draw breath. 

			+We are coming, master,+ sent Clarion. +Ruin follows, close behind us. There is little time.+

			Your arrival has provided us with the opening we need, Lucius’ thoughts echoed over Clarion’s. Draw as near as you are able – we will be ready when you are. 

			As soon as the lift came to a halt, Lucius sprinted into the corridor beneath the arena. Its walls shook with the tremors of the rebelling Space Marines above. He could still hear the ringing of cheers, the crowds believing in their arrogance that the escape was all part of some elaborate performance. Lucius ran faster, his hooves clanging against the floor.

			He skidded to a halt. Behind him and in front of him were the walls of crystal cells, filled with dark water. Lucius stared into their depths, seeing the familiar shapes inside. They responded to his presence, the black waters beginning to boil.

			Lucius smashed the pommel of the Laeran Blade against the first pane. It shattered in a rush of frothing black water. The dark current receded from the hulking figure that had stood imprisoned within its depths. It ran from ornate war-plate of mauve and precious metals, from jewelled horns sculpted into the mouths of screaming angels. 

			The warrior took a ponderous step, his armour squealing from the motion after so long spent locked in stillness. The second step displayed a quickly recovered grace. His war-plate thrummed like an insect hive.

			Lucius stood his ground as the legionary swung the sonic amplifier cannon bolted to his forearm up, levelling it at the Eternal’s chest. Raw noise itched from the fluted barrel of the cannon, primed to be released with the force to shatter ceramite and liquefy flesh. It held for a handful of heartbeats, before the warrior lowered it.

			A low intake of breath caused Lucius to brace for what he knew was coming. The Kakophoni screamed. Weaponised sound blasted from every horn and speaker-grille on his armour, ripping out from him in a sphere of discordance.

			Every cell shattered. Black water and shattered crystal flooded the corridor in a gushing tide. Eleven other Noise Marines stepped out from their prisons. Slowly, they looked to their brother, and then their gaze settled over Lucius.

			Feedback crackled from the vox-grilles that studded every surface of their armour like gilded barnacles. They pulsed, glowing sharply with an arrhythmic violet light. The same light came from their eyes.

			The twelve Kakophoni formed a circle around Lucius. The black water trembled around their boots. After a moment, one of their number stepped forwards to stand in front of him.

			‘For the rest of the Lucid Circle,’ the Noise Marine uttered in a soft vox charged with static, ‘I pass greetings to Lucius the Eternal.’

			The fact that the legionary had spoken caught Lucius off guard. ‘You still speak?’

			The Noise Marine nodded slowly, a single time. ‘I am Kathodos. Of the Circle, I have felt the least of the Youngest God’s holy voice, and so I am permitted to speak. The others speak only in war, and their voices are those that shatter mountains.’

			Lucius remembered the warrior’s name. Kathodos had been Captain of the 318th Company in the days of the Legion, imbued by the primarch with power and command over hundreds of Space Marines. Despite the additions to and transformations of their war-plate, none of the insignia markings upon the armour of the other Kakophoni indicated any of them being above the rank of sergeant. 

			And Kathodos was the least of them. It brought a smile to Lucius’ face. How time changes all things.

			‘We are servants of the True God,’ said Kathodos, as if anticipating Lucius’ thoughts. ‘Our souls are His to hold, and to order as He decides. His favour has gone to those whom He wills it to, and in the amount He wills it. Our pasts mean nothing, only His song.’

			Lucius scoffed. The Noise Marine’s zealotry reminded him of the Composer, raving away in the madness of his tower. ‘How did you come to be here?’

			‘I had…’ Kathodos paused. ‘I still serve under the beneficence of the Carnation Prince, Sardar Eynzilium. What you see of the Circle is what remains of the delegation of his Golden Host. We were envoys, our screaming holy throats the representation of the might of the Sardar.’

			‘And what of Eynzilium?’ Lucius studied the Noise Marine. ‘What has become of him?’

			Kathodos lowered his head a fraction. ‘I know not of the Carnation Prince’s fate, nor of the wider Golden Host. The Lucid Circle was dispatched by the Sardar. We took the Oblivion’s Call and sailed to treat with the Primogenitor, and we lost contact after we were betrayed and brought to this place.’

			‘How long have you been here?’

			Kathodos hesitated, drawing one hand into a slow, distracted fist in a squeal of scraping ceramite. ‘I know not that either. As within the Afterbirth, I measure it in the deaths of brothers, and by that metric we have endured here for the time to shed the lives of eight.’

			Lucius looked around him at the Lucid Circle. ‘Will you come with me?’

			‘Our fates do not end here,’ Kathodos replied. The other Noise Marines hefted their sonic cannons. ‘We will walk with you, Lucius the Eternal. You are the blessed son of the Joyful Prince. Until the time we return to the Golden Host, our voices are yours.’

			Lucius made to turn, to move back down the corridor from where he had come. He hesitated. He felt the pull of the way behind him, of the chamber at the end of the passageway. He turned to Kathodos.

			‘Go to the surface,’ said Lucius. ‘There are others of the Third – find them. I shall rejoin you shortly.’

			Kathodos inclined his head. The Lucid Circle turned as one, the walls reverberating with their feedback as they marched out of sight. Lucius turned, and sprinted the other way. 
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			‘What do you want, Lucius?’ Bile did not bother masking his irritation at the interruption, nor did he deign to turn from the archives he was engrossed in pillaging. A series of great twisted cylinders towered over Fabius in the darkness of the gladiatorial satellite’s lower depths, pulsing with dark eldar rune script. The Primogenitor pulled reams of narrow black papyrus from the cylinder, scanning the runes impressed upon them rapidly before swallowing them. ‘I have already released our kindred from their bondage for you. I feel that has more than satisfied my end – in my mind our bargain is concluded.’

			‘Concluded?’ Lucius rounded on Fabius. ‘You would not have the distraction you required to raid the xenos’ secrets without me. I upheld our arrangement, unlike you. You promised me an army, Fabius.’

			A click drew Lucius’ attention. Cesare stood across the chamber. His armour’s still functioning ident-rune had led Lucius to both the archive and Bile. He levelled his bolt pistol at the Eternal’s head.

			‘I promised that you would leave this place with more warriors than you arrived with.’ Bile gagged down another length of papyrus and snorted. ‘You did not arrive here with very many, Lucius. In any case, the technology within the stimulant system I have grafted to you alone is of far greater worth than any army. If that is a necessary consolation to salve your misplaced ego, then consider it so.’

