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			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 might of His inexhaustible armies a million worlds stand against the dark.

			Yet, He is a rotting carcass, the Carrion Lord of the Imperium held in life by marvels from the Dark Age of Technology and the thousand souls sacrificed each day so that His may continue to burn.

			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. It is to suffer an eternity of carnage and slaughter. It is to have cries of anguish and sorrow drowned by the thirsting laughter of dark gods.

			This is a dark and terrible era where you will find little comfort or hope. Forget the power of technology and science. Forget the promise of progress and advancement. Forget any notion of common humanity or compassion.

			There is no peace amongst the stars, for in the grim darkness of the far future, there is only war.

		

	
		
			DRAMATIS NECRONAE

			The House of Ithakas

			Unnas, The dynast and king of Ithakas, equivalent in rank to a phaeron.

			Djoseras, Kynazh and eldest scion of Ithakas, next in line to the throne. 

			Oltyx, The youngest scion of the Ithakas Dynasty; once kynazh and second in line to the throne, but now exiled and appointed as Nomarch of Sedh for the last three centuries. 

			Hemiun, Royal vizier of Ithakas, appointed despite his lowlyheritage.

			Zultanekh, Heir to the throne of the Ogdobekh Dynasty, and a commander of their forces. 

			Oltyx’s subordinate minds

			Doctrinal, Derived from Oltyx’s understanding of Ithakan and necrontyr royal culture.

			Strategic, Derived from Oltyx’s abilities as a general and a logician. 

			Combat, Derived from Oltyx’s aggression, martial prowess and close-combat instinct.

			Analytical, Derived from Oltyx’s raw capacity for processing and analysing data. 

			Xenology, Derived from Oltyx’s grudging interest in, and loathing for, alien species.

			The Council of Sedh 

			Mentep, A cryptek from an unknown dynasty, who has come to Sedh to research the flayer curse. An engrammancer. 

			Xott, A canoptek reanimation construct.

			Yenekh, High Admiral of Sedh, known as the Razor for his prowess in Szarekh’s war, and one of the world’s few remaining nobles of high rank.

			Neth, Praetor of Sedh, and warden of the garrison, assigned to the service of the nomarch. 

			Lysikor, A low-ranking noble from elsewhere in Ithakas, who is technically a nemesor after killing everyone who outranked him before they could wake. 

			Borakka, The Red Marshal. Formerly a common soldier, now a war machine afflicted with the Destroyer curse.

			Brukt, Like Borakka, but significantly less sophisticated. 

			Denet, Sedh’s Master of Monoliths – a once great general afflicted by severe pattern ataxia.

			Parreg, Sedh’s Agoranomos 

			Taikash, Sedh’s Polemarch

			Erraph, Sedh’s Dikast

		

	
		
			 

			What is this self inside us, this silent observer,

			Severe and speechless critic, who can terrorise us

			And urge us on to futile activity

			And in the end, judge us still more severely

			For the errors into which his own reproaches drove us?

			– Verse attributed to the scribe Eliot of Britania, 
in the first millennium of the Age of Terra

			Do not speak arrogantly, my friend; why give water to a beast at dawn before its slaughtering in the morning?

			– Fragment of a text by Imenyâs-son-Imena, 
of Ancient Gyptus, predating the Age of Terra
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			CHAPTER ONE

			PATHETIC CREATURES

			‘How has it come to this?’ growled Oltyx to himself, his voice low as the frozen wind, as he noticed the creature bleeding out on the flagstones. Once, Oltyx had been the brightest scion of an empire that had ruled a thousand stars. The kynazh, no less: third foremost of the great House of Ithakas, and destined one day for the dynastic throne. But things had not worked out that way, and he had ended up here. 

			Sedh: a ball of toxic sleet so enfeebled it no longer spun, but wallowed in place, with one hemisphere forever turned towards its dying sun. A desolate fringeworld, home only to outcasts and lunatics, on the very edge of Ithakan space. When Dynast Unnas had robbed Oltyx of his birthright and cast him from the royal house, he had appointed him as Sedh’s nomarch. Exiled him, in other words, to an endless twilight spent fending off incursions of vermin from beyond the border. And now, going by the shivering green lump beginning to stain the snow in the corner of his vision, it seemed the resources required to do that properly were slipping beyond his reach. 

			Even a lowly nomarch was above the vile work of clearing up organic waste. But Oltyx could already feel his doctrinal partition, where the first of his subminds sat, growing noisy with outrage over the intrusion, and he knew from bitter experience that it would not cease its hectoring until he dealt with the wounded thing himself. 

			Weary is the head that wears a crown, he thought blackly, and began descending the broad steps from the tomb’s entryway, down to where the intruder lay. 

			The Ossuary’s gates were fronted by an austere portico, shaped from a ledge jutting out from the cliff into which the complex was built. Oltyx had been standing in its shadows for the last twelve hours, staring gloomily out over the infantry picket. The intruder, no doubt, had thought him to be just more architecture: a weather-beaten statue of a skeletal giant, as still and lifeless as the columns beside it. But if it had looked closer through the gathering snow, it would have seen the faintest smouldering of emerald fire, like dying coals in the hollows between his iron ribs. Now, as his anger welled up from his deep core-flux, those coals caught flame, spreading their fury to the discharge nodes arrayed across his frame, until they glowed bright enough to cast a green halo on the snow where he passed. 

			Oltyx’s anger never truly receded. It was always there, waiting for a reason to rise. And now, it had several. He was angry at the legions, who were meant to be an extension of his own hand, for their failure in holding the line. He was angry at those who had cast him out and reduced him to this. But most of all, he was angry at the creature. 

			Sedh might have been an inconsequential holding, and his posting there a calculated insult from Unnas. But frigid, poison-throttled backwater though it was, it was still a world of Ithakas, and of the necrontyr. Their claim, staked an eternity ago, could never be conceded. Every inch of land within those ancient bounds, even a rock so meagre as Sedh, was kemmeht: ground fit only for gods and their servants, sacred beyond the comprehension of flesh. No place for the living.

			This tomb was a place more sacred than most. The Grand Ossuary, while nothing compared with the tombs of the crownworld Antikef, was the greatest of Sedh’s sepulchral complexes. It was the bastion and resting place of this outpost’s lords, and those who had risen maintained their quarters here still, while its galleries were home to those still trapped in the long sleep. And in its deepest catacombs, of course, lurked the grim, ever-swelling crowd of those who had woken, only to slip into the second death of the curse. 

			Ithakas had woken far earlier than its neighbouring dynasties, and the Ossuary had stood as a frontier bastion during those fierce, proud years of reclamation. It had remained unbreached through the long centuries that followed, despite endless incursions from the land-hungry upstart species of the Unclean. Even as the dynasty had begun to slip into decline, its sanctity had been preserved, thanks to the tireless vigil of Sedh’s dwindling garrison. But now, on Oltyx’s watch, its stones had been befouled. 

			The interloper had only made it as far as the Temenos, the sacred precinct bordering the tomb’s entrance. But as the pious whisper from his doctrinal partition was already reminding him, that was a severe enough transgression.

			The scar conferred on my master’s honour, it sneered, dripping with patrician disdain, will be indelible. 

			Oltyx examined the intruder, and agreed. The defilement had been achieved at the hand of perhaps the most pathetic of all the Unclean creatures encountered by Oltyx in his long existence. Glowering at the thing, he cued his xenology partition for a designation. 

			Grohtt, his fifth submind told him after a moment, is this thing’s name in the tongue of the orks. 

			‘Grohtt,’ murmured Oltyx out loud, after turning the word over in his vocal buffer like a wad of something foul. If nothing else, the enemy had a talent for onomatopoeia. The beast looked exactly as revolting as its name sounded. Snivelling, and wheezing through a punctured chest, the runtish green thing was the embodiment of furtive, animal cowardice. It was ­durable, though. The slave-beast had hauled itself two khet from where it had fallen at the infantry line, and had leaked a long smudge in the ash-grey snow, which repulsed Oltyx most of all. 

			‘Why can it not just die,’ he wondered aloud, to nobody but himself, ‘without wiping itself everywhere?’ 

			Now, to his acute disgust, it had hooked a single, filthy talon over the bottom stair, and had begun pulling itself up. Oltyx swept down the last few steps to intercept it, swift and silent as a swooping raptor. He was, by now, extremely annoyed. 

			There had been eight waves of the grohtts so far, driven from the ork line to rush across the snow-sludge plain at the Ossuary. Whether the orks were fool enough to hope to exhaust the defenders’ ammunition, or just found it entertaining to send their thralls to their deaths, Oltyx had no idea. They were as stupid as they were cruel, after all. Either way, wave after wave had been cut down like reeds at the necron line, extinguished with archaic efficacy, despite the garrison’s woeful state of disrepair. Or at least, Oltyx had thought that had been the case. This survivor, apparently, had found the limit of his garrison’s capabilities. It probably thought it was lucky. But Oltyx would show it the opposite was true. 

			He towered over it, motionless as the gateway columns once more, as he waited for it to look up. When his title had been taken from him, he had undergone a rite of excoriation, which had burned the shining silver finish of Ithakas from his carapace. Left behind was the raw sublayer of his necrodermis, rough as lava rock and dark as night, with the pinpricks of his discharge nodes spread across it like constellations of green embers. They would be invisible to the grohtt’s vantage, however, drowned out by the blazing of the glyphic cartouche on his thorax – the dynastic sigil, lit directly by his core-fire. And above that, the baleful glow of his oculars, as he stared down at the alien in contempt. 

			Oltyx coaxed the tame, compact star of his core into a higher burn-plateau, radiating even more energy through his flux, so his lights would begin to edge from green into searing white. As the reactor rumbled, the dirty snow began to hiss into steam where its flurries brushed his carapace, making his ire into something tangible. Though it was scant remedy for the defilement, he could at least ensure the wretch spent its last moments overcome with awe and dread. 

			The grohtt peered up at him, red eyes squinting down the length of its hideous proboscis, and bared the jagged yellow nubs of its teeth. It regarded him for a long time, quaking with cold as it died, but it didn’t look particularly awed. If anything, it looked confused. Eventually, with a cackle that became a wet, wracking cough, it spat a great glob of black mucus onto his footplate. 

			That was enough, at last, to transmute his anger into fury. It began as something cognitive – a matter of rapid-collapse logic states, refrenations and cascading induction failures. But his mind and body were no longer truly separate, and soon the discord surged through him with the roiling currents of his core-flux. Along with it rode the phantom sensation of having once had blood, and the unexpected revulsion tore away the last of Oltyx’s self-control. His heel flattened the creature’s skull, the grohtt sullying him further with a spray of cranial fluid, and fury-patterns wracked his discharge nodes through the steam that wreathed them. 

			When it became aware of the gore-clots fanned across his leg plating, his doctrinal submind was scandalised. 

			Fl*sh! it wailed, before falling into a horrified susurration of Taboo, Taboo, Taboo, as it queued a needless quantity of cleaner scarab summons to his interstitial node. But Oltyx swiped the whole stack away. After the submind had spent so long needling him over lost honour, he would gladly endure the mess, if only to make the pompous little ghost suffer. However, there were other consequences due, and so he muted its shrieks. 

			‘Praetor Neth!’ he boomed over the howling wind, the rough iron of his voice echoing down the snow-crusted friezes of the Ossuary wall. ‘Come, warden, and account for yourself.’

			To a mortal, the praetor would have been a sight to inspire terror. Almost as tall as Oltyx himself, and broader across his armoured shoulders, Neth had been a commoner in life, but had served faithfully and arduously enough to earn an eternity of conscious service as the warden of Sedh’s garrison. He suspected the praetor thought of himself as a vargard of sorts to the nomarchial throne – but if so, he was mistaken. Oltyx’s rank might have been lowered to this posting, but his standards remained those of a kynazh; the likes of Neth would only ever be fit to direct the mindless ranks of the peasantry on his behalf. And here, the orders provided could not have been more simple: Neth had been given fifteen of the garrison’s most intact legions of warriors, and told to hold the line at the Temenos’ edge.

			But Neth was a fool, with a mind full of holes. Degraded by the pattern ataxia that beset so many, he had been in a poor state even back when Oltyx had inherited him with the garrison, and he had only grown worse with time. All too often now, he could barely hold a sentence together, let alone a line of battle. And like the countless others in his condition or worse, he could never be repaired.

			Neth knew it, too. Oltyx could see his shame in the way his head hung as he walked through the falling snow. The praetor was… cringing, his discharge nodes rippling with shame-patterns that only served to stoke the violence thrumming in Oltyx’s core. Even the grohtt had faced him with more courage, thought the nomarch, as Neth knelt before him with a grinding of time-worn joints. 

			‘A th-thousand apologies, my lord,’ croaked the praetor, actuators stuttering and distorting around the words. ‘Th… they… are many, however, and the ph-phalanxes are spread too th… thin along the line. We–’ 

			‘You were required to make do with what was provided you, praetor,’ said Oltyx in a stentorian rumble, underscored by the sizzle of snowflakes on his glaive, as an exhumation protocol brought it to hand from the dimensional appendix that served as its sheath. ‘My word was clear – nothing was to pass the line. Repeat the rest of my command, praetor.’

			‘My nomarch, I… beg you…’

			‘Repeat my command!’ spat Oltyx, vocal actuators fuzzing from the force of his anger, as he sent Neth sprawling with a blow from the glaive’s butt. The praetor did not say a word as he clattered down three more steps, just rose stiffly into a kneeling position once more. His slowness was agonising to watch, but this was no time to let pity take root. 

			‘These s-s-sacred stones are not to be defiled,’ recited the praetor hopelessly, ‘until you, yourself, ha-v-v-v-ve fallen in their defence.’

			‘And yet, the stones are defiled,’ reasoned Oltyx, with a gesture at the carcass. ‘Insufficient.’ He let the silence stretch, and when he spoke again, he let the vibration of his actuators take on the softness of deep foreboding. ‘All is not lost, however. It would seem there is a contingency yet open to you, praetor, allowing you to honour the spirit of my command. In retrospect, at least.’ 

			It took Neth a moment to follow his lord’s meaning, but he got there. 

			‘So be it,’ said the praetor, voice like a whisper of tomb dust as he bowed his weathered faceplate in supplication. ‘I will g-gladly-y pay that price, for honour.’

			Slowly, grimly, and watched by nobody, since the empty-minded ranks of the warriors only stared off into the clouds on the horizon, Oltyx raised his weapon. Satisfied at last, at least in comparison with its usual state, Doctrinal stacked commendation-glyphs in the corner of his vision. 

			My master acts in the manner of a true ruler, the submind told him. It was patronising and stuffy in its delivery. But it was correct. There was a reason it was ranked first among his partitioned selves, after all. These terrible moments of hardness, where propriety overcame all sentiment, were the moments where he knew he was still a leader: that he could still be great, despite the shame inflicted on him by Unnas. 

			Neth’s oculars flickered for a moment, and a faint shiver across Oltyx’s interstitial node told him the praetor had shut down his recall protocol. When he was cut down, his patterns would not be translated back to the Ossuary’s heart for reconstruction. The immortal warrior was readying himself for death. To his horror, Oltyx found his anger stalling in the face of the praetor’s humility. Neth had done his best. With the warriors of the garrison growing dimmer and slower with every year that passed, was it any wonder his troops had not achieved perfection? And yet here he was anyway, willing to die as penance for falling short. 

			Oltyx arrested the thoughts before they could grow into compassion. Compassion, he knew, was weakness speaking. He could not make excuses on behalf of his lessers. Though he might no longer be kynazh, he was still royal. His orders were not requests, but statements of fact. If the universe did not conform to their truth, it was his subjects’ duty to remake it until it did. To fail in that service was to call him a liar – or worse, to deny his heka; the presidence of his will over reality. Neither could be permitted. 

			Oltyx swung the glaive. 

			But before the blade could connect, a light seared through his optic buffer, accompanied by the sensation that his limbs were being torn from his control. His arms spasmed, and the strike went wide of the praetor’s neck. 

			No. The voice came from his strategic partition, and it was almost indistinguishable from the voice of his own thoughts – after all, that was very nearly what it was. The strategic submind was the second of his set of five, and just like the first in the doctrinal partition and the fifth in xenology, it was a shackled, partial duplicate of his own consciousness.

			We must not, it stated.

			That was unusual, thought Oltyx, too shocked to be affronted as he connected the facts. Had Strategic just caused that spasm? It was impossible, by design, for his subservient mirror-selves to intercede in his actuator functions – or for that matter any of the vital systems reserved for his access alone. 

			At least, it should have been impossible. He would have to speak to Mentep, the engrammancer who had forged the subminds in the first place, about that. When he returned, that was. True to the nature of his caste, Sedh’s resident cryptek moved around local space like a piece on a board that only he could understand, and had vanished some days ago, on unspecified business. For the time being, Oltyx supposed he should let Strategic explain itself before he did anything drastic to it – it was possibly the copy of himself he despised least, after all. 

			Please do explain, Oltyx thought acidly to the second submind, as he quietly queued encryption-rewrites for every kinetic actuator in his body. 

			You asked yourself, master, why the orks sent their slaves to die on our line, reported Strategic, in its usual clipped tones. Now you know. They hoped to sow disorder. The orks are cruel, but not stupid. They know our pride – what division it might cause if something so lowly as a…

			Grohtt, sneered the xenology submind, unable to resist flashing a disgust-glyph, for its fascination for the Unclean was matched only by its hatred of them. 

			…was to breach our line. Now this has happened. For the price of a slave, they will have killed a general.

			Neth is no longer fit for duty, submind. You know this. 

			Perhaps – but who better will replace him? 

			Grim realisation settled over Oltyx then, like the poison snow on his ­rapidly cooling carapace, as he realised the strategic mind was right. He was so used to despising Neth, he tended to forget the praetor was still the most capable asset in his direct command. Certainly, Oltyx had access to a whole community of exiles, deviants and vagabonds on this sorry frontier fringeworld, and many of those lords had thousands of troops at their command. But they were not his. Since his royalty had been cut away with his silver, and he held only the post of nomarch, Sedh’s nobles were allies to be reasoned with, rather than subjects to be ordered. 

			Under the rigid hierarchy of the dynasty, then, his only assets were the three tessarions of the garrison, comprising thirty-five decurions spread between them. Fifty thousand soldiers, in theory, along with supporting detachments of canoptek constructs and war engines. In practice, though, nearly a quarter of the garrison had been lost to the curse, and barely a third of the remainder – perhaps fifteen thousand warriors – still functioned with any real efficiency. The garrison’s command network was in a sorrier state still, and the various subsidiary commanders were so degraded they made Neth seem as cunning as Orikan himself by comparison: almost all had either slipped downwards into the bafflement of engrammatic degeneration, or sideways into the madness of the curse. 

			A failure though he was, therefore, Neth was still too precious to waste – even if protocol demanded his deletion. Oltyx had known this on a rational level, but he had not seen the truth through his anger, which looked ­exactly like righteousness when it grew dense enough. This was why he had commissioned Mentep to augment his mind, he supposed. Even if he had preferred it when his subminds had not taken such a… direct involvement in his decision-making, they saw truths sometimes, which he could not. While leadership meant putting propriety over sentiment, in Oltyx’s opinion at least, genius lay in knowing when to put reason over propriety. 

			Djoseras, the elder kynazh of his house – and so heir to Dynast Unnas – would have been appalled. But Djoseras had always been appalled when it came to Oltyx. While the younger of the pair believed in pragmatism, the elder believed in propriety over everything. It was the reason they had fallen into the feud that had eventually led to Oltyx’s exile by Unnas, and the reason Djoseras had stood by and let him be banished, despite the injustice of the sentence. Oltyx reminded himself that he owed the fastidious prig nothing, least of all his consideration. Exile had, at least, put his decisions back into his own hands, away from the elder scion’s constant criticism.

			He would spare Neth. But he stayed silent and mind-blank as he lowered his glaive, unwilling to let Strategic have the satisfaction of knowing it had been right. 

			I am glad you listened to my suggestion, master, said the submind anyway, appending a glyph of faint amusement to the statement, as it had seen right through him. Now look to the horizon – see why I offered it. After that it withdrew to its partition and Oltyx, fuming with its insubordination, locked the metaphorical door behind it, putting it under a seal of silence until he felt otherwise. The damned thing would have to ask permission before it spoke to him again. 

			Neth, meanwhile, was still waiting patiently for death. And if the warden was confused by Oltyx’s apparent mercy, he wasn’t daring to show it. No matter; the fool could keep waiting. Whatever the feelings of his strategic partition, there was no way Oltyx was letting the praetor escape all consequences. Bristling with fresh irritation, he tasked his third submind – Combat, which paced its partition like a beast, snarling rather than speaking – with working out how grievously he could batter Neth and still leave him repairable. Combat set about the task with relish. 

			Then he sent for the cleaning scarabs at last, as the grohtt’s phlegmy neural tissue was beginning to freeze onto his leg, and it repulsed him to his core. Finally, and with petty satisfaction at leaving it until last, he followed Strategic’s suggestion and looked to the horizon. 

			Ah, thought Oltyx then, as he quietly rescinded the order he had given to the combat partition. Apparently, he would need Neth fit to fight somewhat sooner than expected. The orks, at last, were on the move. 
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			CHAPTER TWO 

			THE GOOD OLD DAYS

			So many were the orks, and such was their enthusiasm for the use of internal combustion engines, that the start of the attack was more like weather than anything else. 

			Over the last few days, a leaden mire of snow cloud and smog had been pooling above their position, swollen by the belching of crude machines as the invasion force had marshalled. Now that the horde was on the move, however, with every engine cranked to full throttle, the thunderhead could take no more. The storm was breaking. Pillars of lightning joined land and sky, sending a hollow boom across the plain, and a savage wind picked up. Then, with the slowness of a distant colossus unfolding its limbs, the mass of cloud bulged outward and unfurled. As if dragged by the tethers of a thousand exhaust plumes, the tempest began to advance. 

			It billowed and undulated as it came, erupting in convection blisters that took great bites from the landscape. It boiled over the low hills until they were hidden entirely, and as its wings spread across the plain, it swallowed the sun as well. The necron lines were cast into deep gloom, lit only by the glow of their core discharge and their gauss rifles. And then, as the wind whipped round to drive hail against them, it brought the sound of the horde with it. A subsonic drone, like the roaring of an idiot god, deep enough that mortal senses might have taken it for an earthquake. 

			Even the most stalwart living soldiers, having been thrown into darkness like this, and drowned in the war cries of the foe, would have been deeply unsettled. But none of the warriors so much as cast a worried glance at its neighbour. They just stared forward, less stoic than simply absent, and waited for the killing to begin. 

			They would not have to wait long. Already, the ork armada of light vehicles was pulling ahead of the main force, teasing rows of ugly streamers from the smoke-mass like the claws of a beast being unsheathed. It would not take them long to arrive, and after that, the torrent would only grow thicker. Oltyx would need to consider the order of defence. Still, he probably ought to attend to Neth first, as the hopeless warden was still on his knees in front of him, waiting to die. 

			‘Praetor Neth,’ he said gravely, even as his combat submind protested his lenience with a series of gruff internal barks, ‘you have been fortunate. The enemy comes, and they bring with them the possibility of your redemption. Serve me well in the fray to come, in victory or in expiration, and I may curtail the purview of my retrospection regarding prior failures.’ 

			Oltyx let his glaive phase back to its storage-place, and produced the swelling pulse of white noise that passed for a sigh. Neth looked more despondent than ever, betraying the sad truth: the praetor simply couldn’t understand complex language any more, and still thought he was going to die. 

			‘I’m not going to kill you,’ clarified Oltyx, with measured slowness, ‘but I expect better from you in this next fight.’ Neth’s oculars glowed now, as he finally understood he had been given a second chance. ‘Rise now,’ Oltyx concluded, ‘and earn this… improbable clemency. This good luck.’ 

			He turned away from Neth, ascending the stairs to the gateway ledge, which would serve as his vantage point for the fight to come. But he could tell the praetor was stunned from the clicking and buzzing of his vocal actuators as his small mind wrestled with the news. 

			‘Your generosity bl… blazes like a nova, lord kynazh,’ Neth exulted. Glancing back, Oltyx saw he had prostrated himself in the snow, right in the stain left by the dead grohtt, and it sent a prickle of irritation across his discharge nodes. The idea of turning around and kicking the warden down the stairs again rose rapidly through his memetic buffer. 

			Apart from anything else, he had just ordered the fool to rise. But it was the praetor’s use of the stripped title, kynazh, that really irked him. Not the ­sycophancy of it: the worship of one’s inferiors was second only to the acquisition of a good tomb when it came to status, after all. No, it was the sheer superfluousness of it; the use of his old title only made Oltyx more aware of how far he had fallen. Neth spoke to him like the lord he should have been. 

			Still, a lord he was, of a sort, and he had an army to command. And so, as the praetor rose, Oltyx continued upward to the portico platform, where he turned to address his legions. He flooded the components of his vocal suite with core-flux, extended his arm in a prelude to rhetoric, and made ready to impress upon Neth and the troops the importance of holding the line at all costs.

			Of course, the warriors would obey anyway: they would know all they needed from the preset command-macros he was sending simultaneously via interstitial carrier wave. But it was important to talk. He’d known peers who’d abandoned the habit for lack of necessity, and the silent centuries had driven them mad, making them prisoners to their own introspection. Besides, putting his plans into words helped Oltyx add nuance to them. 

			Sometimes, it even led him to reconsider them entirely. And as it happened, this was one of those times. He only realised now, as he prepared to assert its importance aloud, that a full-scale defensive battle in front of the Ossuary might not be a good idea at all. The concept of the defence was stalled in his memetic buffer, assailed with query-glyphs, and just could not grow large enough for his words to marshal behind it. 

			He could feel Doctrinal throwing itself against the virtual walls of its partition in outrage at his hesitation. 

			Doubt? Doubt? it ranted, as soon as he would let it speak. How can my master doubt the need to defend the sacred sanctums? Was the presence of the Unclean in the Temenos not enough disgrace for my master? 

			Oltyx silenced the first submind again, locking it under the seal for twenty minutes, as it was irritating him. But to be fair to the thing, even in its bluster, it had a point. Instinctively, an all-out field battle was the only honourable – the only proper – response to the enemy’s advance on the tomb. But as he had so recently been reminded, propriety did not ­always have to govern the actions of an exile.

			‘My l-lord?’ probed Neth, climbing shakily to stand beside him, as Oltyx remained frozen in mid-gesture. No doubt he was balancing his fear of provoking his master again with his fear that blame would fall on him, should the orks arrive before the orders of battle did. In a tragically unsubtle attempt at drawing Oltyx’s attention to his plight, the praetor actually nodded towards the approaching smoke cloud.

			‘The enemy force is… p-pathetic, is it not?’ he remarked, in what he probably thought was the way commanders bantered to pass the time. 

			‘Yes, Neth,’ Oltyx stated in the flattest of tones, disagreeing entirely. The approaching tidal wave of rust and promethium was the largest horde, from the largest overall incursion, that Oltyx had seen in the three centuries since he had arrived on Sedh. In terms of scale at least, it was not pathetic at all. 

			And it would certainly not be the largest they would face, either. Each day, new ork landers were belly-flopping onto the tundra to disgorge fresh brutes, and long-range void scries showed an astonishing number of ships on the way. One of the orks’ great migrations, it seemed, had blundered into the edge of Ithakan space. And so long as Unnas refused to reinforce him, it would eventually spell the end for Sedh.

			But not today. In the coming battle at least, and probably the next dozen, victory was not in doubt. The horde was big, yes, but once you had seen one continent-crushing ork rampage, you had seen them all. Positioned as he was above the Ossuary’s formidable translation relays, he could have additional legions and support weapons phased in from half the planet away with a snap of his fingers. Doom Scythe air strikes were already inbound, and his strategic submind had painted glimmering auspices over his vision, all along the Ossuary’s battlements, where artillery pieces could become real with the smallest twitch of his heka. 

			He would not have to dig too deep into the reserves, either, to match an attack even of this size. While Sedh’s garrison had doubtless seen better millennia, it was still part of the most efficient war machine the galaxy had ever known. Faced with orks, even the most decrepit warriors would reap vast tallies of lives before they fell. 

			Before they fell. 

			‘And there it is,’ pronounced Oltyx at last, prompting a baffled look from Neth. ‘Attrition, praetor. That’s the problem.’

			‘Of course, my lord,’ Neth agreed, although he clearly did not understand at all, and flashed another furtive glance at the looming horde. Oltyx knew well enough how quickly the orks were advancing, but he would not be rushed. Until the first axe struck the line, there was still time to think.

			Yes: attrition was the thing. Just as he could not afford to lose even an asset so underwhelming as Neth, so was he unwilling to waste the most dilapidated of his warriors, if he could help it. There would always be new orks – they were fecundity itself, multiplying like bacteria in a mire. But his troops were irreplaceable. Their necrodermis could repair itself quickly enough to mitigate all but the heaviest incoming fire, and they could even endure total destruction, so long as their patterns made it to a tomb’s reconstruction vault. But they couldn’t keep coming back forever. 

			Even the most precisely engineered system, left to run for sixty million years, tended to struggle under the accrued weight of tiny errors. Especially in the crumbling realm of Ithakas, damaged as it was by early waking, and blighted more than any surviving dynasty by the scourge of the curse, the ancient systems were collapsing under the weight of their own complexity. The protocols of translation, reconstruction, scrying and all the rest had grown more erratic, less dependable, with every passing century. 

			In the fight to come, he might expect–

			Between nought point eight and two point eight per cent, I fathom, interrupted a voice from his analytical partition, with the submind’s customary cheer, depending on the enemy’s deployment of exotic weaponry. 

			I beg your pardon? thought Oltyx, baffled as ever by the fourth submind’s habit of starting conversations at their midway point. Perhaps because of its astonishing processing capacity, Analytical was… socially unusual, with the demeanour not of a detached mastermind, as one might expect, but a simple-hearted labourer who had once learned a few tricks from a streetside mathemancer.

			Translation recall failure rates, milord, it clarified sunnily. You know – for the warriors. Then it offered to list more statistics, and Oltyx declined. This particular iteration of himself was never much concerned for the implications of things; it just loved the numbers, and would hold forth on them for hours if he let it. 