			Cesare still had not lowered his bolt pistol. Bile paused in his ransacking to flick his sallow eyes at the Apothecary, before rolling them in tired exasperation. ‘Put it down, Cesare,’ he scolded, as if addressing an unruly child. ‘If he did not bother to include you in our compact, it is hardly my affair.’

			Cesare looked back at Fabius, then to Lucius. The pistol wavered in his grip. The Apothecary exhaled, his amber eyes cold with anger, and lowered the weapon.

			Lucius bit down his own temper. He had subjected himself to this humiliation, degrading himself by languishing under alien chains, for a little over two hundred Traitor Space Marines. It was a force that could carve out a respectable fiefdom in the Great Eye, that was true enough. But it was not the thousand or more he had convinced himself he would come to possess. It was not the strength of numbers that would match his towering ambition.

			‘The next time we meet, brother,’ Lucius sneered, levelling the point of the Laeran Blade at Fabius’ back, ‘I will remember your exceeding generosity. I promise you that I will repay it in kind.’

			Bile did not bother looking up from the archive as he set himself to the task of stealing every scrap of secret knowledge he could from the repository of the arcane compiled by the Dark City’s Haemonculi fleshcrafters. Such a task would take centuries, and centuries he did not have. He pushed another ribbon of the archives past his lips. The Apothecary’s massively self-altered omophagea surged to work, deciphering the alien’s esoteric, sensual manner of recording their secrets, passing it directly into his mind as though they were his own memories. 

			Lucius turned away to stalk from the laboratory. He stopped at the threshold, looking back over his shoulder.

			‘Are you coming?’

			Cesare looked at Lucius, rooted to the spot. He glanced at Fabius, expecting some challenge. 

			‘Just go,’ muttered Bile distractedly. ‘No one ever truly leaves my Consortium, Cesare. Until the day you return to me again.’

			Cesare’s lip curled. He unhooked his helm from his belt, fastening it over his head. The Apothecary followed Lucius from the chamber, whispering in a vox-altered rasp just before leaving. 

			‘Until that day.’

			For the first time, light came to the Dark City. A sentient firetide roared through the blackness. Things of indescribable beauty, rife with mutilation, melted and swam alongside barely realised forms of snapping bone and grasping fingers. Base collections of animal reactions filled the gaps between ancient intelligences that delighted in playing voyeur to the follies of the flesh realm. The Diadem’s meagre bounty of spirits was utterly forgotten by them all, compared to the dizzying feast that thronged the eldar satellite arena. 

			The Commorrite stadium collapsed into a riot. Raw pandemonium ensued. Aliens shrieked in terror as they clawed against the masses of their fellows, all desperate to escape. Their own numbers choked the doorways and kept any from escaping. Their shared fear doomed them all.

			The roaring daemonic maelstrom smashed down, washing over the satellite in a boiling flood of poisoned sentience. A corona of unlight, the blink of what was at once a psychic star and a black hole. A shock wave that tore over the winds of the warp. Tens of thousands of eldar evaporated in an instant. The warp sang as it gorged upon more eldar souls than it had at any single point in aeons.

			For all its fury, for all the life it stole in its inexhaustible hunger, it could not last. Devouring the arena’s spiritual harvest depleted the hordes of Neverborn, and most dissolved back into the warp immediately after the last soul had been claimed. The strongest of their number would remain a little longer, thrashing and wreaking delighted havoc over the attack ships that stood between them and the greater metropolis. 

			They left a silent city in their wake. Swathes of the outer realm of the dark eldar haven were rendered devoid of mortal life. Ships hung in the void, rudderless with only ghosts to walk their halls. Pleasure palaces echoed emptily, every stone seeded with corruption, yet for the first time in millennia bereft of music crafted by the torturer’s blade.

			The greater centre of Commorragh was not directly endangered, yet it had never felt under a more existential threat. It withdrew into itself, a den of murderers and liars who set aside their plots and tortures to avoid what they had believed themselves safe from. No other concern could trouble them.

			It was all the diversion the Diadem needed, once it had accepted the Talon Queen and the small convoy of shuttles streaming from the crumbling arena in her wake, to take her flight from the webway.

			The Composer guided the strike cruiser away from the edges of the dark eldar realm as it recoiled from the Neverborn assault. While gaining entrance into the webway had been a process of centuries, once within its thoroughfares it was a far simpler task to find the means to leave it. Simple as knowing that the passages that led back to the Eye were the ones most thronged with daemons.

			The prow of the Diadem smashed into a tunnel writhing with countless swarms of daemonkind. Immaterial fire obscured it from view as the Geller field savaged the hordes of claws and screaming faces. Clarion sank the ship deeper into the thrashing mass, watching without her eyes as the blast shutters on the command deck locked closed for the sanity of the crew.

			Lucius arrived on the bridge just as the Diadem broke clear of the ancient network, emerging back into the familiar turmoil of the Great Eye.

			Hanging in the churning tides, a vessel awaited them. It was a bloated tick of spines and brass, unmistakable in the hostility it waited to unleash.

			‘What is that?’ asked Lucius.

			‘That,’ said Clarion coldly, her angelic features twisting into a snarl, ‘is the Pit Cur.’
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			‘Impossible.’

			Lucius’ denial did not destroy the blazing ship. His disbelief did not shatter it into impossibility. ‘It was destroyed, along with the daemon world it crashed upon. How could it still exist? How could it find us here?’

			Clarion silenced the klaxons with a hiss to her bridge crew. ‘The god of war and blood seems not to be finished with us. The Eaters of Worlds have been sent against us as puppets, but blessed ones. I feel the rage of them, even from here. It is a thirst for vengeful bloodletting and the manipulation of the divine that has led them here.’

			‘Could the daemons from the webway have brought them here?’ Lucius glared at the growing warship in the oculus. 

			‘Possibly,’ replied Clarion curtly, annoyed to have to divide her attention from her crew as they rushed to prepare for the coming void battle. ‘There are many thousands of ways this could have come to pass, Eternal. Yet there is not a single one of them that changes the fact that we must ready our teeth for war.’

			Lucius turned, striding from the bridge. ‘Brothers,’ he spoke into his vox, his words echoing in the ears of every Traitor Space Marine aboard the Diadem. ‘Arm yourselves, and stand by to repel boarders.’

			The two ships filled the void with weapons fire as they drew close. Batteries of lances and torpedo volleys from the Diadem were matched by slugs of burning etheric energy vomited from the elongated brass skulls that burst from the Pit Cur’s warped superstructure like fractured bones. Hatred smashed against decadence, grace against conquest. 

			Gone was the sluggish mass conveyor weighed down with weapons platforms and crude armour plates. The reborn Pit Cur that took its place was a muscled hulk of brass and flame, charging through the Eye’s currents like an enraged bull.

			‘Can you not hear it?’ Lucius’ vox crackled as he moved through a darkened corridor, his lip curling in a sneer as the Composer’s voice filled his ear. ‘While they have rejected their place within the Song, they scream out the part they play in its verses, sagas of rebellion and suffering against the True God.’

			‘Cease your riddles,’ Lucius growled. ‘If you know how this came to be, speak, or else be silent.’

			+See…+

			The vision entered Lucius’ mind like a fiery hatchet blade: 

			In spite of Lucius’ beliefs, doom had not been the fate of the XII Legion shard they battled upon the daemon world. He watched, disembodied, as the Cohors Nasicae withdrew, leaving the World Eaters to die upon the crumbling madness of the imploding planetoid. The sons of Angron railed against the oblivion swallowing them. Their tongues turned to the Skull Throne for deliverance.

			Lucius watched the World Eaters thrash as the planet vanished, casting them adrift within the living currents of the warp. He heard them cry out into the Eye for their patron. For salvation. And, for their souls, they were granted the blessings of Kharnath. He, Second of the Pantheon, divine opposition to the Lord of Joy, infused their bodies, and set them at the head of a full choir of his children of blood-red flesh and brazen blades. Khorne remade their vessel – and their bodies – in His own image, and set them on the path to seek out their vengeance against those who were pledged to Slaanesh.

			Lucius came to a halt in the corridor, throwing an arm into the wall to balance himself as the vision dissipated. Blood drummed the deck from his nose. He blinked, and his vision smeared. His eyes were bleeding too.

			There were names for what these World Eaters had become. Possessed. Secondborn. Blessed Sons and Etherslaved and daemon-meshed, and a thousand other titles whispered in awe and curses throughout the Broken Nine.

			What they were called mattered not. No one appellation, no matter the heights of its reverence or the fury of its damnation, could fully convey what they were. All that mattered was that they were. And that they were coming.

			There was no boarding action as it had been done in the days of the Cthonian Failure and continued to be done by those in thrall to the Throne of Lies. No brace of torpedoes swollen with shock troops darted across the void to sink into the Diadem’s flanks. There was no daring gunship assault, braving the storm of point-defence cannons. Nor came an attack via teleportation, delivering elite warriors to storm inside the ship from behind its greatest defences.

			Great rents in the fabric of reality were slashed open in the corridors and chambers of the Diadem. From theses gashes in real space spilled the roaring daemons of the Blood God. Entities born of the most horrific atrocities, of man’s inhumanity towards man, surged out, gripping primeval weapons of brass and black iron in their claws. 

			Behind the daemons, things of blackened crimson shell that had once been ceramite charged forth. Fell warriors of the XII Legion, resembling the Eaters of Worlds in only the broadest of ways, pressed inside the Diadem. They spared no attention for the scant mortal crew who had failed to hide from them. While their patron cared not from whence the blood flowed, enough of the World Eaters’ minds remained within their warp-wrought forms that they did. They wanted battle. They hungered for the blood of warriors.

			In the central concourse, an immense circular pavilion and one of the largest single spaces on board the Diadem, where once a victorious III Legion had celebrated the birth of betrayal in the massacres of Isstvan, they would find it.

			A thousand mutants of the ship’s herd clans awaited their advance, gathered in a phalanx of crude wargear and blood-dyed pennant rags. They brayed out primal war-cries, rattling their primitive weapons against armour that harkened back to the simplest ages of human conflict.

			There was no period of manoeuvre. No dressing of battle lines, or exchange of posturing and indecipherable taunts. The Legion of Khorne simply did not slow, pouring into the pavilion and smashing against the mutants without any change in pace or direction.

			The blood of semi-humans was flung into the air, splashing against the stone floor to mingle with the ectoplasm of creatures that bore no connection to reality other than the butchery that had formed them. Blades of brass and divinely sculpted talons clashed with ones of bone, rough iron and knapped flint. Cries of rage, cries of pain, entreaties to the divine to witness the deeds of those who made battle in their names, all soaked the air like a roaring ocean.

			Here and there, a daemon would fall, collapsing and crumbling from reality. Even a handful of the World Eaters tasted their second and final death, sinking and going still beneath the weight of a dozen slain mutants. But the outcome of the contest had never been in doubt. Those who had orchestrated it had never intended it to be.

			The Children of the Emperor descended upon the Khornate horde from all sides. Garish hues of purple-and-blue power armour shot through the crimson in a thunder of ceramite boots and crashing bolters. The Rypax smashed down screaming from above. The Kakophoni of the Lucid Circle parted their lips in song. They made the air into their weapon, their voices sweeping away their foes in clouds of aerosolised gore and metal reduced to the granularity of fine sand.

			Afilai ploughed into the wall of red flesh and brass like a battering ram. Unlike the last daemons to have tasted the edges of the Terminator’s talons, there were no distractions to muddy the slaughter. No offers dripped from painted lips, rich with poison and lies. These ­Neverborn were of a decidedly more direct breed. They offered only roars of furnace rage and the inculcating cuts of their ephemeral blades. Afilai’s war-plate blazed with the light of his etched runes of warding, curdling daemonic flesh before his weapons had even made contact.

			Those who warred in the name of Slaanesh let out a piercing cheer as Lucius entered the fray. The Eternal vaulted through the air from a marble balcony, the Laeran Blade a sliver of captured lightning in his fist. His lash unfurled before him, seeking limbs and throats. 

			Lucius danced through the maelstrom of blades, his veins still stinging with the after-effects of the serpentin and tyrphous that yet lingered long after their use. There was but a single dose of the third mixture, so he held that in reserve. Unlike so many of his brethren, he did not need the narcotics to fill the void where skill should lie. Speed and anger drowned out the screams in the Eternal’s head, allowing him to devote his full energy to fighting a dozen duels at once. It was the closest he could come to any kind of serenity.

			Daemons fell beneath the Laeran Blade. The heads of XII Legion half-monsters were torn free by the barbed shredding caress of his lash. He allowed his eyes to work independently of his limbs, searching through the churning mass of warring Space Marines.

			Until he found the one he had been seeking.

			The distinctive armour had morphed into something organic and riddled with bronze spines. The crested Sarum-pattern helm had fused with the skull beneath it, becoming a living death mask, its jaw elongated and crowded with crooked fangs. The chainaxe that had been borne into a thousand wars had merged into one arm, while the other shone as a thing of molten white brass that ended halfway up its length. At the spot where Lucius’ blade had severed it.

			‘Come, cousin!’ Lucius levelled the Laeran Blade at the bestial thing that shared the Red Centurion’s flesh. ‘We have business to finish, you and I!’