			Oltyx did not love the numbers. They meant that for every hundred warriors destroyed, anywhere up to three would never return, their patterns uncaptured by the reconstruction vaults. And that didn’t count those that would suffer permanent physical or mental impairment due to faulty reassembly. Given the number of orks on the way, and the likely duration and intensity of the fight, the percentages would stack up to carve a significant slice from the garrison. It was unacceptable – especially given the number of similar fights they would have to endure from further waves of orks.

			But if that was unacceptable, the prospect of abandoning the Ossuary to the Unclean was unthinkable. There had to be a third way. A pragmatic route out of this dilemma, that balanced both honour and prudence; both propriety and reason. 

			If there was such a route, Oltyx needed to find it quickly. The storm ­heralding the orks filled the sky now, like a vertiginous, stone-grey slab about to topple onto their lines. Deep inside it, the clouds pulsed with flashes of sickly red light – not ordinary lightning now, but something dirtier and more obscure, that crackled strangely through the heavy metal vapours lacing Sedh’s atmosphere. Oltyx didn’t need his advanced perception suite to know what the strange discharges meant: the orks were charging exotic weapons, somewhere in there. Weapons drawing on the energies of the warp, that bizarre unreality which, alone among all the phenomena of the universe, had forever evaded the grasp of necrontyr learning. It was an unwelcome development. 

			Oh yes, agreed Analytical with a pair of satisfaction-glyphs, pleased at the elimination of an unknown variable. That looks severe, milord. Two point eight per cent recall failure it is, then… maybe more. 

			Primitive though they were, the orks could still be surprising. And while their tricks still had no chance of averting their defeat at the Ossuary, they were nonetheless making Oltyx’s projected victory look more and more costly. If he could not come up with any alternative to an open fight, he would at least have to be ready for one. To get him out of the way as much as anything else, Oltyx tasked Neth with translating the required reserves into the positions identified by his strategic partition, and exhuming the Ossuary’s defence pylons from the dimensional appendices they were concealed in. With palpable relief, the praetor lurched hastily away to make himself feel useful. 

			The very fastest of the orks’ light vehicles were halfway across the snowfield. Once they arrived, there would be no pause in the fight. Oltyx looked out at the hundreds of warriors staring dumbly into the onrushing wall of violence, at Neth’s stiff gait as he hurried around, and he hissed a string of oaths. Old ones take him, but he was lonely. Other than the subminds, which were not so much company as tools, he had nobody to chew over the problem with. 

			There would have been Mentep, but he was gone, off on his inscrutable quest for knowledge. And then there was High Admiral Yenekh, of course. Or at least, there had been. Over the centuries stuck on Sedh, his fellow exile had become the nearest thing he had to an equal, and even a friend. They had sat over war plans many times, arguing amiably over formations and protocol, and had practised arms together in the ancient style. But Yenekh had become a problem. A shroud had fallen over the admiral in recent years, and he had become more and more reclusive – taking off on extended ‘hunting trips’ at first, despite the ruin of Sedh’s biosphere, then retreating almost entirely to the bridge of his flagship, the Akrops. Aside from him and Mentep, the rest of Sedh’s conscious inhabitants had either gone totally mad, or were so repulsive he preferred his own company. He was out of options. 

			Well, nearly out of options. There was someone he could go to for advice. The tactician, in fact, who had taught Oltyx the whole business of war. If anyone could conceive of an alternative to both the insanity of a line battle, and the shame of abandoning the Ossuary, it would be him. There were only two problems. The first was that this tactician was Djoseras. But even the shame of seeking wisdom from the agent of his humiliation was palatable if it offered a route out of this dilemma. The second, larger problem was getting to him. 

			The trip would involve unlocking the most powerful and the most rarely used of all the assemblies Mentep had built in his mind. Unlike the partitions of the subminds, it had no physical structure, but persisted as an artefact of information, bound to all of him. The evocatory medium, as the cryptek called it, was a gateway of sorts – a conduit to those deepest parts of his mind, forever unlit by conscious thought. It was silent and unknowable, and could not be controlled directly: Oltyx would make requests of the medium, and it would provide answers of its own choosing. They came in the form of reveries – visions indistinguishable from reality, because they were entirely real. 

			In the earliest days of the necrontyr, the crypteks of the homeworld had established a universal truth: that to observe something was to change it. For all the precision with which necron engrams could record the evidence of the senses, their long-term accuracy was still hostage to bias. Each recollection of a memory would varnish it with the stain of thought, leaving behind tiny embellishments. Over centuries of repeated access, even these thinnest of coats would stack up, until what remained was a distorted ­palimpsest – the memory of a memory. And through cruel logic, those engrams which mattered most were the quickest to mutate.

			But the medium avoided this – as Mentep had explained it – by delving into memory not through the meddling of consciousness, but from somewhere else. And more than simply replaying old events, it treated engrammatic data as hekatic inscriptions. Words of power, from which reality itself could be conjured, showing him the truth of the past. It could even take him back to the time of flesh, working from engrammatic transcriptions of his mortal memories to produce visions of impossible fidelity. The truths the medium revealed could be painful, but it always, somehow, showed him what he needed to see. 

			It was an extraordinary power. But like any such thing, it exacted an extraordinary price. A price which, over the years, Oltyx had become more and more reluctant to pay. Still, with the chaotic outlines of the ork vanguard beginning to coalesce from the smog on the plain, it was seeming more and more acceptable. And so, suppressing pride and fear in equal measure, Oltyx petitioned the medium for the insight of wise, noble, hateful Djoseras. The medium accepted, and as the grey snow flurried past in the face of the gathering dark, Oltyx felt a deeper shadow yawn open beneath him. With only the tiniest sense of relief, he let himself fall.

			It was a lifetime ago. It was an eternity ago. And yet Oltyx is here, and it is now, and all the ages hence are just a vivid nightmare which may not transpire at all. 

			He is still growing, rising into that brief apex of strength allotted to the necrontyr as youths, and fittingly, the sun is rising. From his chamber high in the dynast’s ziggurat on Antikef, Oltyx can see over the whole of the capital as light climbs the eastern sky, and it is the most beautiful thing he will ever see. 

			The city is laid out in concentric bands, as decreed by Ithakka the Founder, with the royal ziggurat at its heart. A ring of ascetic parkland surrounds the palace in a moat of silence, and at its shore, the tombs of his ancestors stand shoulder to shoulder, like stone sentinels around the throne. They are vast constructions, and are the first to be touched by the sun after the spire of the palace itself. 

			One by one, the high summits where his ancestors moulder are lit up like memories, and for a moment, Oltyx feels profoundly connected with those who have gone before. Though he is separated from his forebears by death, the sun has allowed them brief communion – in the silence of the dawn they are islands together, high above a shadowed world. 

			It cannot last; the light flows down the terraced flanks of the tomb ring, pooling in the sterile gardens of the royal precinct on one side, and spreading into the city on the other. Soon, the whole citadel of the necropolis is aglow, from the tombs of the mid-ranking nobles, down to the near-blank mounds of the Symorrians at its edge. Sunlight begins to creep up the inside of the citadel wall, and eventually spills over the top, flooding over the indistinct expanse of the commoners’ belt, until finally it touches the outer wall. The day has begun.

			Oltyx knows already that today will be hot, as it is early in the dry season, and there is no wind. Indeed, although dawn is not long past, the tiles are already warm under his bare feet as he dresses himself. He is flesh and blood! Well, yes. But he has always been – why should this suddenly ­exhilarate him? Usually, Oltyx resents the burden of physicality as much as any necrontyr, so it is an odd thought. 

			He is only just recovered, in fact, from a sickness of the blood that left him unable to stand for months. His broad body has shrunk to little more than sticks and linen, and Djoseras, his elder in the house, has been taunting him for it. Now that he is back on his feet, his senior says, it is high time for Oltyx to begin his education in the arts of war, and so he has been instructed to rise far too early. Still, at least he has seen the sun rise. 

			Oltyx has been hoping his education might begin with war games in the library, using the dynast’s exquisite stone boards. Unnas, who loves games, has always said he will teach his younger heir to play one day. But when Djoseras arrives he scoffs at the idea, saying that merely imagining war will not build his strength. It is high time, he says, that Oltyx used his legs again, as well as his head. He will not even let him take his walking stick. And it is a long journey without it: as the sun climbs, his elder leads him not just out of the royal ziggurat, but all the way through the necropolis gate, and into the vast, raucous slums where the common people live. 

			Oltyx has only ever seen the commoners’ belt from above, as he had that morning. From his chamber it is a great blurred sprawl, spread out from the necropolis like blood from a puncture wound. It is pleasing enough, he supposes, when he happens to regard it. But from the ground it is a drab, messy place. Everything is a shade of brown, and the narrow streets are crowded. The smell of the place is hard to parse. After a life spent among the spotless halls and bath-chambers of the necropolis, in fact, the stench is almost too large to be registered at all. 

			In contrast to the soaring tombs and monuments of the necropolis ­citadel, the buildings here seem barely able to lift themselves above the dirt. And despite being at the heart of a civilisation which knows how to stop the heart of a star, or siphon away a planet’s iron core without touching its surface, they are still built from mud bricks. 

			‘What is the point of permanence,’ Djoseras says, when Oltyx asks why, ‘for people about whom there is nothing worth remembering?’

			After a walk of many dozen khet, which feels like it will never end, they reach one of the drill-yards at the belt’s edge, where the infantry are being trained for the grinding war against the Ogdobekh Dynasty, those blackguards who seek to force the yoke of the Triarch’s back upon Ithakas. This yard trains the best of their warriors, and the kynazh asks Oltyx to choose the legion whose banner pleases him most. He picks one at random, as he has never had an eye for art. They call for iced wine, and settle down to watch the cohorts spar. 

			As the staves of the soldiers clash, they find themselves choosing favourites, and arguing over the prowess of their new champions. The jug is drained, and another after that, and soon the arguments become raucous bets. They roar with laughter and accuse each other of cheating, and after a while, Oltyx remarks to Djoseras that the lesson has been far more enjoyable than he had expected. 

			His elder smiles then, but it’s a fragile smile, like it’s struggling to hold up under a terrible weight. The kynazh says the lesson hasn’t started yet. As Djoseras gets up and walks over to the sparring soldiers, entirely drained of mirth, Oltyx realises his mentor has remained far more sober than him.

			‘Halt,’ commands Djoseras, waving for the legion’s commander to stand aside. The clacking of staves falls silent in an instant, and they speak again. ‘Form a line, starting here, in descending order according to the victories you have won this afternoon.’ 

			Such is the discipline of the soldiers, not a word is spoken as they sort themselves into a row. The air feels heavy, suddenly, as if thunder is coming. Oltyx has the sensation he has been here before: like he knows what is about to happen, but cannot bring it to mind. If the warriors share his intuition, however, there’s nothing to betray it. Not a leg trembles, not a face twitches, anywhere down the line.

			Djoseras nods at the legion once, measured and solemn. Then, without a further word, he walks down the line and shoots every second soldier in the head. 

			Oltyx is no stranger to death, because he is necrontyr. But it is the first time he has seen killing, and he finds himself unable to speak all the way back to the necropolis. He wants to believe it was the arrogance of the display that’s now eating at him – that his distaste is down to a matter of crass impropriety on Djoseras’ part. But he knows this is not true. A kynazh, after all, can do as they please, and big-hearted Unnas will be more likely to laugh at his elder’s creativity than to rebuke them. Nothing inappropriate has happened today.

			The real heart of Oltyx’s quarrel with the lesson is the callous wastefulness of it. There had been one hundred skilled warriors in the drill-yard, with names and families and least favourite types of sandstorm. Now there are fifty. He tries hard to be angry about the numbers, but underneath, there is a different horror – not of the assets that have been lost, but the people. He is certain this is not how a true necrontyr should think, however, let alone a dynast-in-waiting, so he keeps his mind as shut as his mouth, in case the thoughts escape. 

			The dam eventually breaks later that night, once he and Djoseras have cleansed themselves, and are sitting down in the palace garden for their night meal. To Oltyx’s relief, it is his elder who banishes the silence. 

			‘You have to understand, Oltyx, there was no pleasure for me in that lesson. Killing is a grim business – true nobility takes no satisfaction in it.’

			‘Oh, so there was a lesson,’ Oltyx snaps, unable to hold his tongue any longer.

			‘There were two lessons, in fact – and both bought with blood, so more’s the pity if you fail to heed them. Here is the first. Necrontyr are born to die. Death is neither cruel, nor does it respect virtue. But it is inevitable, and it does not wait long. A simple truth, perhaps, but crucial if you are ever to lead this dynasty. And you might well, O second heir of Unnas, since death has no more reverence for either the dynast or I, than it had for those soldiers.’

			‘Fine,’ Oltyx concedes, unimpressed, ‘but death alone didn’t take those soldiers – you shot them.’ 

			His senior snorts at this, and pauses to begin cleansing his hands once again before answering. ‘Perspective please, Oltyx. Death was coming for all those soldiers. I might have ushered them into its arms, but it was reaching for them already, either from the battlefield against the Ogdobekh, or from within their own flesh.’ 

			Oltyx grunts sullenly in agreement. Even under Antikef’s sun, so much more benevolent than the star that had scowled over the homeworld, their people are doomed to sickness. Immediately upon waking each day, every necrontyr conducts the rite of expiscation, sweeping their body for the patch of roughness or the hard, buried mass which might herald the start of the end. It is never a quick end, when it comes, nor a merciful one.

			Even the royal physicians, with all the unbound science of the conclaves at their call, tend to consider themselves lucky if they are able to hold the blight back from their patients for two-score years. And the common folk, of course, do not enjoy access to these oncomancers. Many of the warriors in the drill-yard had been marred with tumours and lesions, their hourglasses already overturned. And as the table servant moves forward to refill Oltyx’s cup, he notices they too are on the final road, face already half-obscured by a welt of spongy tissue. Oltyx shudders; despite every instinct of youth, he has never had to look far for a reminder that he will not live forever. Something deep beneath his mind seems to laugh darkly at this thought, and it puzzles him, but there is no time to think about it before Djoseras continues.

			‘The second lesson is the most important, however. So listen closely. Already the gaps in the ranks of that legion will have been filled, before the sand has yet settled on their predecessors’ graves.’ The kynazh gestures out across the garden, and at the expanse of the commoners’ belt, invisible behind the bulk of the necropolis wall. ‘There will be more to replace those who die tomorrow, and the day after. There will always be more, Oltyx. The individuals will be lost, but the legion remains, and that is where the worth of our subjects is to be found. In themselves, they have no value at all.’ 

			‘But they’re alive, aren’t they?’ Oltyx protests, feeling somewhat lost. ‘Maybe not in the same way as you and I, as the Eighth Invocation teaches us their consciousness is… lesser. But they work and fight for the dynasty, don’t they? They are… loved, by some. Surely that means they’re worth something?’ 

			Djoseras sighs then, resting his head on steepled hands. 

			‘All of this is true,’ says Djoseras. ‘But these are tiny truths – you cannot let them matter, however much you may wish them to, when such larger things are at stake.’ 

			He sighs once more, looking out at the far blackness where the eastern mountains shroud the stars, and tries again.

			‘Maybe I should put it in a different way. Let us say you are on a hunting expedition in those mountains.’

			‘I do not care for hunting,’ says Oltyx truculently.

			‘Let us say you do, then. You enjoy it so much, in fact, that you have set camp for the night, and made a wood-fire against the chill of a cloudless night. You cannot allow yourself to freeze, can you? So the fire must be fed. Would you mourn the loss of every branch tossed in, when you knew there was a whole grove of bladewood on the very next ridge?’ 

			‘Why would I not just use a gauss brazier?’ asks Oltyx, feigning perfect sincerity, and it needles Djoseras just as he hopes it will.

			‘Because this is a metaphor, fool! The fire is the legacy of Ithakas. And like anything so bright – like the sun in the sky, indeed – it must consume in order to flourish. Without fuel it will dwindle, and in time it will go out. So it must be fed. Our people are the firewood, Oltyx – they burn quickly, but they are plentiful.’ 

			‘And… as long as the timber grows more quickly than it can be burned,’ Oltyx says hesitantly, swayed against his will by Djoseras’ argument, ‘the light will not go out. So there’s no reason to be concerned with the wood as actual wood, when its secondary identity as fuel is more important to consider?’

			‘Precisely,’ Djoseras says, with a smile released from the weight of the drill-yard at last, and clenches a fist in pride at his charge’s understanding. ‘I would not admit this to Unnas, but on the way back from the yard, I felt sick at what I had done. But those soldiers were the fuel that needed burning, to teach you the importance of the flame.’ 

			Oltyx feels a sudden heaviness in his gut at this. If he does not learn from today, the loss of those warriors will be needless, and it will be on his head. Djoseras continues, in a softer tone now. 

			‘We are not monsters, Oltyx. If there was no legacy to ensure, we might concern ourselves more with the fleeting needs of flesh – even that of the commoners. But if anything from my tutelage stays with you, let it be this. Flesh passes, but stone is forever. Our conquests, and our right to conquest – the whole of our power, in fact – is enshrined and attested to in the stones we lay. Everything else – the lives you command, even your own, in the end – must be used to ensure their permanence. They measure nothing, against the breadth of eternity. Do you understand?’ 

			Oltyx dips his head then, for he understands. He is still not certain he agrees, but as short as life is, he suspects he’ll have a little more time to think on it. 

			‘Good,’ concludes the kynazh. ‘Let us drink to the occasion. In fact, perhaps you can suggest a toast.’ He raises his cup, and tilts it at him in question. ‘Where is the strength of the dynasty, Oltyx?’

			‘In the stones, kynazh.’ 

			‘In the stones!’ Djoseras echoes, with a ring of triumph, and they both drain their vessels.
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			CHAPTER THREE

			STRENGTH IN THE STONES

			Returning from a reverie was always jarring, but this time the shock was especially fierce. Plunging from the tender warmth of Antikef’s night, as he had felt it through mortal skin, into the gloom and madness at the other end of time, made Oltyx feel like the full weight of the aeons had landed on his shoulders all at once. 

			Disoriented, and surrounded by a thick mist that reduced the world to indistinct grey silhouettes, he clung to the addled hope that he might still be flesh and blood for a moment. Then the Doom Scythes screamed overhead. While the scythecraft themselves were only visible as a faint green flash in the clouds, shooting silently across the sky at three times the speed of sound, the whine of their engines was like the death-scream of a god. The noise ripped through the thickened air in their wake, and tore Oltyx from all delusion. There was no doubt, as the pulsing green embers of the payloads arced down through the snow, that this was reality. Flesh had long been spent, to buy an eternity of war. 

			As the bombs hit the plain in a peal of syncopated thunder, Oltyx became alarmed. For all that the evocatory medium worked on its own strange timescale, the reverie had been long, burning away vital minutes in reality. As he had dreamed, the orks had arrived. But they had not reached the line yet. As if to reassure the nomarch, the gauss pylon mounted behind him on the Ossuary’s gateway portico loosed its first shot. The beam seared straight through the murk, ripping a hollow shriek from the air itself as it was boiled away to quantum vapour. Another beam slammed into the ork advance two khet along the line, and then another, and another. Each pylon shut off the moment its neighbour fired, so the line of death passed across the Ossuary’s face with the perfect rhythm of a subatomic chronometer. With each pitiless strike, half a dozen greenskin vehicles vanished in a spiteful green boil of plasma. 

			It helped that the outriders were arriving in small, conveniently destructible groups, engines spluttering as they hurtled through the blizzard. They were racing, Oltyx realised. Jostling and sideswiping, and unconcerned with anything so trivial as dodging voidcraft-calibre gauss fire, next to the thrill of beating each other to the necron line. Thanks to their idiocy, plus the heat rays now blinking from the artillery line to pick off any survivors, not so much as a flaming tyre had made it within three khet of the defenders. Not yet, at least. 

			Oltyx locked the audiovisual cacophony of the battlefront inside his perceptual buffer, freeing him to concentrate on the meaning of the reverie. He could only hope its insight would be worth the time it had cost him. But the executive buffer, once the silent workshop of his consciousness, was no longer the sanctum of contemplation it had once been. Mentep’s augmentations had turned it into a communal space of sorts, where his mind was linked to the partitioned flux-vessels bearing his subminds. And after his long absence during the reveries, it was alight with the impatient blinking of request-glyphs. 

			Most were the doctrinal submind demanding to be unsilenced – they could be swept away without a second thought. The next set were from Xenology: snippets of ork lore that even the submind knew Oltyx would not care for. It was right; they were deleted too. The worth of the reverie would erode further with every moment he delayed its analysis, and he could not afford to waste time discussing either good manners, or the cultural idiosyncrasies of scum. Most of the buffer was cleared now, but beneath the needless statistic-dumps from Analytical (deleted), and the stack of queries from Combat as to when the fight would start (also deleted, but with faint affection), there was one courteous glyph waiting from the strategic submind. Oltyx was still angry with Strategic for its interference in Neth’s execution, and was inclined to keep it under the seal of silence. But as the submind hated waste even more than him, it was unlikely the message would be frivolous. 

			Make it quick, he thought, and reinstated its voice. 

			[92]/[58] it shot back, with no preamble, speaking the numerals at the same time as they were superimposed on Oltyx’s vision. Ninety-two seconds  until the rate of outgoing fire is no longer sufficient to keep the orks from our line. Fifty-eight until incoming fire overwhelms point defence capacity, and we begin taking casualties. As if to illustrate the point, a cluster of crude rockets came streaking from the smoke of the killing-ground, and nearly hit the Ossuary’s face before pinpoint heat rays burst them in puffs of shrapnel. 

			I spoke with the analytical partition, while you were… indisposed, master. There are, therefore, many more projections. But those two seemed the most pressing. 

			Very well, replied Oltyx briskly, as the dual timer was already counting down, and rifled through his library of tactical command-macros, looking for anything that might win him more time to process the reverie. What if we release a scarab swarm ahead of the lines as an ablative shield?

			It might give us fifteen seconds more, but it will reduce our self-repair capacity once we’re engaged. You’d be ‘robbing Szarekh to pay Orikan’, as it were, it added, with a rare rhetorical flourish it had clearly borrowed from the cryptek Mentep’s catalogue of overused idioms. As ever though, master, it’s up to you.

			‘As ever’, thought Oltyx icily. How generous of you. Either unaware of the tension, or unconcerned by it, Strategic continued. 

			In addition, there are walkers. 

			On cue, another volley of filthy red chain lightning erupted inside the storm, and its light bloomed around a row of jagged, khet-high silhouettes. Great stacks of machinery, swaying as they lumbered forward, they looked like nothing so much as ships on the swell of a poison sea. 

			So there are, he acknowledged, and switched his oculars beyond the visual spectra to take a clearer look. All across the haphazard crenellations of the walkers’ hulls, weird machines were glowing as they glutted themselves with warp-charge. They also made his magnetoreceptors itch, somehow, even at this distance. 

			A disgrace! blurted Xenology, contradictory glyphs blooming on top of each other in his vision, as the submind’s preoccupation wrestled with its xenocidal urges. Are you aware, master, that those are–

			Weapons, snarled Oltyx. I know. He did not need the submind’s expertise to know that all ork engineering had one of two broad purposes – moving things into a position to kill things, and killing things – and that these engines clearly served the latter.

			Three point six per cent now, in case you were wondering, said Analytical, clarifying the increasing odds of recall failure as if updating Oltyx on the progress of a game. Concerning indeed, Oltyx allowed it, as it was only doing its job – although he was running out of patience fast. At least Doctrinal was still silenced, he thought, sparing him a fourth set of insights. 

			I know you wish to process your… vision? said Strategic, sceptical as ever of any technology that did not work with known variables, and the occult workings of the evocatory medium in particular. And I realise I have perhaps been too forthright already today–

			That’s one way of putting it, said Oltyx, clinging to the ragged edge of his temper.

			But should the medium’s insight prove inconclusive, I have drafted a contingency for withdrawal with minimum losses and seeded it in the memetic buffer. The appropriate protocols are queued in the hekatic array. All you need do is will it. 

			I will make my own decision, Oltyx stated, committing to nothing. Now go – liaise with Neth by carrier wave, and have him release a third of the sepulchral scarabs, with another third held ready. Beyond that, answer any of his dithering, in my voice, and commit what assets you must. I haven’t the time. 

			As you wish, said the strategic submind, and fell busily silent. 

			Oltyx hated delegating tactical control to anyone, even an iteration of himself designed for that very purpose. But he was desperate for time to think. And time was running out.[87]/[53], read the timer now: five seconds were gone already. 

			But there was an even more crucial race to win, and so Oltyx forced his focus onto the reverie. He was only just in time, as much of it had crumbled already. All that was left was the faintest echo of a young noble, marooned on the far shore of an impassable deluge, and growing fainter by the moment. 

			This, after all, was the price of the medium’s power. While it allowed him­ to reach far back along time’s flow with impunity, returning those insights to the present was a different prospect, as that mighty river could never be defied for long. Anything he retrieved would stream away from his mind like a fistful of sand dragged through a torrent, until nothing was left. And when the last traces of the visions were gone, they were gone for good, along with all memory of the events they had concerned. In drawing them from his engrams, the medium consumed them entirely, burning them from the inside. All that would persist afterwards would be a few words and impressions, the memory of a memory, fading as rapidly as a mortal’s recollection of a dream. 

			When Mentep had installed the medium, in the early years of his exile on Sedh, Oltyx had used his new power viciously, with only enthusiasm for its supposed drawbacks. He had let the medium plough through his engrams at random, seeking only to sear away the past in his fresh anger at all that had been taken from him. But one day, during a campaign to see off a band of hapless human miners who had made planetfall in a refinery ship, Sedh’s moribund chill had finally got to him, and he had sought respite in memories of happier times – only to find he had barely any left. Suddenly aware that he was hacking away the remains of a life he could never have back, Oltyx had stopped at once, and become wary of the medium. 

			Even now, as he remembered that the reverie had opened on that tranquil, perfect sunrise, he knew it would soon be lost to him forever. In hekatic terms, it never would have happened at all. And as he scrabbled to make something of it before it vanished, the timer in his vision continued dwindling towards the destruction of his forces.

			[82]/[48] For every vehicle that cartwheels across the plain in flames, another three emerge from the mire of fumes, surging ahead in a swarm so dense that sparks fly from bumping wheels. This only makes the work of the pylons more efficient, their beams carving swathes through the mass of buggies. But as carmine lightning lashes the plain again, the ork walkers are revealed. They are much closer.

			Oltyx focused on the reverie. Djoseras had shot some soldiers in order to demonstrate something to him. Although it had been a far less bloody, sadistic display than he had previously recalled. And to his shame, his younger self had been upset by the lesson. The boy had not wanted the poor little soldiers to die, he thought to himself in mocking disgust. Oltyx had clearly reimagined his younger self as a harder creature than he had been, over the years. 

			But if his distress had been a surprise, the real shock had been Djoseras’. I felt sick at what I had done, his elder had said. The elder kynazh he had thought so implacable had, somehow, felt the same weakness as him. Compassion! Oltyx would not have believed it possible, had he not heard the words. Of course, Djoseras had mastered his frailty and shot the soldiers anyway – but to what end? To teach Oltyx. To show him that… what? 

			Think, he commanded himself, staring absently at the fire-streaked underbelly of the clouds, as if he could snatch the last solidity of the dream from their turmoil. Think.

			[77]/[43] A pair of green lightning bolts flash through the fog overhead – two Doom Scythes, diving low and twisting to either side of the lead walker. They are already gone, leaving only a helix of crossed contrails, by the time the walker’s head-shaped command deck erupts in a plume of molten metal. 

			Two Doom Scythes… two. And there it was – the slightest trace of Djoseras’ voice. There were two lessons, Djoseras had said. The first, that death was inevitable and not to be mourned, especially when it befell commoners. Unfortunately, that lesson, at least, had become irrelevant not long after the day of the reverie. Szarekh had declared that the war against the Old Enemy was to be renewed, and that the necrontyr would be transformed into gods in order to fight it. The Decree of Biotransference, which had liberated them from biological frailty, had promised them vengeance at last – against the Old Enemy, and against mortality itself. 

			But Djoseras’ second lesson – that a commander should consider all life expendable in defence of legacy and permanence – had also been made ­irrelevant by that great season of change. Biotransference, after all, had not been without its cost, and the necrontyr had only forsaken death by forsaking life along with it. The necrontyr were gone, replaced by constructs which only remembered having once been people, if their rank afforded them the privilege of remembering anything at all. And while these new necrons were free from the despair of mortality, that freedom had also cost them the hope of new life. Never again would their ranks be refilled. Never again would there be children. 

			[75]/[41] The lead walker slumps, inert, as smoke pours from the crater between its shoulders. But the monster to its right lumbers forward past it, and vomits a pillar of red lightning towards the gate. Struck dead-on, the pylon crackles with weird energy, and half-collapses into its mount. Another three pylons meet the same fate, further down the line. They will self-repair in time, but they are out of the fight.

			Of course, most of the great phaerons, including his own dynast, Unnas, were too fixated on the past to consider the eventual doom they had consigned themselves to. Why would they? On a galactic scale, their resurgence was still in its earliest stages, and the awakened worlds were far outnumbered by those still locked in dreamless slumber. When the last of the tombs underwent their reawakening, the armies of the necrons would number beyond reckoning. But they would only ever dwindle. 

			Unnas, indeed, had more reason to heed entropy than most, for early-waking Ithakas had already begun to slump into the future the other dynasties could look forward to. Virtually every world of Ithakas was roused now. The kingdom had seen the peak of its might, and could look forward only to decline. Warrior by fallen warrior, the holes in the ranks would add up, until one day, only holes would remain. And so it would be for all the dynasties, eventually. The necrontyr might have been born to die, but the necrons were no less doomed.

			Oltyx cleared the melancholy from his mind. However bleak his people’s eventual fate might be, it seemed ridiculous to waste time contemplating it, when he could otherwise be working to postpone it, even by the most infinitesimal degree. But how? The reverie’s remains were shrinking just as fast as the distance between the orks and the necron line, and all the vision had given him so far was useless emotion.