			The sensations of the battle surrounding them withdrew, as Lucius’ focus narrowed to the single foe standing before him. The other combatants drew back, and they became an island in a sea of battle. Recognition finally sparked within the bleeding eyes sunk into the Red Centurion’s skull. A crippling roar ripped from its throat in two voices, one real, one unreal. They were twinned for a single purpose, to destroy Lucius and claim his skull for Khorne.

			The two warriors charged at the same moment. The stimulants of Fabius Bile stinging Lucius’ blood pushed already superhuman speed and reflexes into a plane beyond anything he had ever brought to bear. The Laeran Blade sang in his hand as he slashed it down.

			The Red Centurion punched up with his chainaxe arm. The weapons collided, energised steel straining against screaming teeth in a shower of blood and sparks. The power of the blow sent Lucius staggering back.

			The instant they had touched, the full unbridled rage of the daemon within the World Eater breached Lucius’ mind. His senses were plunged into a depthless ocean of hate. His vision swam, his balance needled by vertigo.

			Lucius barely swayed aside from a blistering slash of the twin chainblades as the Red Centurion pressed the attack. He whipped his lash towards the World Eater’s helm. The berserker caught the barbed tendrils on his arm of molten brass. Lucius screamed as the whip wrapped around the burning limb, the flail blackening and popping as the cords of muscle seared.

			The Red Centurion wrenched Lucius forwards, simultaneously swinging down with an overhand slash from his axe. Lucius leaned into the pull, at the last second catching the axe upon his shoulder guard. The teeth blitzed into the armour, spraying blood and chips of ensorcelled ceramite. Lucius roared, and stabbed up, driving a thrust of the Laeran Blade through the World Eater’s throat. Black blood like boiling oil sprayed from beneath the Red Centurion’s jaw. Lucius tore himself free, and spun in a whirlwind slash that nearly split the possessed legionary in two at the collar. 

			Lucius stumbled back, hissing breath between his teeth as he watched the Red Centurion fall to his knees. The legionary’s head and neck flopped in a rip of tearing cartilage and a gushing flood of gore. The berserker fell back on his haunches, limbs slack, and died.

			The victory should have been a soothing balm to Lucius. Another conquest, and the final resolution of a kill he had once been denied. But instead it rankled him. It seemed too quick, too anticlimactic. 

			Too easy.

			His unease bloomed as his conviction was proved right. The Red Centurion’s body began to glow. Heat radiated from it in bracing waves. The ragged gash beneath the World Eater’s head shivered as teeth the length of swords punched through in the horrific birth of a snapping maw. 

			Lucius stepped back, bringing his sword up as a dread lord of the immaterium used the corpse of the Red Centurion to enter reality.
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			The very avatar of bloodshed took form before Lucius’ eyes. It was war incarnate, a titan of murder and rage. The entire spiked bulk of the Red Centurion’s corpse had snapped and rearranged just to form the horned abomination of its head. Limbs the size of legionary bodies that ended in bleeding talons connected to a rippling barrel chest sheathed in brass scales, set above a pair of crouching back-jointed legs. The leathery veils of wings sprouted from its back. Its flesh was white, the blinding phosphor glare of molten brass, licked by flames of the deepest tourmaline red.

			It was a Bloodthirster. A grand daemon, general in the dread legions of Khorne.

			Lucius flung himself to the side as it roared out a lance of screaming flame. The stone it touched melted into a stripe of fizzing slag. Legionaries on both sides screamed as it immolated them in living fire.

			Every strike of its black talons rent the substance of the material universe. Its blows birthed holes in reality, crackling tunnels leading into the madness of the Sea of Souls. Any beings they struck were obliterated, hauled into the warp by billions of grasping hands.

			The daemon’s power forced Lucius onto the defensive almost immediately. The best he could accomplish was to deflect its blows, preventing them from tearing him in half and casting the severed hunks into the warp. The sheer weight of the blows robbed Lucius of any thoughts of riposting, forcing him to commit all of his strength into every redirection. 

			The Bloodthirster did not speak. Its tongue was not one to utter the language of mortal words. But Lucius heard its voice in every parried strike, every barely dodged sweep of its scything claws. It rang in Lucius’ head, not words, but images and sensations that approximated the greater daemon’s enraged intelligence.

			Death. Hate. Fire. It spoke through its violence. Die. Die. Die!

			The Rypax charged the greater daemon as one. They leapt into the air, a chevron of violet ceramite soaring on wings of fire with Vispyrtilo at their tip. Seeing them, the Bloodthirster turned, ­squaring its scalding bulk up with the Raptors. 

			Vispyrtilo readied his spear. He drew it back, to hurl into the throat of the beast.

			The Bloodthirster slashed through the air. Its talons tore a hole in reality.

			A gaping maw into the depths of the warp opened in the face of the last Eagle King. The Rypax blasted forwards. They were moving too fast to change their course.

			The Raptors slipped through the inside of the etheric wound. It swallowed them. Vispyrtilo saw the danger at the last instant. He twisted in mid-air, swinging his lightning claw around the lip of the gash in reality as though it were the edge of a precipice. The wound connecting to the ether began to shiver and collapse. With a thunder­clap, the portal snapped closed behind the Rypax, dissipating into a cloud of ice crystals. A sliver of metal glittered in the air as the tip of the Raptor chieftain’s talon clattered to the deck, coated in dissipated electricity and hoarfrost.

			The loss was a cold blade in Lucius’ gut. The Rypax had been at his side since Skalathrax. They were irreplaceable. But they had bought him the precious seconds he needed to activate his stimm rack. He made ready to inject himself with the last compound. It was use it, or fall. 

			Lucius remembered the Primogenitor’s words:

			‘It is bylestim. The dust of an extinct and forgotten eldar craftworld, laced into the blood of the things you insist on calling daemon. There has not been a single test of its component elements that did not result in the death of the subject, and it has never been tested after full synthesis. It is a substance of a power even I do not fully understand. Should you survive its use, I would be quite keen to learn of its properties.’

			Lucius keyed the pressure plate on his vambrace. The brass plunger sank down into the third canister of the stimm rack mounted behind his head. The first and only dose of pure bylestim ever synthesised, thin and hued the deepest green, joined with his blood in freezing sparks.

			The furnace heat engulfing Lucius vanished. Frost rimed his armour, flaking and steaming away from proximity to the monster of Khorne’s blood-soaked choirs. Sensation came flooding back into his body, invigorating his flesh. More than ever he felt transcendent. He felt divine.

			Lightning licked out as Lucius spun his blade in his hand. He had never cared much for defence. He preferred to attack.