			[68]/[34] The defenders have their surprises too. At the bidding of Oltyx’s strategic submind, no doubt, Neth’s voice rises above the carnage in a wavering cry of command, and the light of dimensional destabilisation ripples across the Ossuary battlements. As the apotropaic shroud concealing them vanishes, a battery of enmitic obliterators delivers a broadside at point-blank range. After the obliterators fire, however, a new sound erupts from the ork horde: laughter. The weapons, it seems, have done nothing.

			Perhaps the reverie had possessed no meaning, except to underline just how worthless the doctrine of the old necrontyr had become to the wars of the necrons. Oltyx scanned the contingency prepared by Strategic, and the temptation to withdraw only grew. With a single gesture, he could trigger presets in the Ossuary’s translation relays, and spirit his entire force away to the icebound, fortified passes of the nearby Katash Mountains. The Ossuary would certainly be lost to the orks, but there was every chance he might retake it from the mountains, if a counter-attack could be mounted before another horde made planetfall. 

			[60]/[26] Just as the hoots and jeers of the orks begin to merge into a derisive chant, it is drowned out by a deep groan of iron. Because while the power of the enmitic weapons is not one the orks recognise, it is very real. Their ammunition is made of neither matter, nor energy, but information: they cast hekatic decrees, written in the basal language of reality itself, which command the molecules of their targets not only to dissolve their bonds, but to tear each other apart. As the quantum command takes root, the metallic creaking becomes a rushing hiss, and the top halves of the walkers collapse in cascades of dust. The orks are not laughing any more: they are choking on their own war engines. 

			As soon as he had taken in the contingency plan, Oltyx felt the deadlock in his memetic buffer loosening. Unmoored from doubt, the concept of withdrawal had soared upwards through the probability gradient to become a near certainty. But it did not sit right with him that the situation could be resolved so simply, and his hand hovered just short of tracing the glyph that would initiate the translation. 

			However well Strategic had dressed it up, the plan was still tantamount to abandoning sacred kemmeht. It was honourless. And for all that Djoseras’ lessons had been founded on long-expired logic, the principle they worked towards – that all should be sacrificed in the preservation of their legacy – was too fundamental to be cast aside. Oltyx had heard it all a thousand times, and knew it all too well to have to crib from the reverie’s wording. The power of the dynasty was the tombs, the statues, etcetera, etcetera. Djoseras really had been insufferable. But all the pomposity of the kynazh’s wording couldn’t stop it being true.

			Frustration crackled through Oltyx’s core as his memetic buffer seized up once more. He could not stay, and yet he could not leave either. But then, he had not asked the medium to decide between two options. He had asked it to reveal a third. And it had never been anything less than ­exacting in meeting his requests before. 

			There had to be something. He was convinced – had always been convinced – that biotransference should have signalled a wholesale change in the thinking of his people. A new way of war, which respected the sanctity of the kemmeht, but avoided open battle in favour of caution and cunning. A schema in which the necrons themselves were the legacy that had to be protected. Before Sedh, he had even dreamed that, by stewarding their power as wisely as possible, they might even postpone their doom long enough to find ways to avert entropy itself. 

			[53]/[19] Even as the walkers die, the chugging shadows of heavy transports are pulling out from beneath their skirts, where they have been sheltering from the fury of the pylons. There are hundreds of them, far too many for the guns that remain, accelerating through the storm ahead of the infantry. Brakes squealing, the transports fall into skidding turns that throw up curtains of grey slush, until they come to rest pointing away from the necron lines. Once in position, their back ends simply fall off, raising a symphony of ugly clangs and thuds across the battlefield. 

			The last shreds of the vision were fading now, and it was hard to see what else he could glean from them. Certainly, the Djoseras he had met in the reverie was markedly different to the cruel, vain, stupid figure Oltyx tended to conjure in his phantasory buffer, as a target for his resentments. But his philosophy had been identical, and Oltyx had no doubt the real Djoseras, still beside the dynast on Antikef, would concur on all points. Like Unnas himself, and all the other lords of Ithakas, the kynazh had continued to fight as if his troops were without limit, even as the dynasty withered around him. For Djoseras, the abandonment of flesh had only been reason to cleave closer to tradition, retrenching himself in the old ways as an anchor against the horror of the new. 

			This had been the root of their schism. The years of arguments, ever more bitter, that had started with biotransference, and which even sixty million years of sleep had done nothing to quench. And then, at last, the Siege of Shadrannar, where Oltyx had finally refused not just the wisdom of his elder, but his orders. This dismissal of a royal command was taboo of the highest order, and the outrage had ignited their centuries-long quarrel into a duel. Djoseras had launched into him with the fury of a lord defied, and Oltyx had fought back faster than he could think. It had been a vicious, senseless battle, but Oltyx had long eclipsed his elder in martial skill, and had been poised on the unreasoning precipice of a killing blow, when at last Unnas had commanded them to lay down their weapons. 

			[45]/[11] Orks pour from the throats of the transports, in unfeasible numbers. There must be a hundred shock troopers packed into each of the boxy vehicles, clad in heavy, scrap-forged armour. Now they are set loose: they are entropy ­itself, sprinting down the ramps and across the debris-strewn snow with a hoarse bellow of challenge. 

			Once, Oltyx might have hoped for justice and reconciliation from the dynast. But Unnas had long since changed from the bombastic, generous figure who had ruled over Ithakas in the time of flesh. Even biotransference had left him something of his spirit. But whatever had happened to him at the Battle of the Sokar Gate, in the closing days of Szarekh’s war against the Old Enemy, had left him deeply changed. Although the dynast had ever ­favoured Djoseras, the version of him that had come back from Sokar truly hated Oltyx. Seeing the duel at Shadrannar, he had had no care for the fact Djoseras had started it, only that he finally had an opening to prosecute his loathing. 

			It had all been so fast. Not permitted even to speak in his own defence, Oltyx had been denounced as a coward and a traitor – on false charges of plotting to slay both Djoseras and Unnas – and dragged back to Antikef in chains. There, before his banishment, he had been forced to suffer the rite of excoriation before the whole of the royal court. The silver of Ithakas had been shorn from his body by none other than Djoseras himself. And never once, not as his phase blade had carved away his junior’s royalty, nor even as the penal ferry had departed, did his elder speak a word against the injustice he could so easily have stopped. On that long, lonely journey to Sedh, exposed to the void on the ferry’s deck, Oltyx had vowed that he would never again speak a word to Djoseras. He had kept his vow.

			[39]/[13] As soon as the shock troops emerge, the sepulchral scarabs descend. Falling from the clouds with their lights extinguished, their reflective silver shells make them near invisible in the ever-thickening blizzard, until it is too late. Kubits above the orks they spring to life, and with a whirring of bladed limbs they swoop straight for exposed faces and hands, chewing away with frenetic speed. It buys a few seconds more for the defenders, but the loss of an eye or two does little to deter the berserkers, and soon they are pounding forward again, over the trampled wreckage of the canopteks. 

			If the reverie had softened Oltyx to his elder at all, the memory of the excoriation had hardened him again. Unwilling to squander a moment more on introspection, he dispelled the last vapours of the medium’s gift from his mind. 

			‘A welcome riddance,’ he said aloud, lit by the cold fury of gauss fire, as the youth he had once been, watching the sun rise on Antikef, ceased to be forever. 

			He would rue the loss of the Ossuary. But he owed no honour to Djoseras, nor to that small-minded fool on the throne of Ithakas. He had always deserved better than either had given him, and he would not squander what little he retained, for the sake of their time-worn pride.

			Fury driving his hand through the gestures, Oltyx cast the protocol of translation. A movement on this scale would take time. But already the translation relays deep in the cliff had sunk their hooks into the cracks in reality, and had begun to prise it apart. 

			[34]/[8] Tendrils of ghast-light begin to slither around the feet of every warrior on the line, mirrored in the charge coils of their rifles as they find their first targets in the smog. The legions fire a volley in unison, and even given their state of disrepair, seven in ten shots are killing blows. But although the orks’ eyes are too primitive to see their opponents through the haze – indeed, thanks to the scarabs, some have no eyes at all – they are nothing if not optimistic, and return fire anyway. Perhaps unsurprisingly, their shots all miss. For now. 

			Black satisfaction settled over Oltyx, as the protocol’s enaction progressed too far to be averted. Let the orks have the Ossuary, he thought, revelling in having abandoned the burden of dynastic piety at last. Whatever strategic value the place had was replaceable elsewhere. Beyond that, what was it really, but a well-decorated hole in the ground? A monument to necrontyr self-pity, lined with statues of the mad and disgraced, and protecting only those few, sad caskets bearing sleepers too damaged to wake. Those, of course, and the Cursed. What would the orks make of their victory, he wondered, when they made it down into the catacombs and met the progeny of Llandu’gor for the first time?

			If preserving the tomb’s purity was so important to the dynasty, Unnas should have taken one of the many opportunities he had been given to reinforce Sedh’s feeble garrison. The smallest fraction of the miser-king’s legions would have tripled the fringeworld’s strength. But Unnas had not really cared at all. Or rather, he had cared far more about Oltyx’s humiliation. Either way, the dynast had never spared so much as a scarab. Sedh’s nomarch would be more than happy to le–

			[26]/[0] Oltyx has forgotten the timer, but it is accurate. As it happens, the first ork bullet to hit anything hits Oltyx – square in the faceplate, with a resounding clang. Retro-divination protocols suggest it was not aimed at him. And while it succeeds only in chipping the coal-rough surface of his ­necrodermis, it is the first hit nonetheless. The strategic submind quietly wonders if the time for bitter introspection has passed. 

			Oltyx jerked his head a fraction, annoyed by the bullet’s impact. He tried to resume his internal tirade against the royal house of Ithakas, but paused when he noticed the request-glyph that had been floating in his vision for some time. This time it was from Doctrinal, but clearly it had learned from the example set by Strategic, as it was formatted demurely, with none of the submind’s usual outrage. Even more surprising was the fact its seal of silence had faded fifteen seconds ago, but it had not yet interrupted him.

			Yes? he enquired, genuinely curious as to its attitude. 

			Is my master sure he is making the right decision in withdrawing? asked Doctrinal in reply, sounding more weary than angry. 

			Your master has made the decision, said Oltyx. Because he had. The translation energies had formed a spectral web over every warrior on the Temenos now; somewhere in a distant mountain pass, their outlines would already be tracing themselves in the air. 

			My master has set the rite in motion, but its destination is not yet set. 

			You have another locus in mind? asked Oltyx, baffled. Had his act of rebellion driven the partitioned mind mad? If it had, it was hiding it well. 

			Your servant does not. But it believes someone else might. 

			You have gone mad, then. 

			Only my master can judge that. I hope, however, he will indulge his servant in listening to a few words of Djoseras’, which it gathered from my master’s buffers as the reverie was dismissed. 

			The submind had always been obsessed with Djoseras, worshipping him like a paragon, and now it seemed it wanted to preach his elder’s words to him. Oltyx was not a being prone to amusement, even by necron standards. Still, this request was so bizarre he had to hear it out. The ork charge had emerged from the smoke now, and was sweeping towards his warriors in a seething mass of raised axes, pounding boots and cracked yellow tusks. But according to Strategic’s timer, the protocol’s casting would be complete a good few seconds before they arrived, so there was little else to do but wait. 

			‘Tell me then, Oltyx,’ said Doctrinal, tonal-modifier glyphs lending it an ­eerily good impersonation of Djoseras’ tone, ‘where is the strength of the dynasty?’

			Oltyx did not know how he knew the answer, but he did, as certainly as he knew anything. A full second had passed by the time he answered, the words emerging from his vocal actuators as a gasp of awe. 

			‘In the stones,’ he pronounced, as it all came together. That had been the point of the reverie. The knot in his memetic buffer came loose, and everything within recompiled itself into sudden, blinding order. In the stones, he repeated, inside his mind. Then, before he knew it, he was bellowing it into the madness of the horde, glaive thrust out towards the orks in challenge. 

			‘The strength is in the stones!’ he cried, because at last, he had his solution. 

			There was no more time for bellowing, however. He had to work fast. Arresting the translation protocol on the very edge of completion, Oltyx seized the attention of his analytical submind and, before it could say a word, began to divert a flood of numbers towards it, cast directly from the translation relays. It was happy enough with that. As it tore through the calculations, he checked the strategic submind’s timer. 

			[12]/[0]

			Twelve seconds until the orks hit. It was going to be very close. The orks were falling in droves at the plain’s edge, but even as their gauss-mauled bodies fell to the snow, the brutes behind were vaulting over them, heedless of danger in their hunger to reach the fight. And casualties were already mounting on his own line. As more and more enemy guns reached the front, the air above the charging horde was thick with shells, rockets and savage arcs of warp lightning. 

			[9]/[0]

			Noticing the rite had been halted, Strategic’s presence blazed into his ­executive buffer, demanding an explanation for such apparent lunacy. There was no time. Analytical had completed the calculations, and Oltyx only needed to check them once for error, before the rite could be resumed. The rest, they could figure out once they were there. 

			[7]/[0] 

			The air was alight with the clang of ordnance on necrodermis, but the ancient shells of the warriors only had moments left to endure. As the data soared through Oltyx’s core-flux, and he saw that it was flawless, a set of vestigial arrays flickered in the lower currents of his mind – things that had once been actuator signals for facial muscles. Had his face not been a feature­less death mask, it would have tightened into a thin grimace of pride. They were going to make it.

			[3]/[0] 

			Glancing down the line with three seconds left before the orks hit, Oltyx saw the warriors had become translucent, visible only as outlines around the glow of their core-flux. As they faded from reality, the orks’ bullets swam through their half-present mass, unable to harm them. And then, without so much as a rustle of air to mark their passing, they were gone. 

			[0]/[0] 

			According to relay protocol, nobles were always last to translate, preceded by their adjutants, in order to ensure the stablest possible carrier signal and minimise errors. This afforded Oltyx a brief, rare moment of pleasure, as he got to see the look on the faces of ten thousand orks, as the fight they had waded through hell to reach, disappeared before their eyes. He also saw Neth, looking down at his own disappearing hands with bafflement-patterns swarming over his discharge nodes, and realised nobody had explained anything to the hapless praetor since the protocol had been cast. 

			‘Neth,’ he shouted curtly from the ledge, voice ringing down the suddenly empty line, as the orks began to howl in frustration. ‘New orders.’

			‘My l-l-liege?’ replied the praetor.

			‘We’re headed inside the Ossuary. To the Tertiary Sanctum. And as soon as we arrive, you are to begin deploying lines for a fighting retreat. Pattern three-sixty-six-sefu, with modifications I’ll detail.’ 

			‘Yes, nomarch.’ 

			‘And Neth,’ said Oltyx, feeling the sudden weight of the fact he had nearly executed the praetor earlier. ‘Consider yourself redeemed. If the breaching of the Temenos was on your head, then the breaching of the Ossuary shall be on mine. So, unless you have absolutely no other choice, I command you not to die. There would be little point in it.’

			‘Th-thank you, master,’ said Neth – and was that relief, of all things, creaking through the voice as it began to fade? ‘Let the enemy c-come forth,’ he said with a relish and a presence Oltyx thought he had long lost, ‘and l-learn what happens to those who intrude… in the houses of gods!’ 

			Neth vanished, but the words continued to echo. As Oltyx disappeared as well, he actually felt impressed. It wasn’t a bad line. Maybe there was something to be salvaged from the wreckage of the praetor after all. 
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			CHAPTER FOUR

			THE NEW WAY OF WAR

			Oltyx regarded the sanctum’s doors calmly as they thundered with the pounding of axes and bullets. Occasionally there was a muffled, splintering boom, as the orks let off one of the field guns they had dragged into the tunnels, no doubt liquefying half the troops hammering at the door, and deafening the other. The barrier was made of tougher stuff, but self-repairing though it was, it wouldn’t hold much longer, even against such crude artillery. Then again, it wouldn’t have to, as Oltyx was about to open it. 

			His gambit had worked. The orks had made it inside the Ossuary, and now they were here, they were being punished for it. Wild with frustration at the disappearance of the defenders, they had swarmed inside with even less semblance of order than usual, and proceeded to blunder into every trap Oltyx had laid for them. 

			There had been many opportunities for traps. The Ossuary complex was built along a single axis, with circular sanctums threaded along it like beads. Each was surrounded by concentric orbital corridors, and most sprouted branch tunnels, extending into smaller repetitions of the overall pattern. From above, it would look like the complex orrery glyph that made up the sigil of Ithakas, but Oltyx doubted the orks knew or appreciated that. To them, it was just a big, dark maze full of death. 

			Floods of orks had been tempted up dead-end branches, only to have the roof collapsed behind them, while elsewhere, they had been goaded into fighting up steep inclines under hails of gauss fire, only to have their attackers vanish like ghosts once the survivors staggered to the top. They had stumbled down corridors flooded with self-destructing scarabs, been cut to pieces by hit-and-run attacks from hidden side-chambers, and lured over the precipices of bone-shattering drops. The pillar-choked hypostyles and their overlooking galleries had proved a killing ground to make the Katash Passes look meagre, and the orks’ numbers were evaporating, thousands at a time. 

			The crowning slaughter, however, had occurred here: in the great, drum-shaped vault of the Tertiary Sanctum, held up and watched over by vast statues of Sedh’s ancestral lords. Five times now, on each day of the tomb’s defence, Oltyx had allowed the orks to build up into a huge crowd at the door of the sanctum. He would release canopteks to torment them, getting them worked up to a frenzy, before letting them in and having them cut down from all sides in their rush to advance. Each time, the killing had continued until he ran out of orks, at which point, the chamber would be shut and the whole mechanism reset, until more of the dwindling horde came down to continue the fight.

			Another enemy might have sought a route around the choke point, or tunnelled, or attempted infiltration through any one of a hundred concealed maintenance tunnels. But this rabble just got angrier and angrier, and more desperate for a frontal assault. Going by the blasts coming from the other side of the door as the orks shelled their own troops, being kept from their own slaughter had enraged them so much that they had begun to do the work themselves.

			These five days had been satisfying. So rare was pleasure in Oltyx’s existence, that when unfamiliar patterns had begun to pulse across his carapace, he had mistaken them for some refrenetic error in his flux. But his discharge nodes were quite clear in their patterns – he was pleased.

			And after the angst, the despondency and the indecision he had been weighed down with outside, Oltyx had needed it. Finally, he was not thinking but fighting. Fighting as sparingly and as cleverly as he had ­always dreamed he might, and winning. The Ossuary would not fall. 

			Strategic, ever jockeying with its doctrinal counterpart for primacy of rank, had continued to insist that the Katash contingency would have been the better option. But if the Ossuary had not been worth defending, he had argued, then why not concede Sedh entirely? And if Sedh was an acceptable loss, why not Triszehn, Efforion and all the other coreworlds, too? Perhaps Antikef itself might be worth their efforts – or would they eventually elect to run from the crownworld too, when the Unclean had come? 

			No, Oltyx had chastened his submind. The successors of the necrontyr could not run from their usurpers, hoping only to cling on to existence. Without the solidity of what they had once built beneath their feet, they could only be a pale echo of a people, barely worth preserving. They would devote everything to the defence of their legacy, as Djoseras would have willed. But as he had demonstrated already in the deathtrap he had made of the tomb’s passages, they would not defend it by fighting like necrontyr. 

			The Nomarch of Sedh resolved to put Djoseras, and all the rest of the past, out of his mind for a while. For once, the present was worth his attention. And since the defence of the tomb had allotted him brief contentment, he had decided to allow himself a little sport. 

			‘I’m playing something of a game,’ said Oltyx to the dying ork at his feet, as another blast rocked the doors. ‘I’m trying to anger your king. Do you think it is working?’ 

			Not that it matters what the bacteria in a cesspool call each other, his xenology partition interjected, in a clear betrayal that the issue mattered to it, but their term for king is ‘warboss’. 

			Noted, replied Oltyx, making no effort to record the fact, and shooed the submind back to its strange, hateful meditations on the Unclean. 

			‘Wugh,’ croaked the ork, baring its fangs through a froth of blood and mucus. With its abdomen chewed open by gauss fire, it could barely muster a breath, let alone speak a word he would deign to translate. But although Oltyx technically had other intelligent company in the form of the deathmark Lysikor, currently lurking in the shadows of the sanctum’s upper gallery, he honestly preferred the prospect of talking to a dying animal. 

			‘Yes,’ said Oltyx, not caring what the ork had been trying to say. ‘It is… extravagant, really, for me to be here myself, trying to goad your king into a fight. But it is for the sake of my peer, I suppose. Yenekh, the High Admiral of Sedh.’ Oltyx nodded towards one of the sanctum’s colossal statues. ‘That is him over there, in fact.’

			‘Hrgggh,’ gurgled the ork, before making a vile sound in its throat, craning its head towards Yenekh’s effigy, and hawking a glob of bloody spit towards it. Remembering his encounter with the grohtt, he concluded this was a popular means of expression among the orkoid species. Oltyx was aware of the aversion-glyphs rising from his xenology partition as it took note. 

			‘Good,’ Oltyx said, prodding the ork’s wound with his glaive and making it howl. ‘I see you, too, are trying to annoy me. Spirited, but futile, for I do not much care for those effigies myself.’ After the series of massacres in the chamber, most of the statues were now submerged to the knee in mounds of decomposing green bodies, streaked with blood and flecks of stringy gore. There was a sort of grim humour to it, Oltyx thought, given the fate to which many of the nobles portrayed had succumbed. Given the curse. 

			Although nobody knew why, Ithakas had suffered more greatly than any of its neighbours with Llandu’gor’s gift – more than any dynasty still standing, it was said. And Sedh, being the enclave of sorrow that it was, had been stricken even worse than the rest of the dynasty. Of all the nobles portrayed here, nearly two-thirds had succumbed to the curse. Their faces had been shorn from their statues, and the blank stone had been engraved over with the hekatic glyph meaning ‘nobody’, so as to erase their personhood from reality. 

			‘Alas,’ he said to the ork as it convulsed with coughs, poking its wound again for good measure. ‘Yenekh has been troubled, lately.’ Oltyx feared it was worse than that – that Yenekh was in the early stages of the pattern ataxia that had led to Neth’s decrepit state. But he was not going to admit that to an ork. ‘Still, he remains a marvel with his twin blades, and he could never resist a good duel. If I know him, there is nothing that will bring him back to his senses like a chance to fell someone else’s champion. Hence I am standing here as bait, trying to get your lord as angry as I can.’ 

			In reply, the ork reached weakly upwards with its one good arm, trying to get a grip on his leg, but he kicked it away with a scornful burst of white noise. 

			‘Yenekh is a hero. One of the few left in the dynasty, even in his torpor. Most of those others’ – and at that, he gestured at those statues with faces still intact – ‘ran away from Sedh altogether. Hoping the curse wouldn’t follow them, I suppose.’ 

			It was the same all across the fringeworlds on the border – the meaner outposts had been left to crumble and moulder, as their rulers flocked inward to bask around the embers of dynastic splendour. Oltyx’s voice grew an edge now, as he imagined them.

			‘They’ll be on Antikef now, hanging on to Unnas at his endless parades and arena games. Hoping Sedh will look after itself.’ 

			‘Gakkh,’ wheezed the ork, levering itself onto its side. ‘Mor… gul’mek… gitt.’ This was evidently a threat, as it had produced a blade from somewhere and was brandishing it at him, but Oltyx was not greatly concerned.

			‘Yes,’ he agreed, as the stone doors shook again, and a roar came from beyond the barricade. ‘Much as it shames me to say it, your migration is proving a match for what remains of the strength on our borders.’ Sedh, after all, was lucky enough to have him in charge, thanks to his penal ­appointment as nomarch. On the other frontier worlds – for the front of this war was wide, and this was not the only incursion they were facing – the garrisons were having to make do under wardens such as Neth, or worse. 

			‘Worlds drop out of contact every century,’ he told the ork indignantly, ‘and nobody on Antikef seems to care.’ If they even realise what’s happening, Oltyx added to himself, as the ork tried to focus on its own blade. He was virtually certain, in fact, that even his curt interstitial reports to the capital on the progress of Sedh’s defence were a waste of time. They would all go unread, transcribed by blank-oculared clerks, before being filed in the bottomless dimensional appendices where the unwanted bureaucracy of a stellar empire ended up. 

			The ork was trying to stab him, now. He looked down at it in something like disappointment. It was hard to believe these things had been designed during the old wars as a counter to necron supremacy. Once, Oltyx had felt insulted by that. Now, he felt ashamed – because in the case of his dynasty, once the brightest light in the western reawakening, it was working. 

			Oltyx, he thought to himself in a cold, fluid voice, interrupting his pondering. Bait’s been taken. Shall we?

			Only it wasn’t him thinking the words. It wasn’t even one of his partitions, who at least had the right – being at least a sort of him – to interrupt. It was Lysikor, projecting into his mind from the shadows. Who else would have the talent, and the poor manners, to bypass the seals of his executive buffer and transmit directly to his aural arrays? The deviant had even boosted the transmission with a forged corollary discharge, so Oltyx thought for a moment it was his own mind speaking. 

			This was the self-styled Duke of Deathmarks’ idea of humour, and Oltyx was all too used to it. Quite simply, Lysikor did what Lysikor liked – it wasn’t that he didn’t care what others would think of his actions, so much as that the thought never occurred to him. Once a minor lord from one of Ithakas’ most powerful subsidiary houses, he had woken from the Great Sleep suddenly free of the burden of social understanding, and had immediately decided to assassinate every other noble on his coreworld as they slept. By his own account, he had thought it ‘might be interesting’. 

			It had been interesting. Had it happened more recently, Unnas’ hammer would have come down hard on the rogue. But this was in the earliest days of the reawakening, when Antikef had been weak from sleep, and Unnas had been more reasonable, hesitant to wage war on such a powerful vassal. Lysikor, now technically a nemesor (as he had slain everyone above himself in rank), had been offered a deal: renounce control over his new coreworld and exile himself to Sedh, and he would be pardoned. After stipulating that he also be allowed to keep calling himself nemesor (or ‘duke’, when he wished, even though that was not an Ithakan title), Lysikor had agreed far more casually than anyone expected, and had become the first in the fringeworld’s ever-expanding community of outcasts. 

			Oltyx did not like, or trust, him at all. But when he was in the mood to help, he was invaluable. And finally, after months of doing nothing to aid the bitter conflict against the orks, Lysikor was in the mood, as he had thought ‘massacres were entertaining’. 

			Already, the nomarch had had enough of him. 

			Who have they sent? Oltyx thought back at him in a transmission bristling with hostility-glyphs, and encoded with a seal that would force a reply by standard carrier wave. 

			‘Someone big enough that I suspect he has sent himself,’ mused Lysikor. ‘Think it’s the leader.’

			‘Their king?’ 

			‘They call their kings “warboss”, you know.’

			‘Their warboss, then,’ Oltyx conceded, tired of being corrected on the matter. 

			‘Yes, Oltyx. I am just surprised your new friend did not tell you. First a grohtt, now an ork – you have quite a fondness for dying greenskins, no?’ 

			New friend indeed, thought Oltyx, suppressing a brief bloom of shame across his discharge nodes, and decapitated the ork with a twitch of his glaive. 

			‘Enough, Lysikor. I am opening the doors. And remember – kill anything except the… warboss. That is for Yenekh. That is the whole point of this charade.’ Reminded of this, Oltyx cast another missive to the admiral’s suite on the Akrops. As usual, it was received by the voidcraft’s interstitial receiver arrays, but not answered. That was acceptable: Yenekh would be listening. And once his old friend saw what Oltyx had lured in for him, he’d be out of his despondency in no time. 

			With a deep shudder, the doors shifted on their hinges, and began to grind open with the speed of a sunrise. 

			The orks did not dither. As soon as the gap between the doors was wide enough, they fired their artillery straight through. One shell hit the door’s edge, sending a spray of superheated gravel into the sanctum, but the second was aimed true, streaking into the chamber like a meteor. Oltyx was only aware of the shell’s passage after it struck him, however. This was nothing out of the ordinary: alerted by circumspection protocols, his third submind (eager to a fault, Combat was always ready) had dilated its chronosense the moment the door-seal had cracked, and had run divination algorithms on the shot before it had even cleared the barrel. By the time the sound of the shot had reached the ragged ears of the ork gunners, Combat had already projected the likely point of impact on his carapace, and diverted a surge of core-flux to the necrodermis there. 

			As the warhead had spiralled towards his chest, the filaments woven through Oltyx’s outer layer had thrummed, for just a quantum instant, with the energy of a star’s death. When the shell’s tip had met his god-forged hide, it had been obliterated so thoroughly that it ceased to exist, leaving the explosive charge to boil out harmlessly around him in a wreath of flame. The first Oltyx knew of any of this, however, was the sensation that someone had cast a handful of warm sand over him. It was useful, sometimes, having other selves. 

			Another shot might have tested his integrity, as the augmented sempiternal weave took time to reset itself, after all. But he knew the orks would be far too incautious to wait for the smoke to clear and make sure of their kill before charging. As predicted, even while the detonation’s exhaust still billowed around him, the orks were hooting in glee at having felled him in one shot, and were piling through the doorway. But as the front runners saw Oltyx standing motionless in the dissipating smoke, they stopped open-mawed, falling into brief, blessed silence. Oltyx watched their small, brutish eyes twinkling with reflections of the dying flames, and permitted himself a moment of amusement as bafflement crinkled their brows. There was no time for further theatre, however.

			‘Now,’ he broadcast at Lysikor, an instant after the deathmark gave the order for his hunting pack to emerge. Instantly, the sanctum’s upper gallery was bathed in fizzing green light, as a score of canoptek wraiths phased into existence from their hiding places in the cracks of reality. Forbidden from commanding necron troops by the terms of his pardon, the duke had spent the centuries brazenly embezzling maintenance constructs from Sedh’s tombs instead. Oltyx had no idea how many of the things he had by now. 