			Lucius flowed around the daemon’s talons, a blur of quicksilver grace. He had never felt faster, sharper, more in control. The battlefield revolved around him, waiting to be remade as he saw fit. He spun behind the claws of the Bloodthirster, inside of its guard, and struck.

			The Laeran Blade flared as it sheared one of the beast’s horns from its head. Lucius beamed. Victory flared in his breast. He made ready to strike again, before a fist of ice closed over his heart. 

			Lucius staggered to one knee. He fought to stand, to move, but his body refused to obey his commands. He felt it, more than he ever had before, uncoiling from inside the deepest part of him. It was ice, and shadow. It had been so patient. It had waited for so long, just beneath the surface, growing stronger. Bolder. Lucius felt it drink his synapses, leeching the bylestim from his blood, using the warpborne essence of it to take control. Taking, taking. It wrested hold of his muscles, drawing them into cramping, locked knots around his bones.

			Paralysis gripped Lucius, cementing him in place. His world darkened beneath a monstrous shadow as the Bloodthirster’s pounding tread brought it over him. Blood-pinked foam flecked from the Eternal’s lips as he heard the voice laughing behind his eyes.

			Yes, it cooed. Die, Lucius. Die and come to us.

			There was a blinding flash. The Bloodthirster recoiled from over Lucius, bellowing in pain and anger as it was assailed by a jagged net of silver lightning. The Composer stepped forwards, bent double as he emptied his power and channelled it through the tip of his staff to cast his attack.

			‘Whenever,’ the sorcerer hissed. ‘Whenever you have a spare moment, Lucius.’

			The Bloodthirster straightened. It leaned into the surging lightning and roared. The tip of the Composer’s staff exploded, hurling him back to smash against the far wall in a twisted heap of smoking armour.

			Lucius pushed himself to his knees, feeling ligaments snap from that small movement alone. The Bloodthirster turned its blistering gaze back down upon him. Agony ripped at the Eternal’s soul as he felt the screams building and building in power. Lucius readied himself, feeling the wrath of his killers become a physical force breaking open his skull. He bore the pain, preparing for the moment, exceedingly rare due to the threat it courted, where he would use their unceasing siege to his advantage.

			‘You will not use me,’ Lucius snarled. ‘It is I who use you!’

			Lucius relented, relaxing the crushing hold his will held over his bound killers for a fraction of a second. Every wailing maw that strained against his cracking armour shrieked, releasing their pent up malevolence in a deafening crescendo. The Bloodthirster staggered back as if struck by a thunder hammer.

			With every remaining ounce of energy still in his body, Lucius leapt forwards into the air. His arm swung. The Laeran Blade flashed.

			Lucius fell on his shoulder as his leap carried him over and behind the greater daemon. He rolled and spun about in an exhausted crouch. He brought up his blade to try to deflect the desolation of the Bloodthirster’s reply. It was a blow that never came.

			The daemon turned to Lucius in heavy, lumbering steps that rattled the stone floor. Its flesh of white liquid metal hazed the air around it. With a sound like a tolling bell, it fell to one knee. The snarling horned knot of its head shuddered, glaring down at Lucius, and ­tumbled free of its shoulders.

			Lucius sprang back as the decapitated Bloodthirster pitched forwards, smashing down and ploughing a fizzing crater into the stone. A gurgling gasp of furnace breath burst from the stump of its neck. The daemons and World Eaters balked at the noise as though it were a clarion call, as they witnessed the fall of their champion. 

			Many of the horde stood their ground and fought. They refused to be cowed, and went to their oblivion taking many of Lucius’ warriors with them. But most, and nearly all of the daemons, clawed open rifts in the freezing air and retreated back into the madness of the Great Eye’s deepest tides.

			Lucius felt a pressure in his head. Unlike the dozens of others that crowded behind his eyes, this presence was welcome.

			‘It is gone, isn’t it?’

			+It is, master,+ sent Clarion. +The daemon ship has vanished. What did you do?+

			Lucius gritted his blood-pinked teeth as he rose to stand, against the stinging protest of tearing muscles and savaged armour plate. He looked at the army of Emperor’s Children upon the killing ground the pavilion had become. His army. 

			For the first time in a long time, Lucius’ smile was genuine as he whispered to the daemon in his head.

			‘I won.’

			Lucius stood triumphantly upon the Bloodthirster’s still burning shoulders. While his ego basked, the greater part of him sagged. The last battles had left their mark on him, and even he was not impervious to weariness. A reluctant dread clouded his victory, as he saw there were no longer any enemy alive. No more duels to fight.

			Nothing more to distract his mind.

			The bylestim withdrew like a physical blow. Lucius struggled to mask it as it stole the breath from his lungs. It left him feeling hollowed out, his core knotted with sickness. Surviving Traitor Space Marines congregated in a semicircle around him, the sigils and names upon their war-plate scoured by flame and drowned beneath immaterial blood. Lucius held the daemon’s head high before his assembled warriors, and with an effort he fought not to show, threw it to the ground.

			‘The Cohors Nasicae is dead,’ he proclaimed, speaking from behind his façade with a strength he did not feel. ‘The lords you pledged your fealty to, the oaths you once swore, they are done. Here and now, you stand as my Faultless. Children of the False Emperor, children of Fulgrim, children of the Youngest God. And when we are standing in the ashes of all who would stand against us, it will be us who shall decide what perfection is.’

			A booming cheer ripped up from the throats of the Space Marines. Fists punched the air and clashed against breastplates. Lucius’ name reverberated from the charred walls of the concourse. His mind latched on to the praise, his enthusiasm rising with theirs. 

			‘Agony!’ Lucius roared. ‘Ecstasy! More! Sensation will be ours again, and I will deliver it to you. That is our crusade. That is the purpose our blades will cut to, and the blood of our enemies will spill for. We will defeat the deadness of our flesh, if we must take our victory from the Phoenician, from the very grip of the gods themselves, we will do it!’

			‘Agony!’ the Faultless thundered.

			‘Ecstasy!’

			‘More!’

			Lucius raised his sword to join his voice with that of his army. The Bloodthirster was quickly immolating away to nothing beneath his boots. Lucius shifted, almost stumbling as his knees locked. He fought to hold back the thing wrestling beneath his flesh. He could not hear the cheers of the Faultless before him, only the screams of imprisoned killers formed into a blade wielded by a single voice. 

			‘Agony!’

			‘Ecstasy!’