			Rearing up on their whip tails, the wraiths revealed the long-barrelled synaptic disintegrators slung beneath their crablike carapaces, and fired at once. There was none of the hollow roar of gauss fire, nor the blaze of light: just silent, colourless lines of brightness, winking through the smoke to connect weapons and foes. The impacts were just as unspectacular, in terms of physical damage. But they were lethal all the same, just like the enmitic weapons which had been used on the ork walkers outside. 

			Each beam was a malediction written in neutrinos: a simple hekatic proclamation, decreeing the non-existence of the target’s mind. In the case of orks, the proclamations used were very simple indeed, amounting to little more than ‘my brain has ended’. They worked. All at once, the frontrunning orks collapsed to the floor like sacks of rubble, eyes rolling back, as their brains conformed to the will of the guns. A hardy few stumbled forward clutching their skulls, as orks’ minds were obstinate, disobedient things. But alone, at least, they were feeble, and none had the wit to make it four paces before keeling over. 

			The survivors fell back to the doorway. Orks were no cowards, but while they knew no fear of death, the idea of meeting their end so quietly, with no violence or gore, was offensive to them. 

			They think it’s CHEATING, commented Xenology, with malicious relish.

			Good, thought Oltyx in reply, before it could enlighten him further. Synaptic disintegrators were costly to use, as each shot comprised a unique imprecation, which needed to be pre-written by a cryptek. And Mentep was Sedh’s only cryptek. Wasting these on common Unclean infantry was, as the engrammancer would probably have said, like forging nails from strangesteel. But Oltyx wanted to frustrate the orks as much as possible. Making sure Yenekh would be alerted to the scry-link he cast from his oculars as he observed the doorway, he waited to see what would happen next. 

			There was a lot of shouting in the darkness, what sounded like several distinct fist fights, and then the unmistakable thud of solid ammunition entering flesh at very close range. There was no need to switch visual spectra for a better look: it was clear the orks had something of a dilemma. Usually, the most massive among them were the ones who led the charges, as they could defend the privilege with their fists. In this case, however, the biggest were the least keen to throw themselves into the teeth of such a boring death, and were battering each other for the right to stay in cover. 

			Then their bickering was silenced by a roar as crude and loud as one of their promethium-fuelled engines, and Oltyx knew Lysikor had been right. The bait had been taken. He knew this not from the volume of the roar, but from its quality. He would know that tone anywhere: it was the sound of a commander, sick of the incompetence of their lessers, deciding to get the job done themselves. The passageway echoed with clanking footsteps, each accompanied by a metallic-sounding grunt, and at last, the warboss came stamping into the light. 

			It was enormous, perhaps twice Oltyx’s height, and easily four times his mass. According to the proud insistence of his analytical partition, ever ready with statistics, its armour alone outweighed him. In fact, it was hard to tell where the armour stopped and where the beast began. Clearly, it had been half blown apart on some distant battlefield, and patched back together with spare parts from a war machine. Looking closer, Oltyx saw actual hydraulics flexing in the tangled mess of its right-hand side. The machinery might as well have been sticks and string, to necron sensibilities, but it was almost quaint in its ingenuity. The warboss growled, the sound echoing from inside a massive, welded-shut helmet with a vision slit that looked suspiciously like it had been adapted from the turret of an armoured vehicle. Lysikor’s wraiths would have no luck shooting through that. 

			As the brute hefted an enormous chainaxe and revved it until smoke poured from the blade, Oltyx was unconcerned. He had expected all this, and more. All he had to do was occupy the creature for a few moments, until it was distracted – then Yenekh could slip in through the interstices of reality with his twin khopesh blades, and remind everyone why he had been known as the Razor of Sedh. And truly, thought Oltyx, as he sent the translation locus coordinates to the Akrops, it was Yenekh who most needed reminding. 

			As the armoured monstrosity began to accelerate towards him, Oltyx couldn’t help but notice the high admiral had not acknowledged receipt of the coordinates. He had not acknowledged any of his communications thus far, in fact. That was troubling. 

			‘Yenekh,’ sent Oltyx, initiating a direct broadcast and anointing it with three seals of urgency, ‘are you prepared?’

			There was still no answer. Not even the faint carrier wave trembling which usually met his missives to the Akrops, reassuring him he was at least being heard. 

			‘You are… watching, aren’t you?’ 

			There was only silence in reply, and the warboss was just twenty-seven kubits away from him now. The situation was not ideal. 

			Strategic suggested he order troops into the sanctum to assist him, and Oltyx nearly agreed, until his wild mood got the better of him. He could fight the ork himself, for as long as it took until Yenekh arrived. Merely ­imagining war, he reminded himself, would not build his strength. The phrase sounded familiar, though he had no idea where he had heard it before. Probably one of Mentep’s, he concluded, as he flooded his kinetic actuators with core-flux, and fell into a casual defensive posture. 

			His systems were depleted from repelling the artillery shot, and he hadn’t planned for the fight, but he was still more than a match for the Unclean lord. To dodge a duel in front of the ever-troublesome Lysikor would earn him more grief in the long run than any warboss. And besides, he felt like a fight. 

			With the ork just nineteen kubits away, and its axe already swinging in for a beheading blow, Oltyx made one last attempt to contact Yenekh, flooding the transmission with profanity-signifiers to underline his exasperation, but the silence endured. 

			So be it, thought Oltyx. Feeling especially reckless, he even forbade his perceptual array from cueing its most basic hostile engagement state, and sealed away his combat partition from contributing to the duel. Already ill-tempered from missing out on Neth’s beating, it snapped at the seal in raw frustration, but it would have to wait its turn. It was time for Oltyx to remember some of his own power.

			With microseconds to spare, he dived forward under the onrushing axe of the warboss, shoulder-plate clashing against the stone, before rolling smoothly into a fighting crouch. By the time the ork had mastered the momentum of the swing, he was up, and lashing out with his glaive to sever a cluster of cables on the back of the giant’s knee. This was easier than he had expected. But although the leg faltered, it did not buckle, and the warboss turned with astonishing speed, raising the axe for a second strike.

			He was no Yenekh, but he still knew a feint when he saw one, and was ready when the warboss lunged forward with the crackling metal claw that encased its off-hand. Darting to the side, he made to gouge the ork’s legs with a low jab from his glaive, but that claw was quicker than it had any right to be, and blocked the strike in a shower of sparks. The glaive’s phase blade should have carved straight through the claw’s pincers like clay, but it was held fast between them, repelled by some kind of jury-rigged magnetic field that sent arcs of lightning writhing over both combatants. Perhaps this was not so easy, thought Oltyx.

			With monstrous strength, the ork lifted the glaive by its blade, forcing Oltyx’s arms with it. As the claw strained against the phase blade, its generators began to give out, whining and popping in bursts of flame. The metal of the claw was glowing red now as the protective field collapsed, and the air was filled with the olfactory signature of burned meat as the arm inside was cooked. But still the warboss heaved the phase blade aloft, the vision slit of its helm flickering orange in the glow as it overpowered the nomarch. 

			Oltyx was so focused on breaking the impasse, he nearly missed the next blow. When he did register the axe coming round, with all the dumb weight of masonry collapsing, he was forced to abandon his glaive to the grip of the claw, flexing backwards to duck under the swing before scrambling away from a second swipe. The ork threw his weapon aside with a growl that dipped deep into infrasound, and surged forward again, leading with the glowing, jagged ruin of its claw. Oltyx began to worry that he might, perhaps, have been overconfident in refusing Combat’s aid. It would have been a perfect moment for Yenekh to show up. But he did not.

			As he paced backwards, weaponless, he weaved away from blow after blow, and waited for the warboss to tire. Somehow, though, the monster only seemed to grow in vigour with each wild swipe. Its iron-shod feet thundered against the stone of the tomb as it came, and Oltyx’s sensors were flooded with the heat radiating from its body. 

			This was not how biology was supposed to work, he thought, growing irritated. Whatever the Old Enemy had intended in designing the orks, they were the ugliest sort of masterpiece, either working beyond the theoretical limits of organic metabolism, or just ignoring them entirely. To match the strength of a combatant like this, one would need to have a reactor built into their body. 

			Luckily, Oltyx had a reactor built into his body. He had six, in fact, thanks to the core-vessels that anchored Mentep’s partitions. For all there was to bemoan about the incarceration his people had consigned themselves to, the lethal efficiency of their prisons was hard to begrudge. Oltyx reared back yet again to avoid a brutal sideswipe, but this time, he kept his feet planted, and extended his arm behind him, as if he were about to throw a rock. 

			I’m better at this than I remembered, he allowed himself, and called his weapon through the interstices. The glaive returned to him, far too late for his assailant to react, and Oltyx put his entire strength into an overarm strike at point-blank range. The superheated phase blade plunged right through the warboss’ chest, sending a geyser of murky steam billowing from the wound, and the ork howled in agony. As it staggered backwards with Oltyx’s glaive through its body, steam began to leak from its helmet, no doubt pouring out from its mouth as its innards boiled. It was certainly a mortal blow. 

			By Kalugura’s chains, though, thought Oltyx, when the ork removed the weapon from its body and hurled it into the dark once again, it’s taking forever to die. 

			Apparently, the blow had not been mortal enough. Shaking its head as if clearing a bad smell, the warboss pounded the flagstones with a boot like an engine block, bellowed in fury, and charged. Oltyx was so taken aback, he reacted a moment too late. He swerved sufficiently wide for the axe’s blade to miss his head, but the flat of it slammed into his flank, and knocked him sideways. 

			Equilibrioceptors spinning, he staggered four heavy steps before finding his balance. By then, the giant was advancing again. This time, he had neither a weapon to repel it with, nor time to translate his glaive back into his hand. And still, there was no Yenekh. By Szarekh’s eyes, where was he?

			The stakes, suddenly, were much higher. Because for all that Oltyx was willing to reinterpret doctrine when it come to the defence of sacred tombs, even he had his limits. Condescending to fight filth like this barehanded was one of them. It would be dishonour of the highest order. But by this stage he was extremely angry with Yenekh’s failure to show up when he had stopped winning, and his anger had only been compounded by the ork’s failure to expire. The sport was over – it was time for some extreme pragmatism.

			Before his doctrinal partition could ascertain what he was doing, and before he could convince himself out of it, Oltyx reached to the floor, and rummaged among the abattoir mess for a handful of… detritus. Despite blocking as much telemetry from his hand as he could, he knew it was cool and cloying, heavy as wet sand wrapped in slippery leather. Repulsive. For a scion of the royal line to touch organic viscera with his hands was taboo of the highest order. If it happened accidentally, it would necessitate the execution of the servant responsible, and a long sequence of cleansing rites. But here, it was the quickest way of finishing the fight. And in Oltyx’s new way of war, tradition had been supplanted by necessity, had it not? 

			Quick as a serpent, he threw the clod of gore straight at the ork’s head, where it landed against the helmet’s vision slit with a wet slap. 

			The warboss grunted in frustration. Its brain was clearly beginning to catch up with the fact its body was dying, and it knew it had limited time to take Oltyx with it. And now, it could not see. The great blind helmet swung round in confusion, looking for its foe, but it had lost him. Oltyx had no doubt it would find astonishing new reserves of strength if he ­allowed it to regain its senses. So he wouldn’t allow it to. 

			Oltyx recalled his blade to hand again, and advanced on the helpless giant to finish the job.
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			CHAPTER FIVE

			MEAT

			‘That was quite the unexpected show,’ said Lysikor, his voice cool and dry as cryonic gas. While the deathmark had at least been wise enough not to speak inside Oltyx’s mind this time, he had let just enough amusement into his tone to compound the nomarch’s anger. ‘I thought we had been saving this one for our… conspicuously absent friend?’

			‘I became carried away,’ muttered Oltyx, heating the necrodermis of his hands to sear away the last of the blasphemous battlefield muck.

			‘You certainly did,’ said Lysikor, inspecting the remains of the warboss with an air of genuine appreciation. ‘I like your work.’

			In his frustration at Yenekh’s failure to arrive, Oltyx had not allowed the ork a clean death, or a quick one. It had been an episode of sheer cruelty – a ritual to wipe away the near humiliation of the combat, and inflict it on another being. As more of the beast’s substance had befouled his form, his revulsion had intensified, driving him to even bloodier malice in an attempt to expel it. Perhaps, in the end, he had gone too far. 

			They were standing now among the scattered wreckage of the giant’s body, intermingled with pieces of the bodyguards who had rushed in to avenge its death. Their ends had been no more pleasant. But the joy he had taken from the butchery had been bitter, meagre and quick to fade. And now it had receded, he was riven with abhorrence. 

			My master has touched fl*sh with his own hand! bawled his doctrinal submind, back to its usual self. But Oltyx did not scorn it. He had earned the shame. 

			Oltyx was angry with himself: at the arrogance of fighting without his combat partition active, and at the fact he had been reduced to such desperation without it. But more than that, at the entire charade of baiting the warboss for the sake of Yenekh’s cheer. It had been reckless and impulsive, and sentimental – exactly the sort of thing Djoseras would have expected of him. Buoyed by the thrill of fighting on his own for five days, he had indeed become carried away. And now his mood had turned, even the wisdom of moving the fight into the tomb seemed in doubt. Maybe he had no grand new blueprint for war after all, but was simply spinning a narrative around his own slow loss of control.

			Inevitably, his discontent found new targets. If it hadn’t been for Djoseras’ condemnation in the first place, or Unnas’ weakness in going along with it, he never would have been fighting this desperate gutter war. And if Yenekh, that sulking, self-pitying craven, had finally showed some backbone, they would be together again now, driving the last of the orks away in triumph. Oltyx’s failures could never outweigh the extent to which others had failed him. 

			‘I hate to break your… contemplation, nomarch,’ offered Lysikor, making one of his rare, awkward attempts at tact, ‘but there remains the minor issue of the six thousand, four hundred and thirty-two orks still infesting the complex. Shall we allow them to regroup in order to draw them into another slaughter here as before, or…?’ 

			‘There will be no need,’ Oltyx said, his scoured carapace pulsing with senseless patterns of malevolence. He’d been stretching the fight out for Yenekh’s sake, setting everything up for the Razor of Sedh’s showpiece ­return, but his patience had died with the warboss. ‘This farce has dragged on long enough. Now their leader is dead, they will be retreating outside to find a new one. We will not permit them to do so.’

			But as he paced the sanctum, Oltyx cycled through scry-casts from the scarabs in the axial corridor, and saw that he was wrong. After seeing their leader butchered, the orks were fleeing – but only to the next sanctum, which the warboss had been using as something between a command post and a throne room. All over the Ossuary, other groups were doing the same: while Oltyx had expected them to stampede for the surface in panic, they were simply moving to central, defensible chambers, and sitting tight.

			What are they waiting for? Oltyx demanded of his xenology submind. 

			For a new thug to rally behind. They’ll fight at first, to see if anyone’s strong enough to take the mantle now. And although there probably won’t be, there’ll be someone outside who is. 

			They do not have a line of succession? 

			Well, yes, they do, said Xenology, restraint-glyphs flashing as it did its best to be concise, but it’s just… muscles. They won’t press forward until they’re led by someone they all feel personally threatened by. And given the horde outside is in such poor condition, they may even just wait for the next wave to make planetfall, and merge into it when it arrives here.

			I see, thought Oltyx, fleetingly trying to ascertain what he thought of that system of government. But they’re not going to leave either?

			Not without a fight, alas.

			Typical, thought Oltyx. In killing their leader, he had made his situation harder. At least under the warboss, the orks had been forever trying to advance, making it pathetically easy to trap them. But if he wanted them out now, he’d have to commit to a counter-attack on multiple, easily fortified chambers. There would be casualties – too many of them. Plus, Oltyx himself would be honour-bound to lead the assault on the ork-held sanctum, and he was in no mood for another grubby brawl. But he couldn’t let them just sit there until the next horde arrived.

			Then a plan occurred to him. And immediately, he wished it hadn’t. Because although it was drastic enough to make his combat with the warboss look like a crownworld solar ceremony by comparison, it was too blindingly efficient not to enact. It would be certain to exterminate the orks, while inflicting no casualties on his own force – no casualties that anyone cared about, anyway. Djoseras would have said it was foolish in the extreme, and it was certainly impulsive. But how reckless could it be, if it incurred no risk? Oltyx could already imagine the kynazh’s answer: that if one took any action on the assumption it would be risk-free, it was reckless by definition. 

			But Djoseras was not here, and Oltyx was certainly not inclined to visit him again in search of alternatives. He had his plan. And while it was a dark one, it matched the darkness of his mood perfectly. His will was that the Ossuary be cleansed, and now it was up to reality to conform to it. 

			To Llandu’gor with the orks, he thought, with purpose, and even his deeply secular strategic submind displayed warning-glyphs in response. This was, after all, not just an idle oath, but an introduction it was in Oltyx’s power to make. 

			Are you certain such an… invocation is wise? it queried, even as it assessed the possibilities and found them just as tactically favourable as Oltyx had. 

			Indeed, added the doctrinal submind, the sobriety of the Temenos returning once more. While I have grown used to my master’s relentless, colloquial blasphemies, there is a particular hekatic danger incurred when the powers he invokes are both real, and hungry. 

			Concerns noted on both counts, thought Oltyx bitterly, along with my delight that the two of you agree on something at last. Alas, I’m in no mood for debate. The seals of silence came down again over them both. 

			‘Praetor Neth,’ he said over carrier wave, as Lysikor’s lone ocular glimmered, and chilly intrigue-patterns slithered down the casing of his slender limbs.

			‘How may I serve you, s-s-sublime nomarch?’ answered Neth.

			‘Pull the troops back from all operations, and make contact with the… auxiliary phalanxes. Tell them that while the enemy draws breath in the Great Ossuary, their curfew is lifted. Tell them they may… feed at will.’ He had to clamp down on a wave of revulsion to make the order, and even though his praetor’s mind was little more than a wisp of personality clinging to a millstone of obedience, Oltyx could hear the trepidation in his voice as he acknowledged the order.

			‘A w-w-w-w-wise decision, my liege.’ 

			It’s expedient, Oltyx said inside his own mind, as the implanted cores bearing his strategic and doctrinal subminds throbbed with dismay. 

			…and it’s fascinating, replied Lysikor, in the voice of Oltyx’s own thoughts, then flinched as the nomarch turned to him, with glaive in hand. Oltyx had enough participants in his internal monologue already, without Lysikor pitching in again. 

			‘Just do it, Neth,’ Oltyx said, attempting to grit his teeth until he remembered the fused, jawless solidity of his faceplate, and spasmed with momentary horror. ‘And you, nemesor,’ he added to Lysikor, letting the discomfort deepen his ire, ‘new orders.’ Technically, they were requests, given the equivalence in their ranks, but he suspected Lysikor would not quibble. ‘Take your damned wraith pack, switch them to gauss weaponry, and watch that the auxiliaries don’t get out of line. They can do as they will with the orks, but if anything gets near our regulars, I want it atomised.’ 

			‘With pleasure, your highness,’ said Lysikor, with just a touch of insincerity, and he disappeared in a flicker of photonic mist. 

			As the tomb fell into a strange silence, as if it was holding its breath, Oltyx made his preparations to leave. He had no wish to see what would happen next, and he had spent long enough on the front line regardless. A reckoning with Yenekh had been coming for a long time, and he had postponed it beyond reason, for the sake of not souring their old bond. But at last, he was out of patience. He was going to force his way onto that crippled old battleship, and beat some sense into the coward that had been its master. 

			If Oltyx scrutinised his thoughts carefully enough, he suspected he might also find he was concerned about his former friend. He still hoped that whatever ailed Yenekh was a temporary depression. But there seemed a ghastly inevitably to the Razor’s decline, and the thought of him going the way of Neth was a dark one. Perhaps, just perhaps, he wanted to make sure this was not the case – that Yenekh really was in the grip of a temporary moral failure – before he battered dents into him. The battering was the main thing though: he was sure of it.

			Steadying his anger behind a veneer of royal confidence, Oltyx began preparing the translation. But as his hand moved through the first movement of the protocol’s casting, the howling began, stilling him like a surge of frigid neutrinos to his core. 

			The auxiliaries were loose. 

			It was a distant, lone sound at first. Something raw, like the cry of an animal in abject pain, filtered through failing machinery. A strangled, half-digitised screech that stuttered, looped on itself, and collapsed into atonal buzzing. As the wail continued, it was answered by another, deep in the tunnels. Soon there was a third, coming from somewhere far below the sanctum. And then, suddenly, there were hundreds. A cacophonous, all-consuming hunting call that made it sound as if the tomb itself was screaming in agony and ravenous hunger. And in a way, it was. 

			That was the thing about the Ossuary, and indeed all of Sedh’s tombs. While the waking brooded in their sanctums, and a few nobles still slept on in their sepulchres, probably never to rise, they were far from the only occupants. On Sedh, the houses of the dead were anything but places of rest. 

			Those who had fallen to the curse, from the near-mindless warriors to the nobles whose faces had ended up shorn from their own monuments in disgrace, had not simply vanished. They had crawled into the lightless places between the stones at first, congregating in the catacombs beneath the main tomb complexes. Then, as their madness had progressed, they had found their own strange ways through the substance of the world. Slipping from place to place without so much as an interstitial whisper, it was as if they moved in a darkness beyond even the light of necron science. And there they had swarmed, spilling occasionally into reality like vermin from the walls of a crumbling palace. 

			Worse yet, because of the level of contagion on Sedh, they had attracted more of their kind from across the dynasty. Along with a handful of other, similarly dismal places far from Antikef’s brightness, it had become a sort of plague colony – a magnet for the broken. In some cases, exile was involuntary: a noble on one of the coreworlds might be discovered engaged in one of the grisly feasts that marked the onset of the curse, and would immediately be outcast by his peers for fear of infection. More often, however, the Cursed came here of their own accord, seeking out their fellows across the stars, through whatever impossible warrens they dug beneath space. 

			Sometimes, while attending to duties in the deep vaults, Oltyx would hear the hollows echo with their chittering, only to find them empty when he turned to look, save for a few smears of red on the stones. Even when they were silent, he swore he could sense them down there, in their numberless squalor. 

			They were abhorred by those who still struggled on with intact minds, and feared in equal measure, for their madness was believed to be contagious. Mentep, as an engrammancer committed to the study of the mind, disagreed with this. He had arrived on Sedh committed to understanding the nature of the curse, and told whoever would listen that the blight could not be spread by proximity alone. He agreed with the common wisdom that the condition could arise in every necron. But while he still cautioned against contact with the Cursed, the cryptek argued their condition could only ever be progressed into an active state by the will of its victims. But then… well. Mentep said a lot of things. To Oltyx’s astonishment, he even doubted the curse was a curse. 

			Every necron knew the story: that Llandu’gor the Flayer, the only one of the necrons’ parasite-gods to be annihilated entirely in the rebellion following Szarekh’s great war, had enacted a dire revenge. After the killing blow had been struck by its slayers, the star-eater had gifted them with its own cannibal essence, and those doomed lords had passed it to their dynasties in turn. 

			Mentep believed in Llandu’gor’s death, but was sceptical of the rest. With no first-hand accounts of the slaying having surfaced in all the time since, he considered it a myth, spun from the chaos of the war’s ending, to ­explain away a sadder truth. Why admit the basic fact of our vulnerability, he had once asked Oltyx, during a long and bitter argument about what he insisted on calling the ‘Longing Sickness’, when we could blame our distress on the spite of gods? The cryptek could believe what he liked, however. To Sedh’s nomarch the curse was a curse, and it was contagious.

			Luckily, its victims could still be controlled, even in their madness – or at the very least contained. A pact, of sorts, had evolved. The Cursed had been forbidden from leaving the Ossuary or the other major tombs, and could never show their faces directly to the uninfected on pain of obliteration. In return, during times of war, Oltyx would occasionally loose their strictures, as he was doing now, and allow them to hunt freely for the thing they craved. 

			The pact held, for the most part. But still, everyone was used to seeing the scratch marks on the walls of the tomb complexes, the shapes that occasionally seemed to slither between cracks in the masonry when the lights came on. They were a horror kept out of sight, but never quite out of mind. A constant reminder of the dynasty’s eventual doom. 

			They were the Cursed, the Hungry, the Ghouls. They were the Progeny of Llandu’gor. The Flayed Ones. And now, they were coming out to play.

			Every time Oltyx had unleashed them before, it had been at great remove – packs let loose in faraway mountains to chase down unlucky treasure-seekers, or to stalk retreating foes through the ruins of the southern plains. He had never cared to watch via scry, and he had certainly never seen the Flayed Ones hunt up close. Now, as their cries of hunger rose through the tomb, Oltyx wanted nothing less. 

			But then, one small, rotten part of him was intrigued. It kept him from completing the translation, compelling him with the promise of a glimpse at the carnage to come, even at the same time as it repulsed him. Oltyx did all he could to wrap the urge under iron bands of discipline and pride. But his mental resources were not infinite, and the past few days had eroded his heka. It was all too easy to abandon the translation up to the Akrops – and he only wanted to look, after all. As he found himself casting an ocular scry on one of the ork-held chambers branching off the second sanctum, his subminds had fallen deathly silent, shielding themselves from all sensory telemetry. They wanted no part of this. Oltyx would watch alone. 

			The chamber he watched was the resting place of Xenet the Aesymnete – one of the deep-dreamers, unstirred since Szarekh’s war, and long consigned to the ranks of the unwakeable. Oltyx had not cared for Xenet in life. On his visits to the dynastic court he had been vain, boorish and joyless, and so the former kynazh had never lamented his fate. But he didn’t deserve what was being meted out on him now. 

			The orks, taking out their frustration at their stalled advance, had daubed his casket with obscene glyphs, and smashed the banks of stabilising engines attached to it. Now, they were in the process of prising Xenet from the casket with a spar of rusty metal. They roared in delight as he fell free, collapsing on the floor with a most unlordly clang, then picked him up and began tossing him around. With no power in his limbs, the vizier flopped like a limp iron skeleton, and the orks grew increasingly… rowdy with him. When his head finally came off from repeated ministrations with a wicked axe, leaking a weak spray of core-flux, they began some sort of chant. 

			Orks, thought Oltyx, feeling pure hatred. Only they could enter the ­ancient tomb of a culture so mighty it had defeated gods, get massacred in the process, and then have a party. When the howl of the ghouls rose in the chamber, then, Oltyx’s dread was overshadowed by a great, black relish. 

			The lights of the chamber sputtered and dimmed, and the orks paused in their revelry, confounded. Their heavy-jawed heads swivelled in the growing gloom, trying to work out where the sound was coming from, and some began pummelling each other, reverting to their tendency to solve mysteries with their fists. Then the lights died, and they began to grunt in alarm. For them, the chamber was in pitch darkness. But Oltyx – who could see in other wavelengths – knew better. 

			There were shapes among them, bowed and loping, creeping out from cracks in the floor to cruise unseen among their shuffling legs. Trailing claws scraped on stone. As the orks towards the outside of the rabble felt things brush against them, they spun in confusion, swinging punches that connected only with thin air or each other. Then one of them opened fire blindly with an automatic weapon, and in the flash from the muzzle, they saw death. 

			Hundreds of the flayed had gathered in silence around the chamber’s edge, hunched and patient as scavenging birds around a dying beast. Their oculars shone in the brief light, and shreds of wet meat glistened on the rictuses of their faceplates. More orks fired then, trying to aim at what they had just seen, and by the stuttering illumination of the guns, the ghouls began to slither forward.

			Then the killing began. Those furthest gone with the curse had been warped by it, their fingers extending into long, tapered talons. Others still used the hands that had once drawn star charts and written poetry. All attacked with the same animal hunger, seeking not to disarm or to disable, but simply to tear flesh, and try hopelessly to consume it. It was blunt, mad butchery, underscored with a din of wailing and gibbering that drowned out even the bellowing of the orks. Many Flayed Ones were maimed, but the damaged simply scuttled away or slipped away through their burrows beneath the interstices of space, to be replaced by more of their kin. 

			Oltyx let his focus expand. All over the Ossuary it was the same: sprays of random gunfire, shouts in the dark, and gurgling cries that ended in wet ripping sounds. The luckiest of the orks might evade the claws of Llandu’gor for a time, but there was no way any would be leaving. 

			As the howls from Xenet’s chamber faded, replaced by the ghastly, slippery sounds of the Cursed attempting to feed, Oltyx felt a mighty shudder of loathing in his flux, as he remembered the slick feel of meat on his own hands during the fight with the warboss. But to his horror, he found he could not bring himself to close the scry and turn away. And even though he was watching from a distance, he began to feel certain that the Flayed Ones were watching him back.

			‘Scrap and starfire, princeling!’ boomed a new voice over the interstitial network, boiling with alarm-signifiers. ‘Are you mad?’

			The transmission was coming from somewhere in the outer system, and faint as the voice was, Oltyx knew it was Mentep at once, for nobody but the cryptek could get away with talking to him with such obscene ­disrespect. The nomarch had never been more relieved to hear him.

			‘The main thing I know about the Sickness,’ continued Mentep, his voice rough as rust and crackling with distance, but somehow patient despite his urgency, ‘is how much I don’t know about the Sickness. I do know this much, though – if you look long enough, by Kel’kragh’s stones, it will look back. And you want no part of it, Oltyx.’

			Suddenly, the compulsion was broken. Oltyx crashed out of the scry and returned to the empty sanctum, with all the sharp relief of plunging into icy water. 

			‘I appreciate that,’ he broadcast at Mentep, expressing the concept as a modified sincerity-signifier rather than as words, for royals did not thank their lessers for what was owed to them. Still, while he had appreciated the nudge, he was more incensed that Mentep’s aid had only arrived now. 

			‘While I’m receptive as ever to your hard-earned wisdom,’ Oltyx grumbled, recovered enough to begin finding his anger again, ‘it would be helpful to know where you vanished to, in the middle of an invasion. It would have been even more helpful to know before you vanished, so I could have commanded you not to.’

			‘Commanded, nomarch?’ said the cryptek, pushing his luck.

			‘Requested,’ clarified Oltyx, hissing like a venting core. ‘Yenekh’s desertion was at least to be expected, given what I fear to be his decline, but I could have made great use of your help.’