			…more.
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			EPILOGUE

			 

			The Diadem’s bridge thrummed, the rumble of its plasma heart and the soft murmurs of its crew the closest the command deck ever came to true silence. Lucius had stood upon the bridge for hours, staring into the oculus at the coiling ruinscape of the Eye, watching the ghostly dance of hololiths as they parsed the space around the strike cruiser for threats that were inevitable to find them.

			Lucius drank in the silence for one more beat of his hearts, before he broke it. 

			‘Why do you remain?’ he asked, looking to the massive seat at the centre of the command dais beside him. ‘Why come back for me?’

			Clarion stood upon the ornate seat of her command throne, her child’s body still not even reaching his gorget. 

			‘Because of you,’ she replied, with the smile that always reached her golden eyes. ‘You, Lucius. You fall, you rise, you continue on, refusing to believe your failures until once more they strike you down. You return, slowly diminishing, but unwilling to stop, unwilling to succumb. You are your race, Lucius. You are humanity, and as with the rest of your kind, I delight in your dance, all the way to its end.’

			‘Tell me,’ Lucius asked, without a trace of the baiting malice that usually soaked his words. ‘The child whose flesh you stole, her spirit, does it still exist?’

			Clarion’s smile flattened into an introspective line of violet. ‘No,’ she answered softly as her eyes turned back to the oculus. ‘She has been silent for a very long time.’

			‘There is a holiness,’ said the Composer, ‘to our inhumanity.’

			The cancerous constellations of the Eye of Terror swirled about the dome of the Composer’s sanctum. The sorcerer had begged Lucius for an audience. The Eternal chafed at the request. He knew the witch had sensed the change in him.

			‘Our creation marked the death of one world, and the beginning of another. Even in the cinders of Unification, even before we saw our father, we so resembled our patron. And like the primitive rites of old, children were sacrificed to give birth to the Perfect Legion. Like the title Fulgrim would eventually adopt, every brother of the Third Legion was a phoenix, older than the interstellar kingdom we would fight to create, and now bleed to destroy.

			‘A single warrior of the Legiones Astartes can destroy a city. With time, a world. An entire Legion can destroy star systems. A united Legion bent to a single pursuit, one goal in every mind, every heart, the end sought in every deed, is a terrifying thing. What single purpose can drive such a force?’

			Lucius looked at the sorcerer. ‘Perfection.’ 

			The Composer nodded. He stroked a flask hanging from his belt, where the bound essence of what had once been a tortured slave was held. ‘But what happens when you reach perfection? The achievement of what is so widely considered impossible. What happens when you get there, and discover that perfection is not the end? When you learn that perfection is only the turning of a key, a signal sent to a higher place that you are worthy of being told the truth of the universe? 

			‘Enlightenment is not found outside of you. Real truth is inside of you, and always has been. To find it, you must cut away everything, lower and deeper until you reach the bottom. Once there is nothing left, all that remains is the truth. That is what is happening to you, Eternal. You are on the cusp of discovering the real truth.’

			‘I remember,’ Cesare said quietly. ‘I remember that we used to love their screams, what felt like a lifetime ago.’ 

			The Apothecary stood beside Lucius on a gantry, looking down at the mass of slaves taken by the Cohors Nasicae in their last raid, the pillaging of an industrial asteroid bastion of the Iron Warriors. ‘Now I barely hear them, and the other desperate noises they make that sometimes come close to sounding like words.’ 

			The Apothecary looked down at the terrified humans. ‘They aren’t people, they never were. All they are is meat and tubes, and the basis of what we will need to feel again.’ 

			Lucius joined him looking down from the catwalk. ‘And there is never enough.’

			Is this what they had become? What he had become? Reavers, thieves, monsters. Unable or unwilling to see anything in front of them, incapable of doing anything but stripping the pain out of these animals that looked like him, just so he could feel for a while. The brevity of his sensations was only exceeded by the depths of depravity to which he sank to achieve them. The horror he inflicted for a moment’s glimpse of what he had been before. 

			‘We used to hold this galaxy in our hands,’ said Cesare, his voice dropping to a whisper. ‘What are we now?’

			The recollections blended together, years ago against hours ago, warping as they collided. The mirrored walls of Lucius’ sanctum reasserted themselves, his scarred visage reflecting back at him. Lucius shook his head, trying in vain to clear it. It was disorienting, experiencing memories that seemed as though they belonged to other souls, when he knew that they were his own. To be a voyeur of his own past, looking in from the periphery at something he could no longer touch. 

			But I can.

			The pressure in Lucius’ head hardened to a lancing blade of pain. It was an agony unique as a heartbeat. The exact same pain he had felt in the eldar archon’s cell, beneath the arenas of Commorragh.

			 ‘What are you?’ Lucius asked. He looked down from the mirrored wall at his gauntlet, feeling the ghost of a tremor ripple over the pallid flesh of his hand beneath the ceramite shell.

			You should already know that.

			The mirror exploded, coming apart in a reflective burst around Lucius’ fist. Shards of glittering silver rained over him as they cascaded to the ground, snagging and lacerating his flesh. He heard nothing, but felt the presence’s laughter itching in his thoughts.

			I am your desire. I am that which you seek, what you claim to be but will never achieve. The goal towards which you have cast yourself, flesh and blood and spirit all. I am the achievement you can never attain, and the ideal you shall never be. The aim you shall never realise, but I am.

			Lucius looked down, seeing his own grinning face staring up from every sliver of shattered glass.

			I am Perfection.
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			Oleander Koh strode across the dead city, humming softly to himself. 

			The dry wind scraped across his garishly painted power armour, and he hunched forward, leaning into the teeth of the gale. He relished the way it flayed his exposed skin. He licked at the blood that dripped down his face, savouring the spice of it. 

			Oleander’s demeanour was at once baroque and barbaric. It was fitting, given that he had left a trail of fire and corpses stretching across centuries. His power armour was the colour of a newly made bruise, and decorated with both obscene imagery and archaic medicae equipment. Animal skins flapped from the rims of his shoulder-plates, and a helmet crested with a ragged mane of silk strips dangled from his equipment belt, amongst the stasis-vials and extra clips of ammunition for the bolt pistol holstered opposite the helmet. Besides the pistol, his only weapon was a long, curved sword. The sword was Tuonela-made, forged in the secret smithy of the mortuary cults, and its golden pommel was wrought in the shape of a death’s head. Oleander was not its first owner, nor, he suspected, would he be its last. 

			Unlike the weapon, he had been forged on Terra. As Apothecary Oleander, he had marched beneath the banners of the Phoenician, fighting first in the Emperor’s name and then in the Warmaster’s. He had tasted the fruits of war, and found his purpose in the field-laboratories of the being he’d come to call master. The being he had returned to this world to see, though he risked death, or worse, for daring to do so. 

			He had been forced to land the gunship he’d borrowed some distance away, on the outskirts of the city. It sat hidden now among the shattered husks of hundreds of other craft, its servitor crew waiting for his signal. There was no telling what sort of defences had been erected in his absence. And while he’d sent a coded vox transmission ahead, asking for permission to land, he didn’t feel like taking the risk of being blown out of the sky by someone with an itchy trigger-finger. The few occupants of this place valued their privacy to an almost lunatic degree. But perhaps that was only natural, given their proclivities.  

			His ceramite-encased fingers tapped out a tuneless rhythm on the sword’s pommel as he walked and hummed. The wind screamed as it washed over him. And not just the wind. The whole planet reverberated with the death-scream of its once-proud population. Their delicate bones carpeted the ground, fused and melted together, though not from a natural heat. If he listened, he could pick out individual strands from the cacophony, like notes from a song. It was as if they were singing just for him. Welcoming him home. 

			The remains of the city – their city – rose wild around him, a jungle of living bone and wildly growing hummocks of rough psychoplastic flesh. The city might have been beautiful once, but it was gorgeous now. Silent, alien faces clumped on wraithbone walls like pulsing fungi, and living shadows stretched across the streets. Eerie radiances glistened in out-of-the-way places and tittering, phosphorescent shapes skulked in the broken buildings. A verdant madness, living and yet dead. A microcosm of Urum, as a whole. 

			Urum the Dead-Alive. Crone world, some called it. Urum was not its original name. But it was what the scavengers of the archaeo­markets called it, and it was as good a name as any. For Oleander Koh, it had once simply been ‘home’. 

			Sometimes it was hard to remember why he’d left in the first place. At other times, it was all too easy. Idly, he reached up to touch the strand of delicate glass philtres hanging from around his thick neck. He stopped. The wind had slackened, as if in anticipation. Oleander grunted and turned. Something was coming. ‘Finally,’ he said. 

			Gleaming shapes streaked towards him through the ruins. They shone like metal in the sunlight, but nothing made of metal could move so smoothly or so fast. At least nothing he’d ever had the misfortune to meet. They’d been stalking him for a few hours now. Perhaps they’d grown bored with the game. Or maybe he was closer to his goal than he’d thought. The city changed year by year, either growing or decaying. He wasn’t sure which. Perhaps both.

			The sentry-beasts were low, lean things. He thought of wolves, though they weren’t anything like that. More akin to the sauroids that inhabited some feral worlds, albeit with feathers of liquid metal rather than scales, and tapering beak-like jaws. They made no noise, save the scraping of bladed limbs across the ground. They split up, and vanished into the shadows of the ruins. Even with his transhuman senses, Oleander was hard-pressed to keep track of them. He sank into a combat stance, fingers resting against the sword’s hilt, and waited. The moment stretched, seconds ticking by. The wind picked up, and his head resounded with the screams of the dead. 

			He sang along with them for a moment, his voice rising and falling with the wind. It was an old song, older even than Urum. He’d learned it on Laeran, from an addled poet named Castigne. ‘Strange is the night where black stars rise, and strange moons circle through ebon skies... songs that the Hyades shall sing...’

			Prompted by instinct, Oleander spun, his sword springing into his hand as if of its own volition. He cut the first of the beasts in two, spilling its steaming guts on the heaving ground. It shrieked and kicked at the air, refusing to die. He stamped on its skull until it lay still. Still singing, he turned. The second had gone for the high ground. He caught a glimpse of it as it prowled above him, stalking through the canopy of bone and meat. He could hear its jagged limbs clicking as it moved. His hand dropped to his pistol. 

			Something scraped behind him. ‘Clever,’ he murmured. He drew the bolt pistol and whirled, firing. A shimmering body lurched forward and collapsed. Oleander twirled his sword and thrust it backwards, to meet the second beast as it leapt from its perch. Claws scrabbled at his power armour, and curved jaws snapped mindlessly. Its eyes were targeting sensors, sweeping his face for weakness. Oleander stepped back and slammed the point of his sword into one of the twisted trees, dislodging the dying animal. 

			He prodded the twitching creature with his weapon. It was not a natural thing, with its gleaming feathers and sensor nodes jutting from its flesh like spines. But then, this was not a natural world. The sentry-beast had been vat-grown, built from base acids, stretched and carved into useful shape. Idly, he lifted the blade and sampled the acrid gore that stained it. ‘Piquant,’ he said. ‘With just a hint of the real thing. Your best work yet, master.’

			Oleander smiled as he said it. He hadn’t used that word in a long time. Not since he’d last been here. Before Urum’s master, and his, had exiled him for his crimes. Oleander shied away from the thought. Reflecting on those last days was like probing an infected wound, and his memories were tender to the touch. There was no pleasure to be had there, only pain. Some adherents of Slaanesh claimed that those things were ever one and the same, but Oleander knew better. 

			He kicked the still-twitching body and turned away. Something rattled nearby. The sentry-beasts made no noise, save for that peculiar clicking of their silvery carapace. More of them burst out of the unnatural undergrowth and converged on him. Foolish, to think there were only three. Excess was a virtue here, as everywhere. ‘Well, he who hesitates is lost,’ he said, lunging to meet them. There were ten, at least, though they were moving so swiftly it was hard to keep count. 

			Beak-like protuberances fastened on his armour as he waded through them. Smooth talon-like appendages scraped paint from the ceramite, and whip-like tails thudded against his legs and chest. They were trying to knock him down. He brought his sword down and split one of the quicksilver shapes in half. Acidic ichor spewed upwards. He fired his bolt pistol, the explosive rounds punching fist-sized holes in his attackers. 

			All at once, the attack ceased. The surviving sentry-beasts scattered, as swiftly as they had come. Oleander waited, scanning his surroundings. He’d killed three. Someone had called the others off. He thought he knew who. He heard the harsh rasp of breath in humanoid lungs, and smelled the rancid stink of chem-born flesh. 

			Oleander straightened and sheathed his sword without cleaning it. ‘What are you waiting for, children?’ He held up his bolt pistol and made a show of holstering it. ‘I won’t hurt you, if you’re kind.’ He spread his arms, holding them away from his weapons.

			Unnatural shapes, less streamlined than the sentry-beasts, lurched into view. They moved silently, despite the peculiarity of their limbs. They wore the ragged remnants of old uniforms. Some were clad in ill-fitting and piecemeal combat armour. Most carried a variety of firearms in their twisted paws – stubbers, autoguns, lasguns and even a black-powder jezzail. The rest held rust-rimmed blades of varying shapes and sizes. 