			‘I’ve been out-system, on a research trip that… grew out of hand.’ Mentep broke his transmission with a sigh-analogue, as if facing down a daunting task. ‘That was my reason for making contact, in fact, until I saw you doing your best to wreck that mind I’ve worked so hard to develop for you. There’s news I need to deliver in person.’

			‘You’ll have to tell me on the Akrops, then. After I’ve seen to Yenekh. I am not best pleased with the Razor of Sedh.’ There was a pause in reply, which made Oltyx suspicious.

			‘There’s news about him too,’ offered Mentep grimly.

			‘He’s fallen in battle?’ blurted Oltyx, his anger quenched suddenly by the shock of the thought. Was that why Yenekh had not responded to his call to arms?

			‘Not as such,’ answered the cryptek, after a moment. ‘You should definitely visit him, though.’

			‘I see,’ said Oltyx, although he did not. ‘The Akrops, then.’ They agreed locus coordinates, and dropped the link. 

			Oltyx began to resume the translation protocol, but even though he knew the sanctum he stood in was deserted now save for the bodies of the orks, he still had the feeling that something was watching him. When he heard scuttling behind him, he feared it was a trick of his mind – a stress-eddy in his currents, left from the horror of the scry. But as he turned to put his mind at ease, he saw it was real. 

			Squatting on its haunches atop the remains of the warboss, it regarded him, tilting its head like a carrion feeder. Its pus-white oculars, which Oltyx could not help but see as eyes, stared at him from a faceplate streaked brown with layers of dried filth, while its skeletal form was plastered with streaks of half-dry, rotten hide. The Flayed One was a vile parody of life, a wretch cloaked in stolen remnants. And it was trying to speak to him. 

			Bobbing and swaying on the corpse-parts, it reached out with a gobbet of flesh in its palm, and serenaded Oltyx with a series of dry, staccato clicks. A death rattle, where it had once had a voice. What did the abominable thing want? Was it begging him for something, or was it just spilling the broken nonsense inside its mind? It took Oltyx a very long, cold moment to piece the situation together. The ghoul was offering the meat to him, and that sound was its laughter. 

			As he locked gazes with the cackling apparition, Oltyx felt a cold panic rise. Actuators spasmed, as his chest began hauling for steadying breaths it could not take. That set off the rest: deep in the underlayers of his mind, phantom alarm-glyphs began to stack faster than they could be cleared. Each one cried out, shrill and afraid, that his brain was starved of oxygen, and that he could not breathe. Oltyx had no brain, just as he had no lungs, but knowing that did nothing at all to quell the escalating terror.

			The dysphorakh, the lords of Ithakas called it, on such vanishingly rare occasions as it was mentioned at all. For who would speak the name of such a thing, or even think it, for dread that it might be roused? When murmurs did break the silence of centuries, they spoke of a relic: a phantom vestige of an aeons-dead brain, entombed in the deepest flux-patterns of every necron, forever searching in the dark for the body it had once reigned over. The dysphorakh did not know it was dead. It was aware only that the warmth and nourishment and shelter it depended on had vanished, along with the constant, synaptic assurance that all was well. Doomed never to find so much as a mote of stimulus, it could only scream, forever. 

			Oltyx did all he could to muster his heka; to overwrite the phantom’s wailing with hard reality in every buffer it assailed. But it was a struggle. The dysphorakh could be silent for decades, but just a moment’s carelessness – the smallest unthinking retreat to bodily instinct – could break its chains, and then it would deafen all reason. 

			But where reason whispered, rage roared. Oltyx reached down for the hottest, blackest wrath in his core, and focused on his contempt for the Flayed One until he felt the first smouldering. There was no restraint, then, once the flame caught; he let the fire race through him, consuming in a moment the vast spectre of his fear, and replacing it with untamed strength. Where there had been paralysis, suddenly there was wild, dark energy, and Oltyx exploded into motion. As he burst across the sanctum, his combat submind leapt into the crackling space opened up by his fury, and bayed with exaltation – finally, it would have its time. 

			In five strides he was on the ghoul, smashing it to the floor with the flat of his glaive, and delivering a series of brutal, hammering kicks to its torso. Its limbs skittered on the floor as it tried to get away, and it keened in despair, but the thing’s fear only deepened Oltyx’s craving to hurt it. After caving in the side of its gore-caked ribcage, releasing a spray of hot core-flux, he began smashing the butt of his weapon into the grinning horror of its face. He stamped on its pelvis until it cracked, and ground its stained fingers to tatters with his heel. Sheets of flyblown skin flapped as its body convulsed, and it screeched in animal panic as Oltyx shattered joint after joint in its limbs, but still he wanted more. The ork’s end seemed gentle, next to this.

			At last the ghoul fell still, sprawled in a tangle of stained metal. Flayed Ones were not recalled after such damage, since the translation relays were forbidden from accepting their tainted pattern-signals, and this one’s core had been too thoroughly vented for self-reconstruction. Even Combat, never one to let violence end early, had concluded their work was thoroughly done, and had begun collapsing the suite of mental and physical augmentations it piloted for Oltyx during fights. But Oltyx stopped it with an internal growl more savage than any of its own. 

			There was still a faint, guttering light in the ghoul’s eyes. It was probably just noise from the collapse of the creature’s core-flux. But it was enough. Venting the overboil from his system in a hissing green plume, Oltyx roared at the Flayed One to get up, for he was not finished with it yet. When it disobeyed, the nomarch hauled its shattered body up as if it were a child’s reed-figure, and began to smash it against the shin of one of the chamber’s statues, barking a harsh, wordless shout with each strike. When at last there was nothing but a mangled hunk of ribcage in his smoking hands, Oltyx threw it to the stones in disgust, and drove his heel through it one last time. He was still unsatiated, but there was nothing more of the thing to destroy. 

			Oltyx stood in quiet for a long time, broken only by the ticks of his ­carapace as it cooled, and the crackle of little fires where skin-scraps from the flayer’s cloak had ignited under the heat of his body. Combat had retreated into the kennel of its submind, unnerved, and none of the other subminds knew what to say. But the anger faded at last, and Oltyx composed himself as he paced backwards from the wreckage. 

			Only now he stood back from the ruin of the Flayed One, did Oltyx recognise the thoracic cartouche skewed, lightless, across what remained of its chest. It was that of Baron Tystrakhon, whose statue Oltyx had just used as an anvil for the breaking of the ghoul. For the breaking of the baron himself.

			One of this world’s most capable, steady-minded administrators, Tystrakhon had been Sedh’s previous nomarch, and Oltyx’s predecessor. He had always presumed the sober-minded old general had been moved on to a better posting prior to his arrival, or else been recalled to Antikef. But no: he had been down in the catacombs all this time, a bleak, unseen reminder of the fate that awaited them all. Another lord outlived by his statue. As Oltyx summoned the scarabs to grind away the effigy’s face and inscribe the nobody-glyph on its blankness, Tystrakhon’s legacy became nothing.

			It was not, he thought, a cheering task. The rage was settling, at least for now, and a chill melancholy had slipped in to fill the quietness it left behind. As the translation energies rose to pluck him from the tomb, Oltyx avoided glancing at the statue of his next problem – High Admiral Yenekh.
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			CHAPTER SIX

			THE RAZOR OF SEDH

			The Atet-class tomb ship Akrops lurked in the lee of Sedh’s shattered moon like some ancient, forgotten beast, its flanks shadowed by the fragments trailing from the cracked satellite. Measuring two leagues across its great crescent hull, it was a giant even among the armadas of the necrons, and made even the mightiest vessels of younger civilisations look like fragile toys by comparison. 

			Even so, it was a shadow of what it had once been. Originally the Cairn-class Khab, it had been the dynasty’s flagship during the Second War of ­Secession, when the legendary Grand Admiral Korrocep had led it through endless clashes with loyalists from the Ogdobekh Dynasty. Following Szarekh’s unification, and the end of the secession wars preceding the Decree of Biotransference, the Khab had been reforged in a symbol of new fealty to the Triarch. Made mightier even than a Cairn-class giant, the great ship had been rededicated as the Akrops. 

			During the last, apocalyptic swell of the renewed War in Heaven, the Akrops had gone forth once more under Korrocep, as the pride of Ithakas, and a central bulwark in Szarekh’s final struggle. In those wild days it had been witness to the death of stars, and had fought in engagements of such scale that their fury had cracked the face of reality. The voices of gods had been drowned by the sound of its guns, and a thousand ships had broken across its horned prow. 

			But at the very end of the war, even as the last holdfasts of the Old Enemy lay shattered, Korrocep and his ship had been commandeered personally by Unnas, for one last mission. Joining a fleet of similarly legendary vessels from other dynasties, it had been sent away on the instructions of Szarekh himself, to the distant celestial fastness known only as the Sokar Gate. A full year passed after that, with no news of the Akrops’ fate, and Antikef’s crypteks had begun to dim their world’s star in mourning. 

			Then at last, Unnas had returned, aboard the limping remnant of the once mighty ship. It had been reduced to little more than a skeleton of blackened spars, blazing with quantum flames, and all hands, including Korrocep himself, had been lost. Only Unnas had survived, and although the dynast came back physically intact, time would come to show he had not fared much better than his flagship. The once bombastic king would never laugh again, and seemed haunted by visions nobody else could see. In all the years that came after, he would say nothing of what had happened at Sokar, save that it had been a victory. 

			Against all odds, the scarab swarms had pieced the Akrops back together. But the ship that came out from the repair yards had been… different. Some said its autonomous spirit had been driven mad by its near destruction. More superstitious voices even claimed it was haunted by the dead of Sokar, or even by Korrocep himself. Either way, the Akrops had never truly been whole again. In the years before the Great Sleep, the ship had grown erratic and dysfunctional, and developed a reputation as a bad omen. At last, seeking to put it out of his sight, Unnas had relegated the venerable vessel to Sedh, where it had waited out the long years of the necrons’ slumber. 

			Since the reawakening, the ship had been stalwart in defending the border under its new master, Yenekh, but his victories were considered to have been achieved in spite of his charge’s nature, rather than because of it. The Akrops had not been a favoured name for a very long time. 

			‘I hate this damned ship,’ murmured Oltyx, peering down the vessel’s dorsal flank from the viewport of its sepulchral bridge deck.

			‘Not just the ship, Oltyx,’ offered Mentep, his footsteps echoing as he paced across the cavernous emptiness of the chamber to join him. ‘You hate the whole of the void.’ Oltyx did not turn, but he saw the engrammancer reflected in the crystal of the viewport as he approached. 

			Mentep was tall and gaunt, but walked with a stoop; looking at both of their reflections, the cryptek appeared shockingly fragile beside his own glowering mass. Where Oltyx was clad in the deep, lustreless darkness of exile, Mentep’s carapace was glossy and white, like steam captured in glass. His single ocular glowed the same warm amber as his thoracic cartouche, and his discharge nodes swarmed with orange glimmers, like sparks ­flurrying from a fire. Oltyx did not recognise the white and amber; they were not from any dynasty he was familiar with. And since Mentep had resolutely dodged the question of his origin since he had first shown up on Sedh, not long after Oltyx himself, it seemed it would remain a mystery. A travelling cryptek was nothing strange, as the sorcerer-technologists tended to wander as readily as their own thoughts. But Oltyx fancied he knew another exile when he saw one, and so was content to let Mentep keep his secrets. 

			‘You’re right, of course,’ said Oltyx, vocal actuators buzzing in grim amusement as the thin figure peered out into the darkness beside him. ‘I do hate the void. It is… a place of little worth. Our ancients despised the sea – did you know that, Mentep?’ 

			‘Uatth, they called it,’ added the cryptek, who never missed an opportunity to show off his knowledge of the ancients. 

			‘You will know they called the void uatth-ur, then – the sea of seas – something more, less and worse all at once.’ 

			‘We mastered it well enough though, did we not?’ asked Mentep, absent-mindedly polishing the dielectric panels of his staff. 

			‘Oh yes, we mastered it,’ said Oltyx, waving a hand to encompass the dim enormity of the bridge. ‘But only by giving wings to our tombs, so we could take the land with us. We were ever a people of land. It is written that–’

			‘Yes, yes, of course I know the Sixth Invocation,’ protested Mentep. ‘“Give unto him sand for the soldiers, soil for the workers, and rock for the lords.” Beautiful verse. But to be fair, that was written before the conclaves learned the secrets of captured lightning, let alone the disciplines of void travel.’

			‘All your learning changed nothing, scholar,’ scorned Oltyx. ‘Land. That’s all the kemmeht ever was, and that’s as true now as it was when we ruled but a single world. Land, to fill with our honoured dead. It just so transpired that the universe was rude enough to divide it into countless spheres, and fill the in-between with poisonous emptiness.’ 

			‘I know you have your grudges, Oltyx, but must you interpret the very arrangement of the heavens as an insult against your person?’

			‘Nothing good ever came of the void, Mentep,’ said Oltyx gruffly, still too shaken from his encounter with the thing that had been the baron to engage with the jibe. ‘We should all of us hate it.’

			‘I suppose that clears that up,’ said the cryptek drily. ‘I shall try my best to loathe it more.’ 

			They fell into an uneasy silence then, overshadowed by the unpleasant business they had met to conduct. After the brief mention of Yenekh during his conversation with Mentep in the tomb, Oltyx’s sense of dread for the admiral’s health had grown to eclipse even his anger. Ever since Yenekh had begun to shrink back from engaging with him, he had suspected his decline. But so long as his old friend had stayed at least in rough contact, he had been able to postpone his concern. If he didn’t look at the problem, Oltyx had reasoned, he wouldn’t have to know how bad it was: it was perpetually something to be dealt with another day. Now, however, that day was here. 

			When Oltyx spoke next, it would be to begin the process of lifting the dressing, and seeing how badly the wound of Yenekh’s decline had festered. Mentep knew this, and so, with his habitual empathy, he stood still in quiet companionship, letting Oltyx hold on to his words a little longer. Even the subminds did not bother him, as he had bound them all to silence when he had boarded the Akrops. For a short spell, Oltyx knew something like peace. 

			As they procrastinated, they were lit by silent flashes of green, as the great guns discharged silently on the hull outside. The orks had not paused their invasion in respect for their opponents’ feelings, after all. Still, there was no immediate crisis. When the Unclean fleets had first arrived in-system, the increasingly solipsistic high admiral had pulled the Akrops back into the dead moon’s shadow, along with the six cruisers and two dozen support craft that made up the rest of Sedh’s fleet, using them as a colossal defensive battery. Raking the invaders with arc projectors and particle whips, they had managed to atomise, on average, perhaps a third of each wave of incoming transports. 

			But the small navy could have been doing so much more. While the orks had fielded fleets of large warships to support the transports in the early phases of the invasion, they had long since stopped coming. Now more than ever, there was no opposition that could match the Akrops. The old Yenekh – the Razor – would have pounced on the imbalance, wielding the old tomb ship like a hammer to smash apart the carrier fleets at the system’s edge. Faced with his cunning and ferocity, the Unclean would have been lucky to make landfall at all. But the old Yenekh was gone, and in his absence, Oltyx had been forced to accept the constant rain of barbarian-crammed drop-ships.

			The thoughts breathed a small glow into the coals of his wrath. His displeasure at turning over this unpleasant stone meant nothing next to the consequences of postponing it. The garrison was being worn down by the high admiral’s inaction, and Yenekh had to be called to account. 

			Oltyx lacked a throat to clear, so he produced a low-frequency tone instead. Just as they used ocular flares, interstitial glyph-signifiers and discharge node patterns to show feeling in place of facial expressions, his people had long agreed on auditory ciphers for the many dreadful meat-sounds involved in conversation. This one meant that someone intended to break a silence. But before he could do so, a series of melodic chimes sounded from the darkness above them. 

			It was Xott – or at least, that’s what Mentep called it. A modified reanimation construct, the canoptek creature followed the cryptek everywhere, and served as a sort of assistant in his unfathomable delving into the ­nature of the necron mind. Given the size of the canoptek, it was more than capable of acting as an orderly too, in the case of Mentep’s more difficult ‘patients’. Standing more than twice Oltyx’s height on four spindled limbs, Xott had the exact same air as its gangly master – its sensor cluster even hung low on its serpentine neck, reflecting his hunched posture. 

			Xott was also, as Mentep mentioned far too often, categorically not a violation of the universal taboo against the installation of Apis-class autonomous spirits in canoptek constructs. It was merely, he insisted, the relic of a pet he had kept in the time of flesh, no more remarkable than the skolopendra hunting beasts that many nobles had chosen to take with them through the biofurnaces. He had merely given it some analytical augments to aid in his work, he assured anyone who asked. That was all. As Xott snaked its head towards him and emitted another series of ascending tones, Oltyx decided – as ever – not to question the wily cryptek’s word. 

			‘What is it saying to me?’ asked Oltyx tersely, as the construct repeated the sounds.

			‘He is saying, “What about suns?”’ translated Mentep.

			‘As in…?’

			‘As in, you know, suns,’ exclaimed Mentep, jabbing a finger at the void. Xott whistled in agreement, and dipped its head. ‘He says that if the kemmeht is land alone, and everything else an impediment, then how do you account for the stars? He reminds you that all the land in the galaxy would be of little worth without stars to orbit, or to draw energy from. He reminds you that your mind itself is anchored to a facsimile of one.’

			‘It says an awful lot, for a pet,’ noted Oltyx, in a warning tone.

			‘I embellished,’ lied Mentep, and dimmed his ocular briefly, in what might have been a wink. ‘Anyway, unless we are to give all this up to look at the stars forever as astromancers, we should probably do what we came here to do. Are you ready?’ 

			Oltyx clicked twice in concurrence, after the briefest of pauses, and they crossed the bridge to the heavy, sealed doors of the high admiral’s private suite adjoining it. 

			They had agreed that Mentep would make the first attempt, as it was fair to say he was the more natural diplomat of the two. So the engrammancer stepped forward, rapped on the stone with his staff, and spoke in a voice to wake the dead. 

			‘High Admiral Yenekh,’ he proclaimed, with all the formality of a tomb inscription, ‘Despot of the House of Aetis on Sedh, and son of the Ithakas Dynasty. Open this door.’ 

			As the words reverberated in the yawning space beneath the vaulting of the bridge, Oltyx was stunned. The cryptek had always spoken softly, with a ragged weariness to his tone. It was a voice that had matched his physical bearing. But now he stood to his full height, and his voice revealed a core of steel to him that Oltyx had never known before. 

			‘Yenekh,’ Mentep said again after no answer came, sounding more gentle this time, but no less firm. ‘I am your friend, and your physician. We spoke on this matter before. Do you not remember?’

			All that returned was the echo of Mentep’s voice. On a flagship of this stature, the entire command citadel should have been aglow with activity, its street-wide corridors bustling with the orderly progress of clerks, servants and guards. But the Akrops was chronically undercrewed, and what staff it had, had long been banished from the tenebrous space where Yenekh brooded. Even the maintenance scarabs were absent; unless the ship truly was haunted by the spirit of Korrocep, there was only one person who could hear them. And still, Yenekh did not reply. 

			Oltyx’s patience boiled away; if Yenekh was in too poor a state to open a door, there was little point in standing on ceremony. Urged on by the internal baying of Combat, he unsheathed his glaive, and began flooding it with stored kinetic energy, ready to shatter the portal. But as he pulled back for the swing, the admiral spoke at last. 

			‘Apologies, my friend!’ Yenekh’s voice sounded thin as cold rain through the door, shot through with alarm disguised badly as joviality. ‘I am preparing my – ugh – wargear, for the field of battle.’ Oltyx and Mentep met each other’s gaze, wordless but for the trepidation-patterns glowing along their limbs. 

			‘The battle is over, Yenekh,’ said Mentep, still looking at Oltyx, ‘as you surely must know? Sedh holds, for now, but there is a war yet to be won – or to be lost.’

			‘Without question, noble engrammancer. I will pay better – ah – heed to future summons. Please, then, perhaps you will allow me my – ah – rest now?’ 

			He was asking for rest? Oltyx had to force a partial seizure of the diodes feeding core-flux to his motor array, and silence the howling of Combat, to keep from splintering the door with his fist, let alone his blade. But Mentep, somehow, retained his composure. 

			‘There can be no rest, admiral. You know we lost that luxury, when we gained our true and perfect form. But solace, perhaps, I can offer you. Let me in, Yenekh. I ask only as a friend.’ There was a long patch of white noise from the other side – a sigh-analogue, laden with the weariness of a mind that knew it had nowhere else to run. The door slid silently open. Behind it stood Yenekh.

			The necrontyr had never considered themselves a beautiful people. Certainly, they had assigned little value to beauty. But in the time of flesh, Yenekh, the fiery young warrior from the dynasty’s edge, had been famed as much for his physique as for his skill as a shipmaster. Like Oltyx, he had been at the apex of transient youth on the day of biotransference. But while the kynazh’s body had already been ravaged by sickness when its ashes had at last been released to the sky, Yenekh’s had been almost miraculously unblemished. 

			Even in the prison of living steel forged for him by the C’tan, he had retained his majesty. Tall as Mentep, broad as Oltyx, and graceful as a whip, he was – in outline at least – the vision of a warrior in his prime. Where Oltyx’s form was as hard, brash and planar as the glaive he fought with, Yenekh’s was as subtle as statuary, his carapace sculpted in swoops and curves that belonged on a voidborne scythecraft. And while Oltyx’s necrodermis was rough as furnace clinker from his excoriation, and then centuries of Sedh’s corrosive sleet, Yenekh’s was as smooth and polished as the curved khopesh blades which hung at his waist. 

			His spirit, once, had matched the beauty of his form. Biotransference, by all accounts, had just been another day for the young warrior known as the Razor of Sedh. The Razor: he had earned the name back in the days of Szarekh’s war, when his skill with blades had become the talk of the dynasty. Great friezes in Sedh’s tombs still depicted his legendary boarding actions, where his lone translation onto the bridges of opposing flagships had consigned them to death. He had been adored by his troops, and feared by his enemies. Even now, the stricken Akrops was known to rally under him from time to time, fighting with the same terrible grandeur it had brought to bear against the Old Enemy. 

			The Great Sleep, which it had taken some lords centuries to recover from, and which had broken the minds of others, had only seemed to whet the Razor. Refreshed as if from the briefest slumber, he had, they said, sprung from his casket with blade in hand, hungry to take the Ithakan kemmeht back for Unnas. The slow decline of the dynasty, and the collapse of Sedh into plague-wracked dilapidation, had not diminished him either. While most of Sedh’s other nobles had long since fled to Antikef to escape both the curse and the sheer backwater stigma of the fringeworld, Yenekh had remained indefatigable, holding fast to his homeworld with pride, and using the cantankerous Akrops to defend a broad stretch of the frontier ­almost single-handedly. 

			This was the Yenekh who Oltyx had met upon his exile. He was bold, brilliant and alive with vigour, and Oltyx had at once understood why the frieze-carvers of old had always depicted him with rays of light springing from his form. Indeed, he had been like something escaped from the homeworld’s most ancient carvings: a being of stone, impervious to all the entropy, the sorrow and the grief the years had heaped on their people. Mentep had always been less convinced, however. ‘Denial,’ was what he had said to Oltyx, the first time they had discussed the Razor. ‘He’s got a lot of energy, but not even a god can outrun trauma.’ 

			Two hundred and sixty years after that conversation, the engrammancer had been proved right. Time, at last, had caught up with Yenekh. His physical form, durable as it was, had not changed, but all the grace was gone from it. Where once he had stood with the poise of someone ready to grapple the world, now he slouched on a staff like an ailing beggar. His discharge nodes guttered, betraying poor core-flux hygiene, and his plating – which had looked so clean at first glance – was encrusted at the joints with fractal stains: accretions of rogue necrodermis, which any self-respecting lord would have his cleaner scarabs burn away each day. Like a star that had burned too fiercely, he had collapsed in on himself, sucking in light where once he had blazed with it. Yenekh had outlived his own legend; the Razor had been blunted. 

			The last of Oltyx’s anger was extinguished beneath the weight of pity. For all the inconvenience he had suffered thanks to Yenekh, it was clearly nothing compared to the misery of being Yenekh. He began to reach out, in a gesture of forgiveness. But as Yenekh saw him in the doorway, his oculars flashed with alarm – obviously, he had been under the impression that Mentep had come alone. He flinched away, as if ashamed to show his face to the nomarch. And as he turned his head, Oltyx saw why. 

			On the reflective metal of his faceplate, leaking like a tear from the corner of the engraved line of his mouth, was a single drop of blood. 

			Oltyx recoiled, the shock staggering him like a physical blow. Of all the degenerations and derangements he had imagined his old friend succumbing to, he had never thought to fear the curse. While he knew it could seize anyone, it was somehow too sordid, too messy a fate for one such as Yenekh. And besides, it made no sense. The curse was meant to make its victims bloodthirsty, driving them further and further into irrational conflict as it tormented them with cravings. But the high admiral’s strangeness – his solitude and his withdrawal from the fight – displayed the very opposite. Surely, Oltyx was mistaken.

			But as his gaze leapt to the shadowed depths of the suite, and he saw a patch of glistening darkness on the polished flagstones, he knew he was not. Hastily and poorly concealed behind one of the chamber’s pillars was the source of the spreading pool: a body. An ork’s, by the look of it, partially dismembered, and ragged where it had been torn. Its fungal stink filled the room, clinging to Oltyx’s chemoreceptors like something liquid. It must have been purloined from the surface war, or else fished from the ring of shattered transports around Sedh, and he dreaded to think how long it had festered since, even in the near-frozen chill of the tomb ship.

			He tore himself away from the sight, appalled, but found his oculars went straight to Yenekh’s hands, and the deep staining he had taken to be corrosion at first. Oltyx looked to Mentep then, and the sheer sorrow conveyed by the slump of his shoulders, despite his blank faceplate, confirmed the worst. Finally he looked back to Yenekh, meeting his oculars at last, and Oltyx saw not the feral aggression of a monster cornered, but a desert of grief. 

			‘How long?’ said Oltyx, his voice soft as moonlight, despite the thunder inside him. 

			‘It was a… slip, is all,’ pleaded Yenekh, in a shadow of his usual sonorous tenor. ‘A lapse. I’m getting better, I swear. It’s working. If you hadn’t come here now, during this… dip, you never would have known at all.’

			‘How long?’ roared Oltyx, with such force that the dust trembled throughout the bridge complex. Silence followed, crept into at last by Yenekh’s quiet husk of a voice.

			‘Since before the orks came, nomarch. Years before. You couldn’t have known – nobody could have known. It had been so long without… a lapse, I thought I had it under control.’ 

			Oltyx dipped into engrams from times he and Yenekh had spent together, and it was true: nothing had seemed unusual. But then, there had been the admiral’s increasingly frequent ‘hunting trips’ to the Katash foothills, which he insisted on conducting in solitude, supposedly as a sort of nostalgic tribute to the vanished pastimes of aristocratic life. Oltyx had ­always thought the ventures meaningless, as there was little life on Sedh to hunt. Indeed, so enfeebled was the world’s biosphere, the necrontyr had not even bothered cleansing it of life when they had settled there. But now he could not help but imagine Yenekh, on his hands and knees in the half-frozen mud, scrabbling for the fat grey worms that topped Sedh’s morbid ecosystem, and rending them with his hands. 

			‘And how long have you known?’ he shot at Mentep, voice rumbling as his reawakened anger sought a target. 

			‘For certain? Not much longer than you. I stumbled across Yenekh on one of his… supply runs, harvesting bodies after the battle at Mesa-ceppa-three-kii. It was pure chance – Xott and I had been taking notes on the co-operation of scavenging packs among the sick.’ Xott trilled in fond recollection at the excursion, bumping its master’s shoulder with its sensor cluster, but Mentep pushed its face away. ‘Not now, Xott,’ he muttered. ‘But yes, Oltyx, it is what you think. And in truth, I have suspected it for much longer.’

			‘And what morsel of arcane learning aroused your suspicions, cryptek,’ spat Oltyx, ‘while ignorance made a fool of me?’ Mentep’s ocular flashed deep orange for a moment, and he thrust his finger in Oltyx’s face.

			‘Don’t take this out on me, nomarch. And rein in your obsession with your own inferiorities, it does you no favours. It was nothing “arcane”, as you put it – just common sense, and the ability to think about people outside the context of one’s self, which you should try some time. Yenekh, quite simply, was overcompensating. The vizier objecteth with too much vigour, as the scribe Sayhenyet had it.’ 

			Yenekh found his voice then, mercifully interrupting the cryptek before he could reel off any more ancient text. ‘I was trying to hold it back,’ he insisted, voice distorted with refrenation in the higher frequencies. ‘It was easier, before the orks came, but…’ He did not finish the sentence, and his head jerked momentarily towards the grisly shape behind the pillar, before he mastered himself. ‘I know… I know the sickness feeds on rage. With pleasure in killing, in wounding, in…’ 

			‘Flesh,’ said Mentep gravely, and Yenekh looked grateful that he had not been forced to say the word that held such power over him.

			‘It’s why I stayed away from the fight, even though I wanted nothing more than to join it. I told myself my urge to fight was duty and loyalty – but I did not trust it. So I confined myself here, as the battles were fought.’

			‘It sounds like you were happy enough to take the field once it was full of corpses to scavenge for your larder,’ Oltyx retorted. 

			‘No, friend! Please! The harvesting… It was only once or twice. And the feeding never more than just a little – the tiniest morsel, ever so occasionally. To keep… to keep it at bay, while I got better.’ 

			‘By the blood of the Triarch, Yenekh, that is no morsel!’ Oltyx stormed, stabbing his glaive towards the maimed ork in the shadows. ‘It is degeneracy, made incarnate. And you dare imbue your cowardice with nobility, when all you have done is smeared yourself in meat, while your own tomb was assailed?’ 

			Oltyx paused, steadying himself before his words carried him into violence, then spoke again. 

			‘The worst of it all is your witlessness, admiral. In times past, you would at least have made me laugh with your lies. The Razor’s tongue, they said, was the only thing quicker and sharper than his blades. With this self-pity, this weak delusion, you disgrace your own memory.’

			‘So you would have had me just… give in to it?’ cried Yenekh, nodes flashing incoherently as his temper cracked at last. ‘Throw myself into the fight, should I, and let gore and madness drown me?’ Oltyx thought he recognised the Razor for a moment in Yenekh’s fury – but no. There were no rays of light emanating from the depths of this storm. 

			‘Yes,’ Oltyx replied, staring at the admiral. ‘As opposed to hiding away, losing your mind on a ghost ship, until it fell to me to come and banish you to the catacombs? Yes, Yenekh, I would have had you do that.’ 

			His once-friend said nothing. All the spirit had fallen from him, and he looked as if the Akrops itself had vanished, and left him floating in the void. 

			‘So this is what it has come to?’ he asked, the edge of his resignation limned with bitterness. ‘My comrade Oltyx, banishing me to the catacombs.’ With a clatter, his twin blades fell to the floor, as he released them from their clips. ‘So be it, then. If that is what you feel you must do, then send me below. I won’t dishonour myself by resisting. I only plead this – do you really think I belong in the dark, with those… things? I have clung on to myself years longer than any of them – do you truly hold no hope of my curing?’ 

			Mentep interjected then, raising a hand to still Oltyx’s response. 

			‘You know my thoughts on this matter, nomarch,’ said the cryptek. 

			‘You think it can be done,’ scoffed Oltyx, who had heard this too many times before.

			‘I know it can be done. We have spoken before of Drazak out in the m’wt, and the Bone King Valgul who dwells there–’

			‘The Bone King is a myth, Mentep. A fable woven from madness on the ­darkling borders of space.’ Oltyx had less patience than usual for this nonsense.

			‘There are exaggerations,’ the engrammancer conceded, ‘but there is truth at their heart. Somewhere among the Ghoul Stars, one of our kind persists who contracted the Sickness, but never lost his self. Even amidst the ruin of a million minds, he grappled with the hunger – and rose from the struggle as its lord.’

			‘And how far have you progressed towards determining the method of this Bone King’s success, in all your centuries of study?’

			‘Further than you know, Oltyx. And I am not at a dead end yet. Yenekh has held off the worst of his symptoms for a decade or more. With a ­patient so extraordinary as him, the future is by no means a sealed casket.’ 

			Oltyx stilled the turbulence of his currents, and thought. As had been the case with Neth’s failure, the protocol was clear. No matter Yenekh’s rank, no matter the tenacity of his grip on reason, and no matter Mentep’s beliefs, it was Oltyx’s sacred duty as nomarch to ensure the containment of Sedh’s contagion. And as had been the case with Neth, propriety had to take precedent over sentiment. Neth had been spared in the end by the rational demands of pragmatism, but Oltyx suspected he would not manage to find any similar exemptions here – at least, none that were not just sentiment, draped in the mask of reason. He could not have a ghoul in charge of Sedh’s fleet. 

			Mentep was a genius, but even he could not outwit the curse of a vengeful god. There could be no cure. And there could be no happy ending to the story of the Razor. Cleansing his vocal buffer of the detritus of feeling, he began assembling his last words to his friend. 

			But he was interrupted once more by Xott’s quavering trill, as it dipped its sensor cluster down to its master’s head. 

			‘Ah,’ said Mentep then, prompted by his strange companion, and both Oltyx and Yenekh turned to stare at him as he raised a finger in sudden realisation. ‘Xott reminds me – I should probably mention the other thing I discovered, on the return from my expedition. The news I mentioned I had to give to you in person, Oltyx.’ 

			Oltyx would have rolled his oculars, were they not fixed lenses. He was about to banish his closest ally to a dreadful fate in the name of justice, and Mentep wanted to discuss minor business? Even by the engrammancer’s standards, this was an astonishing feat of social incomprehension. Oltyx took care to keep his tone level as he spoke. 

			‘Does it, in any way, affect the basis on which I am making this decision, Mentep?’

			‘Oh yes, drastically. In fact, it potentially makes the whole situation ­irrelevant. I was going to mention it to you out on the bridge, in fact.’ 

			Oltyx let out a puff of static, and spoke very quietly. 

			‘Then why, in the name of the Silent King, cryptek, did you not?’ 

			‘I wanted to let you have a few moments in peace, and then learn the truth of the admiral’s condition, before I turned everything upon its head.’ The cryptek inclined his faceplate upwards and to the side, as if trying to find the best order for his words, then met his gaze.

			‘The thing is, you see, we are all, almost certainly, about to be annihilated.’
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			CHAPTER SEVEN 

			FOUR HUNDRED AND SIXTEEN PROBLEMS

			Mentep had not been exaggerating. After he had revealed the truth of their situation to Oltyx and Yenekh, it was clear that any decision over the Razor’s fate would have to be postponed. Their time for making any decisions, it had transpired, was running out fast. And thanks to Mentep’s bizarre decision to withhold the news so long, valuable hours had been burned away already. Oltyx had long since given up trying to understand the cryptek’s… exotic reasoning. But he half-wondered if in this case, the delay had been a deliberate ploy to buy Yenekh time. If so, it had worked: there was now a much greater crisis to solve.

			A crisis of such magnitude, in fact, that its solution could not be arrived at through the bickering of Oltyx’s own internal factions. With so much at stake, the bickering required would have to be greater by a whole order of magnitude. And so, resignedly, the nomarch had been forced to assemble the Council of Sedh. 

			It was a government, in its way: a loose committee, comprising every lord of equivalent rank who still remained on Sedh, plus those exiles high-ranking enough to merit a seat, and nominally headed by a triumvirate comprising himself, Yenekh and Mentep. Though it was modelled on the ancient principles of the Triarch, there was no precedent for something exactly like this in all of Ithakas’ royal charters, those reed-paper scrolls that had been preserved in stasis since the first founding of the dynasty. Since the ancients had failed to set contingencies for the administration of plague colonies by whatever nobles were too proud, broken or exiled to leave them, he had been forced to improvise. 

			The resulting structure was perversely egalitarian, and looking now at the crowd assembled in the darkened synedrion chamber of the Akrops, renewing ancient, petty feuds by the light of the orbuculum at its centre, he longed more than ever for the simple power of his lost rank. Autocracy, it turned out, was like breathing air – it was impossible to appreciate just how gloriously natural it was, until you had tried the alternative.

			But alas, Doctrinal reminded him archly, this is what you must work with. It was a sad sight. 

			Given the complexity of the necron mind, it stood to reason that of all their technologies, it had most to lose from the accrual of tiny imperfections under the grind of deep time. The Council of Sedh was magnificent proof of this: a walking, mostly talking catalogue of all the ways in which the post-necrontyr psyche could collapse. And now, thought Oltyx glumly, Yenekh had completed the set by giving them a ghoul. But there was no time to dwell on that now. 

			‘Esteemed lords,’ pronounced Mentep, from his place on the orbuculum sphere’s dais, and the dour, grating arguments of the nobles fell silent. As ever, Oltyx was astonished by the cryptek’s ability to control the council, but it made enough sense. The engrammancer was Sedh’s de facto physician, and given the plethora of ailments burdening the fringeworld’s nobles, it had earned him near-universal respect. From the fixes he found to keep the fault-ridden legions upright, to his attempts to shore up the dissipating minds of the lords themselves (Oltyx remembered he still hadn’t talked to Mentep about his rebellious strategic submind), virtually everyone in the room owed him a favour. 

			‘As you will have gathered from the nomarch’s abrupt summons, we face a unique situation, requiring your immediate attention.’ As he spoke, the ranks of green-lit faceplates stared up at Mentep. Some wavered slightly with interstitial distortion, betraying their presence as hardscry projections from elsewhere in the system, while other places were empty, the only reminders left of those who had fallen to the curse. Some yet were there in body, but not in mind: poor Denet, the Master of Monoliths – who was barely the master of his own motor array these days – appeared to have shut down again. But almost everyone had at least shown up, with the obvious (and welcome) exception of Borakka.

			‘I have recently been engaged on an expedition to survey the ruins of an outpost of the Oroskh Dynasty, after many years of searching. The Oroskh worlds, as of course many of you will be aware, were even more deeply hit by the Longing Sickness than our own Ithakas, and that dynasty collapsed centuries ago. While the Oroskh crownworld lay far to the east of here, in its last throes it seeded a number of new tomb-colonies far from home, in the hope they might go untainted. Alas, they fell just as readily as the empire’s core. But I was fascinated to discover that one of them – the world of Glattyn – lay close to our own borders. I had hoped that in its cities, I might find records of how the cryptek Veytush, following his communication to–’ 

			Oltyx set his aural array to alert him when Mentep drifted back into relevance, and stopped listening. At times like this, it was easy to see just how much Mentep missed the company of his fellow crypteks. When the conclaves of his kind met, their discussions were notorious both for their convolution and their length, and the rangy engrammancer had clearly forgotten that he was not at such a summit now. Several of the lords before him had begun glancing at each other in disbelief as Mentep rambled on – all the respect in the world would only buy so much of their patience. 

			‘Get to the point,’ snapped Parreg, the barrel-chested Agoranomos, as he banged his ornate, osmium-headed war club on the decking. Though all rank in Ithakas was bound with military command, many lower titles were predominantly civic, and Parreg’s burdened him with maintaining the import and supply of food to Sedh’s armies and workers. It was a duty that had diminished somewhat since biotransference, leaving him with only the perfunctory legions the title had come with, each warrior’s cartouche embossed near mockingly with an abstraction of the glyph for grain. Perhaps understandably then, the Agoranomos was short-tempered. But as hard-headed as he was, his judgement had ever been sound, and in this case, he spoke for the room. 

			‘Your pardon, grainmaster,’ retorted the cryptek, with an insouciant half-bow. ‘I’ll get to it, then. On my way back across the border following my expedition to Glattyn, my scythecraft alerted me to unusual readings from the deep void, in the direction of the ork invasion. An unprecedented trembling in the interstices, suggesting nothing less than a mass movement through the ever-opaque realm of the Old Enemy.’

			‘The warp,’ spat one of the lords in the green-lit gloom. 

			‘Must have been aeldari filth,’ proclaimed another, in canorous piety. 

			‘Or the foe-that-creeps!’ croaked a third, and soon the whole crowd had erupted in guesses as to what Mentep had found, their discharge nodes flickering and blooming like the lights of a distant void battle in the synedrion’s darkness.

			‘I suppose we can arrive at the truth in this fashion,’ said Mentep, speaking over the din in what Oltyx thought of as his Conclave Voice – but he had already lost them. Everyone was too busy holding forth on their own certain knowledge of the threat, or brashly denouncing their neighbours’ opinions, to listen to him. 

			The air grew thick with the clash of grating synthesised voices, and it seemed the meeting was out of control before it had truly begun. Just as Oltyx was considering summoning his glaive to hand, a melodic boom filled the synedrion, crushing the commotion like snow beneath an iron boot. Looming forward from behind Mentep with its oculars blasting red light, Xott swung its sensory cluster across the crowd, pausing on each faceplate as if shaming them individually. 

			‘Or if my lords will permit me,’ the cryptek continued, patting his construct in thanks with a soft clinking sound, ‘I can show them.’

			‘Show them,’ commanded Yenekh from his place at the chamber’s edge, far from his habitual position at the nomarch’s side. Despite the rift of deep unease between them, Oltyx was pleased to see Yenekh making the effort to reassert himself, after his long absence from public life. Mentep nodded, and the whorls of green light on the orbuculum’s face dimmed, resolving into an image of the deep void. As hush descended again, the star-strewn blackness expanded from the sphere’s surface to swallow the whole synedrion chamber, until the council appeared to be floating free in vacuum. 

			They hung in low orbit around a globe of scarred blue ice, itself suspended above a gas giant so vast its yawning curve was like a floor to the void. Beyond the crimson bulk of its horizon, the infinite darkness was bisected by a thick, diagonal stripe of yellow – a gas cloud, light minutes across, viewed side-on. And in the foreground, clustered on the crinkled ice of the moon, were the unmistakable lines and pylon clusters of a necron orbital defence grid. 

			‘Perramesh?’ said Lysikor, who Oltyx had not noticed until now, lurking as he had been in the far recesses of the synedrion. 

			‘Commendable recognition, my lord nemesor. This was a far-scrying, captured by my scythecraft from atmospheric survey drone ketta-brak-three-four–’

			‘Enough. Let me watch.’ 

			At first, nothing happened. Nothing ever really did, at Perramesh. A radiation-lashed worldlet shivering under constant seismic stress, it was one of the few scraps of kemmeht more remote and insignificant even than Sedh. From what reports Oltyx had read (although he ignored all news of the decadent core worlds, he tried to read everything from the fringe, in silent determination that someone ought to) its tombs were so miserable that the orks had not even bothered to stop and loot them on their way into Ithakan space. 

			Right on cue, as he had seen in his first viewing of the footage, the ork ships appeared. Starting as a scattering of dark spots against the nebula, they grew into a score of wild, jagged silhouettes, streaking overhead just out of range of the surface pylons. 

			‘More orks?’ reckoned Parreg the Agoranomos, grudgingly. ‘What of it?’ In fairness, those had been Oltyx’s exact words at this point. It was a bigger swell of incoming ships than usual, but nothing unexpected. 

			‘It’ll be some new war machine,’ interjected Polemarch Taikash, in his usual conceited drawl. The polemarch, whose carapace was encrusted with bands of precious metals from his long-exhausted mines, was an administrator by nature, though he considered himself as a great general. And indeed, his wealth had once seen him boast a private levy ten thousand strong, gloriously outfitted. But half of that force had not woken after the Great Sleep, and the other half had been squandered, along with a sizeable flotilla of warships, in a hopeless counter-invasion of ork space that Oltyx had spent a fruitless year trying to dissuade. 

			Ill fortune and foolishness had made the polemarch into Sedh’s perennial study-chamber warlord, and yet still he had not learned his lesson. When he wasn’t begging Oltyx to lend him troops of his own, he spent his time composing long and pompous missives to the nomarch after battles, detailing exactly how he would have achieved better results. He was like a second, phenomenally stupid version of the nomarch’s strategic submind.

			‘Or one of their big ships,’ Taikash continued. ‘You know, the ones bolted together from lots of others – what are they called?’

			‘Squigs,’ wheezed Denet nonsensically. The master was apparently awake again, for all the difference it made.

			No! interjected Xenology into Oltyx’s executive buffer, as it could not interrupt in the synedrion. What is the addled old fool thinking? Squigs are the grotesque beasts of the orks. He is surely referring to hul–

			Silence, submind, ordered Oltyx. This is no time for trivia. And if you seek to guess Denet’s thoughts, you are wasting your time – they are like motes of dust in an empty tomb, now.

			‘Just keep watching,’ Mentep said, imposing order on the susurration of voices beginning to fill the chamber again, and gesturing to the orbuculum with a slender hand. 

			More ork ships came, in a flotilla twice the size of the last. Then more, and more yet, to the point where they could no longer be discerned into individual groupings, but flowed as a continuous swarm. The swarm grew thicker, until at last the stars could barely be seen for ships. One by one, the various mutters of contempt from the council fell silent. Parreg, Oltyx noticed, had gone rigid in his seat. ‘More orks’, it seemed, was no longer a concept to be scoffed at. But there was far worse to come. 

			‘This is, as we suspected, one of the orks’ great migrations,’ narrated Mentep, as the ships kept flowing. A Waa– began Oltyx’s xenology submind, attempting to offer him the orkish word for such a thing, but it was just a phonetic transcription of some wordless cry of aggression, and Oltyx anointed the word with a blocking seal, refusing to commit something so fundamentally silly to his engrams. 

			‘It is a migration of astonishing size,’ said Mentep, with grave sincerity. ‘But while it might have begun as a purposeful invasion of our territory, it has become something quite different.’ 

			‘They’re on f… fire!’ cried Praetor Neth from Oltyx’s side, pointing up at the latest swell of ships to pass. They were indeed on fire, and to an extent far greater than usually deemed reasonable by ork shipbuilders. Conflagrations of plasma wreathed the ships where their engines had been torn open, while great sections were missing from their hulls. Some were dead altogether, coasting forward on inertia, and still spinning listlessly from the outgassing of their innards. 

			‘They’re running from something,’ stated Lysikor, as he figured it out. The duke never usually spoke on those rare occasions when the council met, as he had no interest in politics beyond occasional bouts of assassination. But he was far sharper than most of the dwindling minds in the synedrion, and obviously wanted to move the discussion on before it could get bogged down in speculation again. 

			‘Correct, nemesor. What we are looking at is a mass exodus from the cluster of ork fiefdoms which have been causing us so much trouble – as you know, they lie immediately beyond the edge of royal space, on the other side of that gas cloud. As you all also know, we had thought them at war with each other, in the classic style, as well as with ourselves. Evidently, however, this is no longer the case. These ships bear the markings of several clans, suggesting they have called a truce in order to evacuate their systems. And since they had a foothold on Sedh anyway, I suspect we are their first target for resettlement. It explains why we’ve seen so few warships recently, and why the transports have been so… rudimental, even for ork craft. This is no less than their entire population, hurriedly packed into boxes and shot across the void.’

			‘In the face of what, though?’ queried Lysikor, coolly intrigued. ‘What is capable of convincing billions of orks to run, rather than fight?’

			‘A supernova?’ called Erraph the Dikast, his reedy voice lifting in evident hope. Erraph had once been a judge in the pitiless abattoir that had passed for the military court of the necrontyr. But when biotransference had put an end to all crime (apart from among the nobility, where anything beyond outright treason was considered merely the exercise of initiative), he had fallen back on his secondary role as a commander of artillery. Bright-cored, slender-framed and possessed of an air of distasteful fragility, the Dikast could not have been less appropriate to the monstrous engines bound to his will. He was not well respected.

			‘Nonsense, Erraph,’ chided Taikash in contempt, for the polemarch considered himself something of an amateur astromancer, as well as a master strategist. ‘There’s nothing set to blow this side of Thokt space. Clearly, it’s–’

			‘Another dynasty,’ rasped a hardscry of one of the ore-masters, voice wobbling into a lower pitch as it was projected from some distant extraction plant at the system’s edge. ‘Finally, one of the sleeping kingdoms awakes, and comes to our aid. I have always divined that–’

			‘By the dying of the suns!’ roared Mentep over them all, backed by the warning clatter of Xott’s legs as the construct lurched forward again. ‘Just be silent for a moment, and I’ll show you.’ 

			Abruptly, the view from the chamber changed. Perramesh and the ork exodus vanished in a blink, to be replaced by a sea of dusky yellow murk. They were inside the gas cloud. And this time, the orbuculum’s perspective was moving: as they slid through the gloom, the mist’s density undulated, thickening to shroud their view, then thinning to allow brief glimpses of roiling fog banks further in. And in the stifling dark beyond those banks, there were things: indistinct shapes that drifted past on all sides, like the shadows of leviathans.

			‘What you are seeing now,’ explained Mentep, his composure returned, ‘is footage taken by Idiothesis, my scythecraft. Consumed by the very same question as all of you, I raised an apotropaic shroud, and flew into the nebula past the last of the orks, to investigate the nature of their pursuers. You will see the orks now, in fact.’

			As the cryptek gestured, lightning pulsed in the cloud’s hidden deeps, and the looming shapes were illuminated. They were no leviathans after all, but the carcasses of ork transports, tumbling lifelessly and surrounded by loose swarms of smaller wreckage. Oltyx had taken this to be mechanical junk at first, but as Mentep’s ship swooped past one of the wrecks, the council came to the same realisation as he had done: the pieces of detritus were the frozen bodies of orks, still locked in the poses of futile rage they had adopted as their ships had ruptured. As the scythecraft passed through the debris field, the orks bounced from its invisible prow in sprays of glittering shards – Oltyx could not help but notice the way Yenekh flinched with each resonant, brittle clang. 

			There was no sound in the synedrion now, save for the quiet impacts of the bodies. The council had fallen into a hush, which only deepened as the chamber left behind the graveyard of the ork vessels, and passed into a bank of gas so dense it left the watchers lit only by the muted twinkling of their discharge nodes. When the cloud thinned at last, they emerged into a huge pocket of clear void – a bubble within the nebula, whose far wall churned with the motion of a vast, slow storm. This tempest, clearly, was the source of the distant lightning they had seen earlier. 

			‘And there, esteemed lords,’ said Mentep gravely, as he swept his hand across the vista, ‘is our problem. Or rather, our problems.’ The assembled council couldn’t help but crane their necks towards the storm, as if that might give them a better view of whatever was coming. 

			Something was emerging from the maelstrom. A line of black steel, like the blade of an axe, cleaving the mist as it came. The blade widened and widened, until it seemed a mountainside was emerging from the clouds, its flanks writhing with webs of electric discharge. As the cyclopean form revealed itself, fresh light flickered in the deepness of the storm, the mist itself alight with the agony of the breach. And then, in perfect, eerie ­silence, the lightning spread.

			Surging out from the point of rupture, it zigzagged from place to place in bursts, until the whole of the shrouded horizon was aglow. That glow swelled in long pulses, each more intense than the last, until at last it burst. All at once along the breadth of the cloud-wall, the mist blazed with a brutal fulmination. And there, for an instant, cast in shadow against the searing brightness, they saw an armada.

			Oltyx could not help thinking of the ork walkers, silhouetted by lightning on the approach to the Ossuary. But they might as well have been scarabs, compared with this sky-shattering host. The line of ships was hundreds wide (four hundred and sixteen visible, his analytical partition informed him, revising its count upwards from the first viewing), and that was without counting the throng of gunboats, tugs, shuttles and support craft arrayed around them. 

			Even the smallest of the main craft were dozens of khet in length; the larger vessels at the formation’s heart were not far distant from the Akrops in size. And that behemoth at the centre, which even now had only projected half its length from the cloud, was larger. It was like a mountain range in flight, dwarfing anything Oltyx had seen since the last, wild paroxysms of Szarekh’s war. And mounted on its titanic, scowling beak of a prow, forged from what must have been a planet’s whole reserve of purest gold, was the effigy of a beast. A winged predator, with grasping talons and two shrieking heads. 

			The sigil of the Emperor of Man.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			CHAPTER EIGHT

			UNSTOPPABLE FORCES

			As a dozen more ships pierced the veil alongside the golden-browed giant, the council remained speechless. Each lord, with varying degrees of efficacy, would be trying to process the information they had just taken in, and formulate an opinion to pronounce over everyone else’s. Mentep spoke before they had a chance. 

			‘They call it a crusade,’ he said, as the vision stilled and faded to translucence, leaving the ships just visible as blocky phantoms in the air. ‘A religious war. I sense the mood would not treat me kindly, were I to summate even what scant nuance we understand of the humans’ creed. So I shall say only this – it is a war of obliteration, and what we see here is only its vanguard. Of its full size, I can only guess. Even its origin is obscure to me. But given its bearing, there is no doubt it is headed directly for Antikef. It has crushed the ork empires that lie between us, seemingly without slowing. And now only Sedh stands between it and the worlds of the dynasty’s core.’ 

			‘We must speak with the garrison on Perramesh,’ declared Taikash, with an air of command. ‘Cast a scry to Nomarch Panek, and–’

			‘Panek is gone,’ Oltyx said flatly. ‘Perramesh too.’

			‘The battle lasted thirty-two minutes,’ added Mentep, as poor Denet – who had once been close to Panek – began mumbling the fifteenth funerary ­incantation. His words stumbled into the nonsense of time-diluted engrams, then faltered entirely, ending in a faltering buzz of frustration as he hung his head. Mentep allowed the Master of Monoliths a moment out of respect, then continued. 

			‘Evacuation orders have been sent to Hetas and Exogh, the only other outposts in the armada’s path – what ships and troops they have are on their way here. But time is short. Now the human vanguard is beyond the cloud, far-scries suggest it is advancing in staggered waves, dipping in and out of the warp. Soon it will catch up with the bulk of the ork retreat, and while that massacre may buy us scraps of time, the crusade will be upon us in two decans at the very most. Twenty days. And maybe as few as seven, if the caprice of the ether favours them.’

			‘And when they arrive?’ asked Lysikor, cutting across Mentep and looking straight at Oltyx across the chamber. Knowing this question had been coming, the nomarch and Yenekh had discussed their options as the council had convened, and had rapidly concluded there was no point in gilding their situation when it arose.

			‘If the high admiral deploys his fleet in harrying actions at the system’s edge, bolstered by the refugees from Hetas and Exogh, he believes he can slow their advance considerably.’ Yenekh nodded at this, and Oltyx hoped by the sweat of Szarekh’s brow that Lysikor did not register the tremble in the movement. 

			‘And if the humans make landfall?’ Lysikor pursued, single ocular still fixed on the nomarch.

			‘It is perhaps optimistic to assume there will be a ground war at all,’ admitted Oltyx to the room. ‘Perramesh, the humans razed the surface as they passed, without even taking orbit. If the humans do make landfall, however, I believe the garrison – presuming the full commitment of this council’s assets in support – will hold for between two and two and a half hours.’

			Lysikor’s nodes displayed an acknowledgement-pattern, and there was a long quiet. At last, Taikash made his inevitable play, striding forwards and shaking a clenched fist on the end of an overembellished arm. 

			‘The nomarch is too modest!’ he boasted, his oculars flaring in easy confidence. ‘These humans were little more than vermin on a nowhere-world when the great necrontyr went to sleep… Surely, the terrible lords of Sedh between them can wipe them out like the scurrying, hairy things they are?’ 

			Taikash raised his arms for a cheer, but only Denet obliged, clapping his hands with a sad clanging. Grasping only the tone and not the content of the speech, the lost lord had clearly reverted to ancient feast-chamber instinct. The other nobles just stood, silver faceplates set in grim silence. It was not fear that crept in subdued waves across their nodes – that was no longer a feeling that any external foe could prompt, if it ever had been. But dread, or at least the certain knowledge of doom, was no stranger here.

			Taikash was still talking, but Oltyx found his oculars drawn by the semi-transparent images of the human ships again, hovering above them all where the footage had been paused. 

			Pitiable though this crusade is, confessed Xenology, I cannot deny I have always wanted to see such a thing. This time, Oltyx did not hush the submind. Because for once, he shared its conflicted feelings. Long before the partitioned mind’s creation, in fact, he had felt stirrings of such curiosity about this strain of the Unclean that called itself humanity.

			There was no doubt of his disdain towards the upstart species. Indeed, as the antecedents of humanity had cowered in the boles of their homeworld’s trees, the night above them had been prowled by the shadows of necron voidcraft, captained by the same lords who paced their bridges still. In their light of their timeless sophistication, the human vessels might as well have been wrought from timber.

			But how quickly – how fiercely – humanity had grasped for the stars, while their own power had slumbered. Oltyx knew less than Mentep of the human creed, beyond their worship of a distant, half-dead Emperor. But the jutting forms of their ships spoke of a sense of entitlement; of destiny. Upstarts as they were, they were arrogant enough to believe the galaxy was their inheritance, even as its true masters slept beneath their worlds. 

			As much as he loathed to recognise it, there was the faintest echo of the ancient necrontyr in their pride. Even the design of the human ships, aesthetically ghastly as they were, bore a resemblance to their places of worship, just as the necron tomb ships were modelled on their own sacred citadels. And they certainly understood scale. The innumerable wretches that crewed their voidcraft, the sheer grandeur of their inefficiency – it was at least worthy of consideration, considering Oltyx’s own people had been forged in a war so vast it had used the stars themselves as ammunition.

			The feeling that emerged from all of this consideration was hatred, ­regardless. But it was a more potent, more nuanced hatred than that inspired by the orks, for how perilously close it fell to respect. The humans’ profoundly alien nature, and the sheer offence of their presence in the galaxy, was only amplified by all the ways in which they were so familiar.

			He drifted back from thought as Taikash made his final attempt to rally the council behind him. 

			‘All living things must be destroyed!’ the polemarch announced, in a weak imitation of an overlord’s imperious bellow, but not even Denet responded this time. Undeterred, the polemarch embarked on what seemed ominously like it would become a speech, and Oltyx was about to march onto the synedrion floor and silence the gaudy fantasist himself, when aid came from the most unlikely quarter.

			‘You make a fool of yourself, clerk,’ said a new voice. It filled the room, resonant with elemental menace, like the groan of a voidcraft in the grip of a singularity. Indeed, if Oltyx hadn’t known better, he would have taken it to be the Akrops itself speaking. ‘The Unclean will defeat us,’ said Borakka, manifesting behind Taikash in a shimmering column of crimson hardscry, ‘and your boasts resemble little more than fear, buttressed with ambition.’ 

			As if the invocation of the word fear had made it real, Taikash turned rigid at the admonition, frozen in mid-gesture. Discharge nodes crackling with refrenation errors, he remained still, while the coalescing shape of the red colossus paced around to his side and bent down to regard him. 

			Borakka was a giant. Its faceplate alone was nearly as broad as the polemarch’s thorax, and the battered red ochre of its surface was cross-hatched with the scars of incalculable battles. Over time, a lord’s necrodermis would ease away even the deepest gashes, and cleaner scarabs would smooth any remaining blemishes. But scarabs did not go near Borakka. Nobody did, if they could avoid it – for Borakka was afflicted with the aspect of the Destroyer. 

			Oltyx was shocked at the Red Marshal’s attendance; despite its eligibility for the council, it had never made its presence known at any previous meeting, and the nomarch had never thought to consider it might be listening in. Offering a mirthless, buzzing snort at Taikash’s perturbation, the slablike plates of the Destroyer lord’s form shifted, and it turned to examine the assembled nobles. And then, its oculars fixed on Oltyx. They were as red as its carapace, and the distortion of the hardscry made them shimmer as if they were the doors to a furnace. 

			‘You saw the ships, nomarch. They are to be the doom of Sedh. Waste no time conjuring false hopes, then, but make ready for an end that will stack equal devastation on your foe. My order and I will join you, when the time comes.’ It was as close as the red lord could come to a message of support, but even so, to be addressed by it was akin to staring into the final death throes of a star. Oltyx felt emptier, somehow, as a result. 