			The only commonality among them was the extent of the malformation that afflicted them. Twisted horns of calcified bone pierced brows and cheeks, or emerged from weeping eye sockets. Iridescent flesh stretched between patches of rank fur or blistered scale. Some were missing limbs, others had too many. 

			They had been men, once. Now they were nothing but meat. Dull, animal eyes studied him from all sides. There were more of them than there might once have been, which was something of a surprise. Life was hard for such crippled by-blows, especially here, and death the only certainty. ‘Aren’t you handsome fellows,’ Oleander said. ‘I expect you’re the welcoming party. Well then, lead on, children, lead on. The day wears on, the shadows lengthen and strange moons circle through the skies. And we have far to go.’

			One of the creatures, a goatish thing wearing a peaked officer’s cap, barked what might have been an order. The pack shuffled forward warily, closing ranks about Oleander. It was no honour guard, but it would do. Oleander allowed the mutants to escort him deeper into the city. While he knew the way perfectly well, he saw no reason to antagonise them.

			Their ranks swelled and thinned at seemingly random intervals as the journey progressed. Knots of muttering brutes vanished into the shadows, only to be replaced by others. Oleander studied the crude heraldry of the newcomers with some interest. When he’d last been here, they had barely known what clothes were. Now they had devised primitive insignia of rank, and split into distinct groups – or perhaps tribes. Perhaps the changeovers were due to territorial differences. 

			Whatever their loyalties, they were afraid of him. Oleander relished the thought. It was good to be feared. There was nothing quite like it. The beasts who surrounded him now were more human-looking. They were clad in purple-stained rags and armour marked with what might have been an unsophisticated rendition of the old winged claw insignia of the Emperor’s Children. It amused him. They likely had more in common with the men they aped than they could conceive. Both were far removed from their creator’s intended ideal. 

			His amusement faded as the palace at last came into sight. Its delicate tiers stretched gracefully up towards the blistered sky. Chunks had been gouged out of its curved walls, to allow for the addition of multiple power sources, rad-vents and gun emplacements. It was akin to a beautiful flower, encrusted with a bristling techno-organic fungus. Rubble had been cleared from the broad avenue leading up to the main entrance. A crude shanty town, built from debris, had sprung up around the outer walls of the ancient structure. 

			More than once, he saw what could only be barbaric shrines, and statues decorated with articulated bones and offerings of stitched skin and gory meat. Mutants chanted softly to these statues, and he heard the words ‘Pater Mutatis’ and ‘Benefactor’ most often. The Father of Mutants. He wondered whether the object of such veneration was pleased by the acknowledgement, or annoyed by its crudity. 

			Unseen horns blew a warning, or perhaps a greeting, as Oleander and his escort moved along the avenue. The wind had picked up, carrying with it the ever-present screams of the ancient dead, as well as the barks and howls of the shanty town’s debased population. Dust roiled through the air, momentarily obscuring the ruins around him. Oleander briefly considered putting his helmet back on, but discarded the idea after a moment. It was hard to sing, inside the helmet. ‘Song of my soul, my voice is dead, die thou, unsung, as tears unshed...’

			Abruptly, the cacophony rising from the shanty town died away. The only sounds left were the phantom screams and Oleander’s singing. But these too faded as the sound of heavy boots crunching stone and bone rose up. Oleander could barely make out the approaching figure through the dust and the wind. He reached for his bolt pistol.

			‘No need for that, I assure you.’ The vox-link crackled with atmospheric distortion, but the voice was recognisable for all that. Oleander relaxed slightly, though not completely. The dust began to clear. A large shape stepped forward. 

			The warrior’s power armour had been painted white and blue once, but now it was mostly scraped grey or stained brown with blood and other substances. Black mould crept across the battle-scarred ceramite plates, like oil across snow. A sextet of cracked skulls hung from the chest-plate, wreathed in chains. More chains crisscrossed the Space Marine’s torso and arms, as if to keep something contained. Like Oleander, he also wore the accoutrements of an Apothecary, though his had seen far more use, under heavier fire. A curved falax blade was sheathed on either hip. 

			‘Waiting for me?’ Oleander said. He kept his hand on the grip of his bolt pistol. 

			‘I heard the beasts howling,’ the other said. He reached up and unlatched his helmet. Seals hissed and recycled air spurted as he pulled it off, revealing a familiar, scarred face. He’d been handsome, once, before the fighting pits. Now he resembled a statue that had been used for target practice. ‘And here you are. Still singing that same dreadful dirge.’

			‘No mask, no mask,’ Oleander said, finishing the song. 

			‘Learn a new tune,’ the other said.

			‘You were never a music lover were you, Arrian?’ Arrian Zorzi had once served at Angron’s pleasure, on the killing fields of the Great Crusade. Now he obeyed a new master. Oleander thought Arrian had traded up, if anything. 

			Angron had been a puling psychopath even before he’d taken his first steps towards daemonhood. Worse even than glorious Fulgrim, whose light was as that of the sun. A master you chose was better than one chosen for you. At least that way, you had no one to blame but yourself. 

			‘Exile agrees with you, brother.’ Arrian’s voice was soft. Softer than it ought to have been. As if it came from the mouth of some inbred outer-rim aristocrat, rather than a savage draped in skulls and chains. A considered affectation. Another way of chaining the beast inside.

			‘I left of my own volition.’

			‘And now you’re back.’

			‘Is that going to be a problem?’ He would only have time for one shot, if that. Arrian was fiendishly quick, when he put his mind to it. Another memento of years spent wading in someone else’s blood, for the entertainment of a screaming crowd.

			‘No.’ Arrian’s fingers tapped against the hilt of one of his swords. ‘I bear you no particular malice today.’ He reached up to stroke one of the skulls. The cortical implants dangling from it rattled softly. 

			‘And them?’ Oleander said, indicating the skulls. The skulls had belonged to the warriors of Arrian’s former squad. All dead now, and by Arrian’s hand. When a warhound decided to find a new master, bloodshed was inevitable.

			‘My brothers are dead, Oleander. And as such only concerned with the business of the dead. What about you?’

			‘I want to see him.’ 

			Arrian glanced over his shoulder. He looked down at his skulls, and tapped one. ‘You’re right, brothers. He’s watching,’ he said, to the skull. 

			‘Is he, then?’ Oleander said. He turned, scanning the desolation. When he turned back, Arrian was leaning against the archway. He hadn’t even heard the World Eater move.

			‘He’s always watching, you know that. From inside as well as out,’ Arrian said. ‘Enter, and be welcome once more to the Grand Apothecarion, Oleander Koh. The Chief Apothecary is expecting you.’
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