			Born to Antikef’s dust in the dying days of the time of flesh, Borakka had been a common soldier, remarkable for their size, strength and cruelty, but otherwise just as forgettable as the rest. They would have ended up as just another blank-faced construct, identical to any of those in the garrison’s ranks, but for one crucial decision. When biotransference came, Borakka had volunteered to take the Red. 

			It was a tradition from a time long before the age of reason, when the first dynasties had lived in sweltering terror beneath the necrontyr home star. Desperate for even the meanest extension to their lives, they had conducted endless sacrifices to that vicious sun. At first, they had hoped to appease the spirits they believed haunted it. And when the hope of ­appeasement was lost, they continued anyway, fearing the spirits’ wrath would worsen if they stopped. 

			When the astromantic conclaves observed the star flaring, the phaerons would decree a Solar Harvest: the commoners would draw lots, and the losing portion (as many as one in eight, in years when the sun raged), would be crippled and staked out in the deep desert to die. The executioners were commoners, known as Red Marshals for the maroon dye they were bathed in upon volunteering. While the Marshals were rewarded with rank and even land for their service, the dye’s stain was indelible – they would live out their days in solitude, honoured and feared in equal measure. 

			The tradition had persisted in some fashion throughout the time of flesh, even as the necrontyr spread across the void. But it had returned at the turning point of Szarekh’s war, when it transpired the stars really had been haunted by malevolent entities after all: things which had spoken to the Silent King, and offered the necrontyr immortality. As the biofurnaces had risen across the worlds, the Triarch had decreed a new Great Harvest, and Borakka had been the first on Antikef to volunteer. 

			With their mountainous body daubed in crimson, the Marshal had stalked the slums under the soft, ever-deepening snowfall of corpse-ash, to bring in those who refused to undergo transformation. The sick, the young and the scared had been dragged from their homes; where they resisted, Borakka had broken their bones and dragged them, screaming, to the furnaces. Their lack of pity had seen them rise to the rank of Chief Marshal, and when the work was done, Unnas had rewarded Borakka with a mind and a body built to the standards of the nobility. 

			Given command over a cohort of fifty Immortals, the reforged Marshal had been stationed aboard a cruiser headed for the front, and had wielded its troops with a savage efficiency that astonished its commanders. Borakka had possessed no taste for glory, but the royal court had heaped rewards on it anyway. By the time the Great Sleep had come, it had been interred with an army of eight hundred warriors. 

			Nobody knew when the Destroyer curse had taken hold. Mentep, in one of his most-repeated witticisms, liked to suppose Borakka had come into the world with their hands wrapped around something’s throat. Whatever the case, Antikef had awoken to find the Marshal’s tomb empty. The ochre titan, it transpired, had risen a century earlier than everyone else, and taken its legions on a ruthless campaign around three local systems, completely exterminating a civilisation of avian starfarers with the ­misfortune to have evolved at the heart of the Ithakan kemmeht. 

			Those handful of Borakka’s legion to have survived the remorseless offensive all returned touched by the same fell aspect as their warlord. They had uprooted themselves from Antikef and migrated to Sedh, where they had carved a rough fortress for themselves in the heart of the cracked moon. Although the affliction was uncommon in the dynasty at large, such Destroyers as there were in Ithakas had gradually drifted to this shattered stronghold, and now there were a few hundred, launching perpetual offensives against the orks as their urges took them. 

			‘Sanguine as ever, Marshal,’ remarked Mentep drily, when it became apparent the Destroyer lord had said all it intended to. The cryptek’s tone earned him a stare that would have made even Oltyx flinch, but which Mentep waved off with the customary weariness of someone who had always seen worse than whatever was in front of him. Mentep had never been impressed by Borakka’s kind, and he seemed particularly disinclined today.

			‘A truly inspiring pronouncement of doom, in fact,’ he continued. ‘A splendid wrecking of morale, in keeping with your nature. I do hope however, O dark one, that you’ll allow us to continue to seek alternatives to annihilation? In any case, we are as grateful as ever for the support of your… merry band, and it is truly an honour to see your light shine on this council. For once.’ 

			Despite the gulf between them, Oltyx couldn’t help but throw a habitual glance over at Yenekh, discharge nodes blinking in the rapid code they had developed to communicate privately at moments like this, unbeknownst to observers. 

			‘Szarekh’s teeth!’ Oltyx signalled. ‘Mentep is pushing his luck.’

			‘I swear it’s what keeps him going,’ replied Yenekh. ‘We all have to have something.’

			‘It might keep him going, but he should be careful it doesn’t get him stopped.’ 

			‘Merry?’ rumbled Borakka, after Mentep had finished, as if it had long forgotten the meaning of the word. ‘Merry… hmm. You are sarcastic, cryptek. Perhaps somebody must teach you manners. Perhaps I should teach you manners. And perhaps l should bring Brukt with me. Although Brukt is not as… merry as I am.’

			Borakka wasn’t wrong. The Destroyer lord was unusually erudite, and remarkably composed, for one so deeply afflicted. Its companion Brukt, however, was more typical of their kind. 

			‘What say you, Brukt?’ enquired Borakka, turning to look over its shoulder. ‘Shall we show the council our light?’

			Oltyx wondered why Borakka was talking to a pile of broken machinery, until it shifted, and suddenly had a face. Brukt was simply so huge, and so convoluted in form, that the nomarch’s recognition arrays struggled to parse it even as necron. Oltyx was sure it had grown again, in fact. With no attachment or longing for their past forms, many Destroyers had long ceded control of their self-repair arrays to the whims of monstrous instinct. When they sustained damage, their necrodermis took no care to restore their original bodies. Instead, it warped itself into ever more abstract grotesquery, driven only by a brute desire for greater strength. 

			Brukt’s instinct had been particularly inventive. Its mammoth chassis squatted on a tripod of arachnid legs, each as large as an ordinary warrior, and bristled with four (or was it five?) weapon-armatures. It still had its original faceplate, but it was easy to miss behind the tangle of half-ton phase blades and enmitic annihilator carbines. Like the other heavily altered survivors of Borakka’s original legions, Brukt spent its time off the battlefield locked in partial stasis, so as to keep its destruction-impulse subdued. Clearly, however, the sound of its name had made it through the chronosuppression field, as it responded with a growl so low it bypassed Oltyx’s auditory transducers entirely, triggering his seismoceptors instead. 

			Mentep held up his hands, the amber of his ocular going pale with alarm. As a rule, the cryptek didn’t hesitate to needle anyone, but it seemed Brukt was the exception. 

			‘Consider me chastened, Marshal – and I urge you to take me sincerely in that. These are strange times, and I am frustrated. I’d ask forgiveness, in fact, if I did not respect your inability to offer it. Regardless, I fear, we must still discuss a course of action.’

			‘Do so then,’ said Borakka, offering one last crematory scowl to the room. ‘Decide what you wish to decide. I have said my piece.’ Then it vanished. 

			It took a moment for the room, especially Mentep, to shake itself free of Borakka’s presence, and Oltyx was surprised to find himself to be the one breaking the silence. 

			‘I have already sent a full report to Antikef, anointed with every seal of urgency, and woven through with the vision Mentep has shown you.’ Oltyx’s vocal actuators hissed with a quiet sigh-analogue. ‘If Unnas heeds it, and acts quickly to draw together the whole host of Ithakas at Sedh, I am certain the armada can be repelled.’ As Oltyx said the words, he realised he believed them, and felt a phantom warmth in his core. Pride, he recognised at last. Pride in what the dynasty had been – and in what it could yet still be, if only he was on its throne. 

			It lasted until Parreg spoke up to reply.

			‘With the usual respects to his undying radiance Unnas,’ said the stocky lord, ‘the dynast will do no such thing, will he? He did not send so much as an atom in aid when Phiom fell to the green tide, so why should he care now?’

			‘Did you not see the number of ships?’ lamented Erraph in his high, piping voice, throwing his hands up in protest. ‘Surely wise Unnas will deliver us, when he sees!’ 

			But Oltyx shook his head, his brief moment of faith collapsing. ‘No, Erraph – Parreg is right. My report will be dismissed, as ever. And even if it is not, it will change nothing. Whatever transpires, we cannot expect aid – the dynast has damned me, and would not shore up my position if the Old Enemy itself were at our gates.’

			‘I could always assassinate you,’ said Lysikor, in what had even odds of being either a serious proposal, or one of his eerier jokes. 

			‘You are welcome to try,’ replied Yenekh, suddenly concealed in the shadows just behind the duke. Oltyx had to check his recognition array for confirmation that Lysikor actually twitched when the admiral appeared at his back. Even with everything the struggle against the curse had taken from him, Yenekh could move.

			Keen to change the subject from his potential assassination, however, Oltyx continued briskly.

			‘In truth, even were I any other lord, my pleas would amount to the same. Wise Unnas will be too focused on his games and entertainments, as he was three centuries ago, to notice the crumbling of his borders. He will not believe any of the upstart species can prevail against Ithakan steel, and will only see the reality of the ships when they are on his doorstep.’

			‘We must flee to Antikef, then,’ urged Erraph, swinging his head around in search of support, as his thoracic cartouche flickered with frustration. But Mentep held his palm up to stay any wider response, and answered himself.

			‘If you wish to leave, Dikast, nobody here can command you otherwise. The same goes for all of you. But do not think Antikef will last long, if it is caught unaware. Given the fleet’s speed, you might win yourself another decan or two more, at the very most, by fleeing ahead of it.’ 

			‘Can we… negotiate with the humans?’ said Erraph quietly, the last guttering of hope audible in his voice. Mentep clicked with derision; such a suggestion was not worth a response.

			‘What about our old allies?’ protested Parreg, sounding affronted that nobody had found a solution yet.

			‘What allies?’ snapped Oltyx. ‘The empire of Malfakhenn was plundered as it slept, and the worlds of Kefalahn seem as if they may never wake. The lords of the Nephrekh might offer us words of smirking consolation. But they care only for their solar cults – they will stay within their halls of metagold, as they have always done.’

			‘Then what of the dynasties of the west?’ the Agoranomos insisted. ‘Surely one of them would come to our aid?’

			‘I don’t know, Lord Parreg – shall we go begging to the Azure King of Thokt, miser of the solar reefs, in the hope he will forget the debts we already owe? Or perhaps that… pirate, Thaszar, who usurped the Sarnekh throne? I am sure he will be a useful ally. Or maybe we should go to the Ogdobekh, who have hated us ever since we were at each other’s throats in the Wars of Secession?’ Oltyx paused to glare around the chamber. ‘And if anyone so much as mentions Imotekh the damned Stormlord, I will put a fist through their core. Miracle worker though he might be – at least by reputation – he is on the other side of the galaxy.’

			‘What about you, Mentep?’ asked Lysikor, turning to the cryptek. ‘You never say much about your old conclave. But we all know your sort grow wide roots. Might your old fellows offer aid?’

			‘None that even you would want, deathmark,’ answered the engrammancer instantly, and with enough gravity to end the discussion before it had started. Lysikor’s nodes gleamed with curiosity. 

			‘That’s it, then,’ said the duke, casually. ‘There is no sense in running, and there’s nobody to help us. Borakka was right – I suppose we must fortify as best we can, and wait to die. It should be interesting, at least.’ 

			‘Unless…’ croaked Denet, who somehow was still awake, and the whole chamber turned to face him. Every so often across the centuries, there had been moments where the tide of his confusion had receded, revealing a glimpse of the great general who had once won the Battle of the Iterrasz Deeps. Oltyx could see him there now, on the very shoreline of lucidity. He hoped, against all odds, that this would be the time Denet managed to haul himself free of the waves. 

			‘Unless… I summon forth… the monoliths!’ said Denet, raising a finger in emphasis, and several faceplates across the chamber dipped to the floor in shame

			Alas, lamented the strategic submind, which had been just as hopeful as Oltyx that the ancient commander might break free of his befuddlement. The monoliths, of course, were not an option. The war engines had been a gift from the Silent King himself – a full century of them, awarded to Denet, along with the honorary title of master, in acknowledgement of the victory at Iterrasz. But Denet’s ataxia had begun to set in even before the Great Sleep, and he had developed an obsession with the idea that his trophies would be stolen from him. In a fit of paranoia, he had locked the monoliths in a sealed dimensional appendix, under multiple seals of encryption, to keep them safe through the ages. 

			Naturally, when he had awoken, the keys were entirely gone from his mind: the monoliths, and the legions within them, were doomed to sleep forever beyond his reach. Time and decay had brought a sort of mercy, however, as Denet had forgotten even their loss, and experienced periodic swells of pride and rapture when he remembered Szarekh’s gift. In a way, whatever else he lost, Denet would always have his monoliths, and nobody – not even callous Lysikor – wanted to be the one to tell him otherwise. 

			‘A tr-r-remendous suggestion, my lord,’ said Neth gently, and Mentep offered the old general an indulgent nod. Then, with a murmur of satisfaction, Denet went back to the dormancy in his core-flux that passed for sleep.

			‘I think that concludes things,’ said Lysikor, as if the meeting’s business had been trivial. ‘Unless of course we plan to keep talking until the humans arrive?’

			‘No, Lysikor. That concludes things,’ Oltyx confirmed. ‘Go and prepare for war. But…’ He paused, for there was one more thing to say. He had been bracing himself for it throughout the whole of the meeting, dreading the moment when his words would make it real. But there was no avoiding it. 

			‘But I, however, will not be joining you.’ The whole council stared, ­baffled, at their nomarch, and he had to force the words through his vocal actuators. ‘I am breaking my exile, and returning to Antikef, to petition the crown’s aid in person.’

			‘Well, nobody could accuse you of running from trouble on that count,’ remarked Parreg, taken aback. He was right, of course. Unnas had been very clear on the terms of Oltyx’s exile, and he had ever been a hard ruler, even before the rot set in after Sokar. Return to Antikef would mean destruction. But what choice did Oltyx have? Obedience to the dynast would squander Sedh, and likely the rest of the kingdom. At least if he met his end this way, it would be in an attempt to preserve Ithakas, in the same spirit of defiant pragmatism that had led to his banishment in the first place. At least he would have tried. 

			‘I realise it is a doomed venture, Agoranomos, but it bears within it the slimmest strand of hope. With the dynast… distracted, my elder Djoseras is in effective command of Ithakan forces. I will speak to him first. While he is no more fond of me than Unnas, there is at least a chance he will listen.’ 

			‘And until you return?’ questioned Mentep, who he had not forewarned of this plan. 

			‘Or when you don’t return at all?’ added Lysikor, echoing Oltyx’s own suspicions. 

			‘Look to Yenekh,’ said Oltyx, seeing shock bloom in the high admiral’s oculars. ‘I hereby name him Sedh’s acting nomarch as well as its ­fleetmaster, with all rights and duties to be transferred immediately. And now, this council is concluded.’ 

			The synedrion collapsed into disorder once more, as the lords began arguing across a dozen subjects. A pack had already begun to press in to petition Yenekh. Oltyx did not envy him, but it was the admiral’s problem now. Tasking his analytical partition with preparing a scythecraft for his departure, he raised a hand in farewell to Mentep, who raised one in return. Either he condoned Oltyx’s decision, or had mercy and respect enough to let him get on with it regardless. There was nobody else he liked enough to bid farewell. And so, because it could not be avoided, he looked to Yenekh through the encroaching scrum of nobles. 

			‘Do not let Taikash give you advice on fleet manoeuvres,’ signed Oltyx in their shared code, embedding the message in a blend of signifier-patterns that could be interpreted either as humour or despair.

			‘But my sickness,’ said the admiral, his reply woven into a coruscating alarm-pattern. Clearly, Oltyx would not escape that conversation entirely. ‘You were going to banish me – yet now you give me… a planet?’

			‘A planet with a few days to live,’ Oltyx reminded him, emphasising the gravity of the point with a brief gamma pulse from his oculars. ‘The only way your “sickness” matters now is if I somehow succeed and save the dynasty. We will crest that dune when we reach it, as Mentep says.’

			‘I still hope you succeed,’ Yenekh signed, after a few seconds. ‘It would be good to see you again.’

			‘Fight well when the time comes,’ replied Oltyx, because he could not bear the dishonesty of replying in kind. As the translation protocol began, he turned from Yenekh, and hoped that he did not see his old friend again. Whatever transpired next, the best hope for the admiral was to go down fighting, and be remembered as the Razor of Sedh, rather than as the ­aberration he was becoming. 

			Of course, that was presuming the crusade left anyone to remember Yenekh at all. And only Oltyx, now, alone in all of Ithakas, was in a position to do anything about that. 
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			CHAPTER NINE

			IMMOVABLE OBJECTS

			Djoseras had managed to find the biggest stretch of nothingness on all of Antikef in which to site his palace. Just to find a boulder large enough to hide his scythecraft behind, Oltyx had been forced to set down leagues away from his austere little ziggurat. And since he no longer had access to Antikef’s translation relays, he had been forced to cross the whole distance on foot. Even at a speed that would have left any mortal runner horizons behind, it had been a long, empty journey. 

			Antikef was an old planet, its core gone still even before the necrontyr had settled there. Its seas were little more than knee-deep flats of viscous brine, and an eternity of wind had worn all but the highest mountains into nubs. It was not entirely dead – in the upper latitudes, where the capital was sited, there were still plains, rivers and even modest patches of scrub. But in this equatorial region, there was nothing but an expanse of powdery dust, bleached white with metal oxides, and shepherded into ripples by the scorching breeze. 

			To see Antikef’s true majesty, one had to look up. Where the sky touched the dryness at the edges of the world, it was tinged with gold, before ­ascending into depthless cerulean. And at the apex of that vault, with not so much as a grain of dust hidden from its sight, Antikef’s sun glared magnificently down on it all. 

			Szarekh’s bones, thought Oltyx, as the whiteness of the plain glared up at him. He had forgotten just how bright Antikef was. After three hundred years stuck in Sedh’s penumbral gloom, the world of his birth seemed bathed in impossible amounts of light.

			Shall I recalibrate your optic array perhaps, milord? asked his analytical submind, unable to resist the opportunity to solve a minor technical problem, even though Oltyx had expressly ordered his partitions to give him peace once more for the duration of this trip. He assented, but with only a simple affirmation-glyph, so as to discourage further talk. 

			There was a moment of pitch darkness as Analytical reset the array. When vision returned, restored to its crownworld presets, the radiance of the world was much more comfortable to look at. It almost felt like home. But the small row of refrenation-glyphs across the top of his vision, denoting failed connections with royal information nodes, kept the nomarch in mind that it was not. As soon as he had stepped foot on the kemmeht beyond Sedh, he had made himself an outlaw. 

			He did not know how Djoseras would receive him, but he would know soon. Some time ago, he had begun to pass distant formations of soldiers, their reflective shells blazing like ranks of landlocked stars, as they stood motionless in the afternoon heat. The mighty legions of the kynazh, busy doing nothing, while Sedh made do with the likes of Neth. Now, the stepped pyramid of the palace itself, the highest object for a hundred leagues in every direction, had swum into being from the distant haze.

			And out in front of it was Djoseras. Even at their highest settings, he could not squeeze enough magnification from his oculars to make him out as anything but a tiny filament of silver, flickering in the heat that billowed from the plain. But a simplified far-scry dodged the worst of the haze, and as he walked the last half-league across the immaculate emptiness – for a lord could not be seen to run – Oltyx got a good look at what his elder did with his time these days. 

			He appeared to be cleaning. 

			In all his long years on Sedh, and his many, many bitter fantasies of the crownworld, he’d always imagined Djoseras by Unnas’ side at court: surrounded with golden splendour, and orbited by crowds of mirthless ­sycophants. But here he was, dwelling alone in the barest, driest part of the world, and cleaning his soldiers by hand. 

			The kynazh was down on his knees in the dust, working with a tiny precision phase blade to shave near-microscopic imperfections from the ankle joint of an Immortal. The heavyset warrior-variant was in flawless condition, as were all of the nine-score identical legionaries in its block. But ‘flawless’ was a relative term; even with all the augmentation of his senses, Oltyx suspected he would never quite have Djoseras’ figurative eye for spotting imperfections. 

			After checking his work over, and adjusting the angle of the Immortal’s foot by the width of a dozen sand grains, Djoseras moved to the next in the rank. By the look of it, he was halfway along the front row of the grid of one hundred and eighty, which was the third of five lined up in front of the palace. And that was just Djoseras’ personal guard. Surely, he could not even reach the last Immortal before the sand had scored a thousand new scratches in the first. Even considering the task invited madness. 

			But then, cleanliness had ever been a priority for Djoseras, even in the time of flesh, and biotransference had developed it into a fixation. In recent centuries, it seemed, it had consumed him. Oltyx had thought a lot about Djoseras since his vision at the Battle of the Temenos, oscillating between familiar, comfortable hatred, and more complex feelings he preferred not to analyse. But while his opinion was still unresolved, as he watched the humble figure working away on his knees, Oltyx found that any thoughts of hate were unusually reluctant to rise. 

			By the time he had made it within a few khet of the ziggurat, the sun had moved far enough down the wall of the sky to give it a shadow. Closing the rest of the distance, Oltyx became aware of a sound rising above the low rustle of the wind. It was music – or something designed to resemble it: lifeless synthesised bells, clanging around the arrhythmic donk of percussion. It was emanating from Djoseras. 

			Was this the scion’s own composition? If it was, Oltyx decided he could take solace in the fact his elder was terrible at something. The necrontyr had never been great musicians, but the necrons were abysmal: all art beyond the brute depiction of majesty had died with biotransference, leaving only grim parody. And this was worse, somehow, even than that. As what Oltyx feared was supposed to be the main melody kicked in over the thudding dirge, it sounded like nothing so much as a damaged canoptek falling down a very deep hole. The clatter of the ork transports dropping their rear hatches at the Ossuary had been more melodious. 

			‘That is the worst thing I have ever heard,’ called Oltyx across the waste, unable to contain himself. He’d spent the whole journey rehearsing potential ways to break three hundred years of silence, and now he had said that.

			‘It is not my best piece,’ said Djoseras, glancing over his shoulder. If he was surprised to see Oltyx, he didn’t seem it. ‘But it helps me concentrate while I work.’

			‘Regarding that,’ ventured Oltyx, hesitant now of causing real offence. ‘You do know we have scarabs for that, no? Are you… certain this is a worthy use of your time?’ Fastidious as he was, it seemed particularly odd for the elder heir to devote such personal attention to his charges, when once he had murdered a full cohort of soldiers just to prove how little they meant as individuals. Unless, of course, he had changed? 

			Djoseras thought for a second, weighing the question.

			‘As good a use of it as any. Think of how these troops, and all the others out in the desert, looked as you flew in.’ Oltyx baited Djoseras’ pomposity by answering the question with the most obtuse answer he could think of.

			‘The troops, honoured elder, looked like a large shiny square, made out of smaller, equally shiny squares.’

			‘Quite,’ said Djoseras with understated pleasure, and turned back to his work. ‘From a distance, they became a single mass. A droplet of purest silver, itself subsumed by the shining pool of the dynasty’s strength. The more perfect the components, the more perfect the whole.’ 

			Hear, hear, agreed Oltyx’s doctrinal submind, marauding briefly from the shell of its partition. Doctrinal had been taciturn ever since the Ossuary, treating Oltyx with sullen spite whenever he had been forced to speak with it. And yet now it had been commanded not to speak, it could not contain its cheer for his rival. Being just as self-regarding as Djoseras was, the submind loved a good aphorism, and the kynazh had ever been full of the things.

			That much, then, had not changed. And seeing it, Oltyx wanted nothing more than to pluck at the scion’s composure – perhaps by asking if the Immortals themselves took pride in their appearance, or if they were even aware of it. But while this was always going to be a volatile conversation, there was no need to hurry it to a reprisal of the duel the two of them had parted on, so he would restrain himself. Sometimes, pragmatism meant good manners, he supposed. 

			‘I am just not sure it is worth your kneeling,’ he settled on in the end, delivering his opinion with a shrug. ‘It is admirable,’ he lied, ‘but you will surely get more dust on yourself down there, than you manage to remove from the soldiers.’

			Djoseras’ tiny blade paused in its work, and then switched off. The kynazh got to his feet and turned around, slowly enough to look unconcerned, but Oltyx caught his tiny glance down at the grains clinging to his legs, and the barely visible revulsion-pattern that shivered across his nodes as he fought the urge to clean it away. He’s never actually considered it, has he? thought Oltyx, amazed as ever that someone could be so wise and so stupid at the same time. Taking on a gruff tone to hide his embarrassment, Djoseras changed the subject. 

			‘I will take as implicit, by the way, your thanks for my allowing you to make landfall, despite having seen you coming from the system’s edge. You would be wise to remember it wasn’t stupor that stayed my palace’s turrets. It was clemency, Oltyx.’

			‘So I am welcomed back with open arms, like in the story of the wayward seal-bearer?’ said Oltyx, with mock jubilance. By the Deceiver’s lies, he thought, Mentep must have alluded to that fable a hundred times, and now I’m doing it. 

			‘I would not go nearly that far,’ said Djoseras icily, walking towards him. ‘I would say it is as likely as you having come back to make amends, in fact. But whatever it is you have come to ask for, I will at least hear you out.’

			‘You are gracious,’ said Oltyx, mostly meaning it, ‘and I am glad to see you looking so… clean.’ Indeed, aside from the dust, now shivering from his legs as he surreptitiously degaussed them, Djoseras could have been fresh from the biofurnace. Unlike the rest of the Ithakan nobility, his was an ascetic appearance, with just the slimmest filaments of gold to denote his royalty, and the sigil on his cartouche reduced to its most basic elements, with no embellishment or personal heraldry. 

			He was neither heavily constructed like Oltyx, nor gangly like Mentep, nor statuesque like Yenekh. He was simply… ordinary. Bland, even, ­although by Djoseras’ reckoning, that would have been a compliment. The simplicity of his form emphasised its spotless condition. 

			‘You look good, is what I mean,’ concluded Oltyx, rephrasing the praise so as to sound less like an insult. 

			‘I would say the same, but you look dreadful,’ replied Djoseras, oculars casting a brief X-ray pulse to signify scorn as he examined him. Anger rose in Oltyx’s core at the implication, pulling him out of the weird ease the conversation had fallen into. 

			‘Unnas had you excoriate me,’ he growled, letting a flare of distortion creep into his words.

			‘He did,’ replied Djoseras, with the solidity of stone. ‘But I was not referring to that, Oltyx. The past is done with. Please do not think me so petty as to… goad you with it now. I was referring to the way you carry yourself. Your nodal accents. The strange – how should I put it? – tics you have picked up. It is the little details. You are not maintaining yourself as you should.’

			‘You would know all about little details, I suppose,’ snorted Oltyx, tilting his shovelblade of a chin towards the Immortal Djoseras had been polishing. Still, the criticism had given him pause, and he couldn’t help but straighten his posture. What tics had he been referring to? Had Sedh so visibly degraded him? 

			‘Now that was petty,’ said Djoseras, pointing a finger. 

			‘And clearly I spoke in jest, kynazh. Szarekh’s ribs! I thought I had been the one lacking decent company all this time, but it seems your social intuition has been racing mine to the bottom. I am not surprised, mind, if you have spent the centuries out here, whistling nonsense to yourself as you scour invisible dust from your troops.’

			‘And there you go again. You cannot resist provocation, can you? And profaning Szarekh’s name, besides. Is your language always so foul, now?’ Djoseras folded his arms, and the tiniest glow of amusement shot across his discharge matrix. Was his elder enjoying this bickering? Was he?

			‘It is strange to me, Djoseras, I will not deny it. I feel a little sorry for you. But do not take it as condemnation. In truth, I am glad you are keeping busy. Mentep always insists that obsessions are the best anchors, after all, and–’

			‘Mentep?’ interrupted Djoseras, cocking his head slightly. ‘As in Mentep of Carnotite?’

			‘I do not know,’ admitted Oltyx, as he had never heard of Carnotite. ‘Mentep, as in Sedh’s… plague physician, I suppose you would call him? He is mentioned quite frequently in my nomarchial reports, which I am sure are required reading at court, so I’m surprised you don’t know all about him. You do… read my reports, don’t you, most noble senior?’ 

			Djoseras looked a little uncomfortable, and said nothing for a moment, so Oltyx awarded himself a small victory, and continued.

			‘Anyway. Mentep says the best way we can prevent our minds from drifting away on the current of time, is to weigh them down with obsession. It gives us something to consume our thoughts. To stop us dwelling too much on… you know.’ Oltyx gestured down at the lifeless metal of his body, clinking gently as it soaked in the desert’s furnace heat, and tried not to let the eternal awareness that he wasn’t breathing intrude on his mind. Djoseras nodded rapidly, to steer them well clear of the taboo of the unnameable. 

			‘It is a perspective,’ he agreed. ‘I will admit there is a certain amount of solace to be found in the work, and you know I always believed that the cleansing of the body engenders the cleansing of the mind. But obsession as sanity?’ Djoseras produced the hollow ticking analogous to a non-committal grunt. ‘I suppose Trazyn, the famous Thief of Solemnace, must have the soundest mind of us all, in that case.’

			‘There are limits, clearly. What I was trying to say is that your mind appears to be in good health.’ Oltyx flared a sincerity-pattern across his thorax, feeling tentatively as if the conversation was staggering in the right direction. He very much hoped that Djoseras didn’t now ask if he had an obsession, since admitting that it was hating the dynast, and sometimes Djoseras himself, might send things back a step. 

			‘My mind is well, I hope,’ said the kynazh. ‘And this time, I really can return the compliment – at least insofar as I can confirm that you, too, seem to be yourself.’ 

			If they had been flesh still, Oltyx suspected they might both have expressed the faintest smile then. But they were not, so they just stared blankly at each other. The conversation halted for a time, but the silence was not unpleasant, and only mildly awkward. Alone out here on the whiteness of the dust, Djoseras must have become just as accustomed as Oltyx had to long stretches of quiet. Conversation here, he suspected, must have been as common as rain. 

			At last though, as the sun began to sink into the giddy nosedive of the equatorial sunset, his elder spoke again.

			‘You know, while I am reluctant to return us to matters of the past again, I have been wanting to ask you something for many years.’ Oltyx flashed a brief query-pattern to signal his curiosity, and he continued. ‘Oltyx, did you never stop to consider that the terms of your… appointment as nomarch–’

			‘My exile, you mean.’ 

			Djoseras emitted a burst of soft static at Oltyx’s correction, and dipped his faceplate in regret. ‘The terms of your exile, yes. Did it never occur to you, in three centuries, that they never forbade you from speaking to me by carrier wave?’

			The elder heir had never been emotive when he could help it, but now he had said his piece, his discharge-patterns were briefly as unmuted as Oltyx’s own. The signifier-patterns they displayed, however, were overlaid and hard to pick apart. There was affection in there, and disappointment, and regret, and… Ah, thought Oltyx, as he recognised the whole. It’s grief. 

			Djoseras had changed, after all, since he had been away. Or perhaps he had never changed at all, but Oltyx’s memory of him had warped, distorting like a shadow at sunset. It had never been the kynazh’s idea to exile him – it had been Unnas’. He would still never forgive Djoseras for ­refusing to intervene, nor worse, for thinking the judgement had been fair. But now they were face to face again, it was harder to hate this awkwardly acerbic loner, than the version of him his mind had cultivated from the seeds of memory. 

			The grief-pattern, for that was certainly what it was, intensified, and Djoseras spoke quietly. 

			‘It is a shame that we only talk again now, because you have flown straight into what you know must be a death sentence.’ 

			Now is the optimal time to mention the crusade, master, said the strategic submind, which could not have been less interested in feelings, as it finally saw a chance to move the conversation round to its preferred topic of war. 

			I’m getting to it, thought Oltyx, annoyed once again at being trapped inside his own mind with what amounted to a squadron of passive-aggressive butlers. But unless you’ve been working on divesting some of your vast talent into a new diplomatic partition, I’d thank you for leaving me to my own judgement. I was dealing with Djoseras millions of years before you were created. 

			As you wish. Just bear in mind, the humans are not likely to wait while you catch up on three centuries of bickering. 

			The submind was right, of course. Oltyx knew he had to get to the point. Doing his best to dump the useless freight of emotions from his executive buffer, he pointed at the ranks of soldiers, each still blazing mirror-like with the sun’s fading strength, and made his play.

			‘Djoseras. There are nine hundred Immortals here, in your guard alone, doing absolutely nothing. You are their commander, and you have nothing more to do than make sure they look perfect. The three tessarions of Sedh’s garrison have one hundred and eight Immortals between them, and twelve of those can barely walk.’

			‘With respect, nomarch, Sedh is a fringeworld. You cannot expect it to be provisioned like the tessarions of the kynazh.’

			‘And that is why the frontier is crumbling!’ countered Oltyx, shaking his outstretched palm at the legions. ‘The Unclean are resisted only by the dynasty’s dregs, while the might of the crownworld stands idle in the desert.’

			‘The dynast has ordered that the royal armies remain on Antikef,’ said Djoseras, placing the words like bricks in a wall, less of an argument than they were a fortification. And as he glared out from behind it, a shadow of warning passed over his oculars. ‘Unless you wish to revisit our… discussion over the nature of loyalty to the crown, Oltyx, that is all there is to say.’

			‘There is nothing to revisit,’ said Oltyx, bitterly. ‘You said yourself – the past is done. You defeated me a long time ago.’ 

			‘I am sad that you see it that way,’ said Djoseras, quietly, as the sun slipped below the peak of the ziggurat and cast them both into shadow. Oltyx did not know how to respond to that, and so carried on with his original argument instead.

			‘Arrogant as you might think me, I did not come here expecting to change your mind through words. I wanted to show you what is happening, and let circumstances speak for themselves.’ His vocal transducers crashed with static for a moment, as his frustration leaked. ‘If you, or anyone here, actually paid attention to reports from the border, I would not even need to do that.’ 

			Oltyx hung his head as he realised there was no way to change Djoseras’ mind. There was nothing to do, in fact, but endure the kynazh’s certain – and inevitably long-winded – refusal. He might as well have stayed on Sedh, to face his demise among his crumbling peers. As he waited for the inevitable, he became idly aware of his analytical submind counting the grains that bordered his feet, to pass the time. 

			A fast counter though it was, it had managed to inventory seven million particles before Oltyx stopped pitying himself long enough to notice that his elder had not replied. He looked up to see Djoseras standing motionless in the shadow of the palace, radiating neither the condescension, nor the self-righteous, imperious anger he had expected, but undisguised sadness. 

			‘What?’ said Oltyx, resigned to some lecture or other.

			‘I… do read the reports, Oltyx,’ said Djoseras, soft as the shifting of dunes. 

			‘All of them?’

			‘All of them.’ 

			Oltyx was silent for a long time, as he tried to decide how this could make sense. The sun was beginning its rapid descent towards the horizon now, striping the white desert with the lengthening shadows of the soldiers. 

			‘Then… you know already?’

			‘Yes, nomarch. I know. I read your last report like I read every one ­before it, as they are all I have left of you.’ He let out a slow-fading pulse of white noise. ‘I have seen the human ships. I understand what they mean.’

			Despite every other question flooding his vocal buffer, Oltyx found himself about to ask Djoseras, since he had read the reports, whether he was proud of how his junior had conducted the defence of Sedh, or appalled. But he clamped down his vocal actuators before the words could emerge – he was determined not to let that matter to him. 

			‘Why did you not tell me you knew?’ he said at last. 

			‘Because I was enjoying talking to you. And I knew once this was broached, the conversation would have to end.’

			‘How can it end, though, if you know what is coming?’ raged Oltyx, unable to keep the emotion from shooting across the rough darkness of his carapace. ‘Where are the defences? Where is the mobilisation? Even the dynast must see the peril facing us – the need to take a stand. You… you have told Unnas, haven’t you?’

			‘I have… sent word to the capital,’ said Djoseras, pausing for a long moment before he was able to continue. ‘The royal citadel… did not see fit to reply.’ 

			Szarekh’s rotten teeth, thought Oltyx, as an unfamiliar pattern bloomed across the core-fire of his elder’s thoracic cartouche, was that shame? 

			‘Intractable though you might think me,’ he continued, echoing Oltyx’s words from earlier, ‘I have tried three times now to petition Unnas. But in his wisdom, he has clearly decided against action.’

			‘Think of the dynasty,’ pleaded Oltyx, falling to his knees himself now, as the ranks of the Immortals stared blankly out through the stretching shadows. ‘Think of all we have achieved, all we ever were, wiped away by… by Unnas’ madness.’ Even as he said it, he realised he had gone too far – but there was no taking it back.

			‘Unnas is the dynast,’ stated Djoseras, words distorting as he fought his temper, then exploding at last, ‘and as I told you on the day we agreed never to speak of again, the dynast is the dynasty!’ All composure lost, the Heir of Ithakas lashed out and struck Oltyx to the ground with the flat of his hand. As he fell, Oltyx could only wonder what day Djoseras had been referring to – he remembered no such thing. But he could hardly admit that now. 

			Reining in his temper again, Djoseras thrust his arm towards the ziggurat of the palace.

			‘Again, Oltyx, I direct you to the stones. Observe their shape. A pyramid, a ziggurat, is more than architecture. It is a symbol. A broad base, tapering to a single stone. We are the masonry, Oltyx, and the dynast is the capstone. What he does, or does not, we do or do not in turn. That is how we are, and what we are. It’s how we conquered this galaxy, and it is how we shall hold on to it.’ 

			Oltyx got to his feet as the kynazh raged, and held his own temper as he spoke back.

			‘That is what we were once, Djoseras. The dynasty in its prime, as embodied by Unnas, was a bulwark against the anger of the heavens themselves. But time will wear anything down, and the old structures will not survive the storm to come. If you cannot see the sense in that, if you won’t rebuild them into something new, then all we can do is wait for the storm to blow out the dynasty’s flame.’ 

			The elder had turned away from Oltyx as he spoke; when he turned back, his anger was gone, replaced with weariness. ‘Stones, storm and fire? You mix your metaphors, nomarch.’

			‘You gave me a lot of metaphors to mix, over the years,’ grumbled Oltyx. ‘But you take my meaning.’

			‘I do. But it… does not change things. Even if I agreed with you, I cannot choose to disobey Unnas. His orders are statements of fact. If the universe does not conform to their truth–’

			‘It is our duty as subjects to remake it until it does,’ finished Oltyx, wondering how many of his own thoughts over the years had just been Djoseras’, repackaged as his own after he had burned the memories of their first utterance. ‘I remember well enough.’

			‘But you never understood,’ protested Djoseras. ‘You always thought that being an heir meant choosing how to pass the time until inheriting real power. Deciding on your own grand schemes for the conduct of the species, and testing them out on your armies, while growing ever more impatient for death to empty the throne. But it was never about that.’

			‘Well, clearly not. Because we are constructs that can’t die,’ quipped Oltyx, earning him a scowl this time. 

			‘You know what I mean, fool. Being royal was always about service. You can never understand what it is to lead – you can never be prepared to lead – if you do not understand service. I serve, Oltyx – forever, and no matter where it leads me.’

			‘You’re the fool, then!’ shouted Oltyx. It was an utterly inadequate rebuttal, but it was all he had. 

			‘I might be, in many ways,’ agreed Djoseras mournfully. ‘Either way, it seems service will spell my end. The end of all of this. But if Ithakas is to fall by the same principles on which it rose, then so be it. I will stand by my decision. Because I know this much, Oltyx. No matter how compelling the cause which tempts me, if I make one exception to my creed, there will be nothing to stop me from making another. I will make every exception in time, until I am lost without a compass, and stray towards the false light of degeneracy.’

			‘Like me, you mean?’ said Oltyx, stricken. Was Djoseras talking about the defence of Sedh – the sparing of Neth, the flight to the tomb’s depths, the release of the Cursed? Oltyx had lacked the sense to lie about any of it in his reports, and the scion had read them all. The wind picked up, rattling grit across the breastplates of the Immortals, and licking them with the first chill of evening. Djoseras shrugged, and turned to the silent ranks.

			‘I couldn’t say,’ whispered his elder, quiet as the susurration of dust on metal, and he fell silent. They stood for a long time then, saying nothing, because everything was too difficult to say. The sun sank lower, its disc tarnishing from silver to deep orange, and at last Oltyx found words.

			‘Will you stop me, then, if I go to Unnas?’

			‘I will not stop you, Oltyx. You know as well as I do what your chances are. I suppose you have come too far for me to deny you a proper end to your journey.’ 

			Oltyx nodded in gratitude, then looked down and kicked the sand distractedly.

			‘It is… a long way on foot.’ Oltyx could not bring himself to make the request directly, and Djoseras’ nodes gleamed with the swiftest, candle-bright amusement at his awkwardness.

			‘Very well. I will allow you translation access to the borders of the capital district, and seals to get you past the necropolis gate.’ There was a tingle in Oltyx’s interstitial arrays, as they were amended. ‘I am sure you would manage to get in anyway, resourceful as you are. But I offer them in the spirit of… what we once had.’

			‘You are generous to save me time,’ said Oltyx, trying hard to hide the flash of surprise from his oculars, and harder yet to mask the deep sadness glowing beneath. He could not afford himself the hope of a new beginning with Djoseras, of reconciliation this close to the end. Even if they could stand here through the setting of another thousand suns, there would be too much to say. So he changed the subject. ‘Why did you situate your palace so far from court, by the way? I’m sure it was nearer, once.’

			‘It is quiet out here,’ grumbled Djoseras as if it were an irrelevance, beginning to cast the protocol that would send the nomarch on his way. ‘I… no longer care for… the life of the city, is all.’ The answer came haltingly, and Oltyx wanted desperately to know what the kynazh meant by that – and what he had nearly said instead. But the translation energies were rising, and these next few words would be their last. He suspected he owed them more to his ancient companion and mentor, than to his own curiosity.

			‘This is probably farewell, then?’ Oltyx said, with a suggestion of a shrug.

			‘Certainly farewell.’ Emerald light reflected from Djoseras’ faceplate as the casting rose up around Oltyx’s legs.

			‘You are sure you do not want to come along?’

			‘I am sure, Oltyx.’

			‘I thought I should offer,’ replied the nomarch, before letting a crafty flicker of infrared waves cross his oculars. ‘It’s just that, what with your… forgetting… to obliterate me on sight, as per the terms of my exile, and now with your blatant assistance in getting me to Unnas, it seems an awful lot like you are having second thoughts.’ 

			‘An oversight,’ blurted Djoseras, waving his hands as if hoping to shoo Oltyx through the interstices before he could say anything else. Oltyx would have grinned, had he been able. 

			‘You are making an exception, aren’t you?’

			‘No.’

			‘You are!’

			‘Incorrect,’ insisted the kynazh, too rapidly, his discharge matrix nearly obscured by the light of translation. ‘Farewell, b–’ His vocal actuators began to form another word, but clicked and reset themselves. ‘Farewell, no­march. And… good luck.’

			As he sank into the interstices, leaving his elder alone once again, Oltyx processed the patterns that had blinked across his carapace in that last split second. They could have been expressions of confusion, or sorrow, or a hundred other predictable dournesses. But no: there had been hope there. And as inconceivable as it seemed, for the first time he could remember, Oltyx could have sworn he had seen the faint scintillation of pride beneath it. 
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			CHAPTER TEN

			THE TALE OF THE SHIPWRECKED VARGARD

			The first sign that something was badly wrong came just after sunset, as Oltyx passed through the capital’s khet-high curtain wall, and walked across the cooling sand where the outer city – the commoners’ belt – had once sprawled. 

			In surface area at least, the belt had always been the greater part of the capital by far. But now, all the way from the clifflike outer wall to the second, more ornate barrier around the city’s nucleus, there was only wind-wrinkled dust. Not a crumb of clay remained to mark the streets of the vanished city, nor was there a single scratch in the sand to speak for the millions who had once teemed there. All that had abided, in fact, were the great royal obelisks that had once stood at intersections, positioned so that wherever a commoner stood, one of the structures would be in sight, engraved with the hekatic reality of the royal right to power. The stones proclaimed their truths in vain now, as there was no inscription so powerful it could tame the wind. As the breeze picked up with the gathering night, it moaned across their sculpted crowns. 

			But although the outer city had vanished, the capital’s power was undiminished. At the heart of the leagues-wide emptiness, black walls soared from the dust, engraved with six million lines of sacred script, and ridged with armoured bastions. Part monument and part fortification, it shimmered with cold green light, as energy tracked forever along the lines of the ward-hymns. And behind it, spires climbing into the deepening twilight, the silent immensity of the necropolis endured. 

			Time had passed around the tomb-citadel like water around a floodplain boulder. All the transient muck of mortal life had been swept away like dried-out silt, leaving the great stone itself resolute and untouched. Oltyx reminded himself, as he crossed the outer city’s unmarked grave, that nothing of value had been lost with the sprawl’s passing. 

			Still, when the dust began to shiver around his feet, he briefly wondered if the dead had taken issue with this. Were the grains stirred by the spirits of the slums, quivering in feeble rage at being so easily dismissed? No. Oltyx did not even need to wait for his logic array to dispel the idea. Even if he were vulnerable to haunting, there could be no ghosts here to do so – for every one had been locked up in a shell of living steel, and served the dynasty yet. 

			The disturbance, his recognition arrays told him, was a different sort of otherworldly: the bow wave of a gravitic drive engine, labouring to keep something gargantuan aloft. It was coming from behind him, and catching up fast. And as whatever it was passed over the city’s curtain wall, the distortion intensified, agitating the sand until it seemed as if there were streets again, marked in shimmering ripples.

			Concealed though he was under a stack of makeshift obfuscation protocols, there was no way he could avoid attention, if something that big was actively looking for him. But he trusted Djoseras not to have betrayed him, at least. So he walked on, with his oculars fixed on the necropolis gate. At last though, when the shadow of his pursuer fell over him, eclipsing the inky blue above, Oltyx could not resist looking up. And what he saw made no sense at all. 

			It was a Khonn-class transport barge: a great, wallowing hulk of a thing, nearly twenty khet long and twelve across, that drifted overhead with the serene ugliness of a sleepwalking mountain. As it swallowed the sky, the twilight was replaced with the black of its underbelly, prickled with ghast-light in unfamiliar patterns. Oltyx’s interstitial array reached out on instinct to seize the ship’s heraldic seals, but he received only cold blue denial-glyphs in return. He remained curious, however. The sight of a large craft in atmosphere was rare these days – aside from invasions or other situations where relays were inoperable, translation was always the better way of transporting mass to and from orbit. 

			To see a Khonn was even stranger. These were vessels from the early days of Szarekh’s war – from the time of flesh, when troops had been ­ferried around the void surrounded by all the messy paraphernalia of living. They had been grossly inefficient, crowded with atmospheric systems, heaters, sleeping shelves, food stores and even plumbing. Oltyx shuddered at the thought – while all bodily matters were abhorrent to his people, the scatological had been taboo even in the time of flesh, and was a source of true horror to the necron mind. Thankfully, the biofurnaces had put paid to all that, and these days, troops could be packed shoulder to shoulder, stacked in neat blocks, or even stowed away in anchored dimensional appendices, where space was tight. A scythecraft could carry a legion, if it came to it. As such, he was surprised to see one of these old relics still in existence – let alone in the skies of the crownworld. 

			 First of my subminds, poked Oltyx, summoning his doctrinal partition with some reluctance, I have need of you. 

			A surprise, O master, came the reply, after what he suspected was a ­demonstrative pause. How might your servant be of assistance? The mind’s tone was acid, and aggressively over-accompanied by flattery-glyphs. Oltyx’s decision to deploy the Cursed had been one broken taboo too many for the submind, and their interactions since had been tense. In recent days, it had been silenced more often than not – even on the walk here, he had threatened it with lockdown after it had refused to be quiet about its admiration for Djoseras’ duty and bravery, following their strange meeting in the desert. Oltyx could understand its resentment; as was often the case with his partial selves, he would have felt the same in its position. He did wish, however, that the submind’s obsessive regard for hierarchy would translate to at least a modicum of respect for its only actual master. In any case, making it feel important would turn its mood around.

			I require you to identify that vessel for me, he commanded, appending the glyph for ‘lowly scribe’ because it seemed to like that sort of thing. I know you’re something of an… enthusiast for old hardware.

			Your servant shall consider the problem, answered the submind, before retreating briefly to its partitioned engrammatic archive. Ah, yes. It seems to be a Khonn-class carrier, built to the Bos pattern, which is most unusual given–

			Yes, I know. But where is it from, and what is it carrying?

			The livery is unfamiliar, but your servant is sure it has records. 

			Oltyx waited once more as it searched. 

			I have it! proclaimed Doctrinal at last, resentment vanished beneath the relish it held for delving through esoteric heraldic data. I even have a name. The craft is the CNOCCAN, pledged to Nemesor Buarainekh of House Fomorrh, under the Altymhor Dynasty in the far north. Constructed in the five-hundred-and-third-but-last year of the time of fl*sh, the CNOCCAN made its debut carrying a penal legion into the breach at Kel’kragh, where it–

			Less of the past, Doctrinal, interrupted the strategic submind ­before even Oltyx had lost patience. What is it doing now?

			Well. The CNOCCAN flies under trade-seals, from what this servant can discern – there is no way to determine its manifest without interstitial access, but the patterns of the hull lights suggest PHAER-IH-BANH, the old protocol of tribute-in-barter, which–

			That adds up, milord, said the analytical submind, butting in out of nowhere before Oltyx could get a word in. Hull’s reeking of metagold, godsteel, ­brittlesteel, and forty-nine strangesteel derivatives. Valuable substances, but… The fourth partition went quiet for a tick, as Analytical ran the numbers. Ah – thought so. Those are old smells, void-faded. That’s not what’s coming in – that’s what it’ll have taken back to Altymhor on the last run. 

			So Unnas tributes Antikef’s wealth to distant lords, thought Oltyx to the gathering crowd in the buffer, as he watched the slablike Cnoccan glide onwards, towards the columns of light that blazed coldly from the bastions of the necropolis wall. Soon it was out of sight, eaten up by the darkness of the wall itself, and Oltyx felt oddly gripped by foreboding. But what is he tributed in return? 

			Must be something special, speculated Analytical, to barter it for that haul. Strangesteel’s singularity-forged, milord – nobody in their right mind would give that up, not for anything less than a fortune! 

			The statement brought silence to Oltyx’s buffer for a moment, as none of the minds really knew what to do with it. Ever focused on the details, Analytical had never really had much of a grasp on context, and was cheerfully unaware of the clear solution to its quandary: that Unnas was most certainly not in his right mind. In the end, it was Xenology, too bored by the absence of the Unclean to have been much of a presence since leaving Sedh, that spoke up. 

			I think I have an answer, it ventured. But… well. Suffice to say, you will not like it. My doctrinal counterpart in particular. 

			Go ahead, replied Oltyx, sending a warning-glyph to Doctrinal – which hated Xenology with a fervour that made its rivalry with Strategic pale into insignificance – before it could refuse the fifth partition’s contribution. Preceding its statement with an occlusion-glyph, to dim the impact of the concept, Xenology spoke.

			…Khertt. 

			Immediately, the other four partitioned minds erupted in outrage. Even Combat hollered in disgust, and Doctrinal began rummaging furiously at the seals to Oltyx’s deletion protocols, hoping it might unleash them on Xenology. The K-word was, after all, the necrontyr term for excrement. It was not even that, in fact, but the euphemism for the euphemism for the actual word, which had long since been forgotten in distaste. And while Oltyx was regarded as foul-actuatored by his peers, with his frequent oaths on the mortal, pre-necron body of the Silent King, even he had limits. The pronouncement of… that word was a grotesque transgression, and had done nothing to remedy Xenology’s reputation for deviance among the other partitions. Even though Oltyx felt a tingle of sympathy with the submind – it had expressly been created with only an objective knowledge of biological taboos in order to further its purpose, after all – only Strategic could bear to acknowledge it. 

			Explain yourself. 

			Blame the truth, not the teller, said Xenology, with a patrician absence of shame. I accessed the master’s chemoreceptors, just as Analytical did. And far stronger than the metal-traces from the CNOCCAN, was the smell of… plumbing. 

			Szarekh’s fingerbones, thought Oltyx, if the partition remembers the… smell, then surely I do too. Even considering this caused him to discover that he did in fact remember the smell, and he had to fight off sudden, wild anxiety, as deep-buried arrays tried to fire off emetic impulses to a body that no longer had a throat. 

			You think Unnas is… trading the riches of Ithakas for… ordure? thought Oltyx, overriding the thoughts before they could wake the shadow in his pattern, and anchoring himself on the crunch of his steps in the sand as he approached the shadow of the gate. 

			I would not blaspheme so, said Xenology, with such sincerity that nobody shouted it down. But I fear you misunderstand. The vessel carries… ordure… only as a by-product of its real cargo. And such matter has only one source: BIOLOGY. Glyphs of hate and rapture clashed as it spat the word, and it continued. Going by other biochemical signatures in the wake of the CNOCCAN – which will only cause further demonstrative outrage if I list them – I would suggest that this vessel carries living creatures. 

			The doctrinal submind was next to speak, and to Oltyx’s amazement, it was not in condemnation. May the dynast forgive us all, but this servant fears Xenology is correct. Altymhor is… not like other dynasties – or so rumour has it. 

			Explain? queried Strategic, prompting a series of satisfaction-glyphs from Doctrinal, at the prospect of being able to hold forth to the rest of Oltyx’s mind at last. 

			My wise master will no doubt know of Vitokh, it began, the Grand Master of Altymhor, and the deep melancholy he fell into upon waking from the Great Sleep. 

			Oltyx was aware; in fact, it was virtually all he knew of the distant northern kingdom. He and Djoseras had talked often of Vitokh’s famous misery, and his conviction that a ruler could enjoy no glory if his subjects were not mortal.

			Far less discussed, continued the submind, is the remedy they sought. Rather than being cleansed, as is proper, it is whispered that some of the worlds retaken by Vitokh were merely subjugated, with the Unclean allowed to persist under his rule.

			Clarify, demanded the strategic submind. The aliens are treated as commoners?

			Nobody would be that mad! scoffed Doctrinal. The Unclean are afforded no such luxuries. They are kept as slaves, it is said, labouring to no purpose beyond the construction of endless monuments to Vitokh’s glory.

			No wonder Djoseras had settled himself so far from the capital, thought Oltyx, if it was now a labour camp for the Unclean. But then, how could that make sense? Unnas could be accused of many things, and there would be few more enthusiastic to accuse him of anything than Oltyx was, but it was hard to imagine the old dynast finding a sudden enthusiasm for slave-taking. If anything, he had only become more venomous about the idea of organic life as the years had marched on. More than that, though, it was near impossible to imagine the miser-king, in all his pride and ­pettiness, ­acceding to such a ruinously poor bargain as the analytical submind seemed to think he had done. 

			You keep mentioning rumours as the basis for all this, Oltyx quizzed Doctrinal. Rumours from where?

			Rumours my master heard himself at court – which your servant had to scavenge from your engrammatic sump and repair, since my master had considered them too frivolous to properly encode. Hemiun, the dynast’s vizier, had visited the Altymhor capital once. There, he heard tell of worlds in the kemmeht that teemed with humans, orks, and things only the fifth of our number would care to name. A chilling idea.

			But one that clearly stuck with Hemiun, thought Oltyx darkly, as he looked up at the wall, and wondered what he would find behind it. 

			He had never liked Unnas’ vizier. Nobody ever had, in fact, beside Unnas. Hemiun was part of the small and contemptible fraction of the nobility known as the vitriform, or the glasslike, so named because their ancestors had been sandborn commoners, elevated grudgingly to titled status in recognition of their feats. Most vitriforms were soldiers, who had won the right to a legacy through incomparable service – Borakka, Sedh’s Destroyer lord, was one such, though not even Mentep would have dared address it by the pejorative. 

			But an ever rarer subset still had made their names through non-martial enterprise, and these – openly referred to as slag-glass lords – were the most despised of all. Hemiun’s ancestors had been a hard, shrewd clan of merchants, who had scrimped together wealth over thousands of generations, before using every crumb to stake a presence in the supply of rare alloys to the Ithakan shipyards. Eventually, grudgingly, the crown had permitted them a minor title for their contribution – but as soon as their house had been formed, it had fallen into decline. Hemiun had been the worst and last in a long line of wastrels, living a life full of luxury, but absent of dignity. He had dreamed of becoming a cryptek, and squandered the last drops of his ancestral resources on vain, failed experiments.

			In desperate penury, Hemiun had used his access to the dynast’s court to offer Unnas his services as an oncomancer. He had been no cryptek, and had known no more of oncomancy than a street peddler – but in a sanguine mood, the dynast had taken him at his word. When finally the day had come when the dynast’s daily rites of expiscation found a fatal blemish, the court had waited in quiet anticipation of the impostor’s downfall. But somehow, through blind luck, the fraudulent physician had cured the king. Unnas had hailed him as a miracle worker, the charlatan had been made vizier, of all things, and he had clung to the dynast like a parasite ever since. 

			Leave me for a time, Oltyx thought to his subminds. Remembering Hemiun – and the smugness that had radiated up the discharge nodes of his thorax as Oltyx’s exile had been declared – had gathered thunderclouds in his flux, and he no longer cared for further speculation. The only way to unravel the presence of the Cnoccan would be to enter the city.

			I suppose I will have my answer now, he thought, steeling himself as he trudged into the gloom beneath the necropolis gate. One way or another, the conclusion to all his thoughts – to all of him, in fact – awaited in the citadel ahead.

			Oltyx cued the seals his elder had given him into his hekatic array, and saw they resonated perfectly with the gate’s receivers. A grinding rumble from beneath the sand told him the ancient locks had fallen open: reality had obeyed his will, and Djoseras had been faithful. 

			His subminds all assumed he was working towards the conclusion of some grand scheme: some outwitting of the dynast in order to save the kingdom. Combat, being Combat, was quietly convinced that regicide was on the cards. Even Oltyx kept assuming he had a plan for the meeting ahead of him. But there was nothing. Djoseras had represented his last hope, and it had been a slim one. Even that tiniest flexibility he had wrung from the kynazh in the end, in his quiet permission of Oltyx’s onward journey, had been a miracle. He knew his elder well enough to understand there would be no more. 

			The gate’s pitted stone began to rise, and the dust at his feet shimmered with the glow from the widening gap. As he waited for it to widen further, one of Mentep’s many stories from the ancient texts came to mind, eliciting a feeling Oltyx could only describe as wistful dismay. 

			It was one of those stories he had managed to listen to less and less each time it came up: one of the homeworld’s epics, which Mentep would recount to him whenever he railed against the misfortune of his disinheritance. The story, as the cryptek had it, was originally one told by a vargard to his nemesor, as his lord had travelled to face his phaeron after a ­catastrophic battle. The nemesor had known his fate was sealed, and had not wished to be entertained on the way to death, but had indulged his servant anyway. In this much at least, it was clear to Oltyx why the story had come to mind now.

			The rest of the story was… less relevant. The vargard’s tale was ludicrous: a rambling account of personal woes, beginning with the wrecking of his vessel as he had sailed across the barren uatth, and his stranding on an island far from the rich black soil of the kemmeht. There was a lot of nonsense about a giant serpent, along with riddles and treasures and all the other tawdry baggage of myth. 

			The details were lost to Oltyx, as he had never bothered inscribing them to his engrams, but he did remember the ending. The vargard had finished his story by showing his master all the wealth he had brought back from his adventure. Even amidst the desolation of the sea, and given all the odds stacked against him, his cunning and self-control had seen him come back to necrontyr soil richer than when he had left. If one so lowly as him had managed to turn fortune by the horns, his argument went, then surely a being so powerful and cunning as the nemesor could avert his own fate? ‘The mouth of a necrontyr saves him,’ Mentep had said often, quoting the vargard’s final encouragement to his master, in an attempt to kindle Oltyx’s own hope. 

			But the only bit Oltyx liked in The Tale of the Shipwrecked Vargard – the only part that made sense, in fact – was the nemesor’s concluding response.

			‘Do not speak so arrogantly, my friend,’ quoted Oltyx out loud, to a cryptek who was not there, as the gate’s mouth opened to swallow him. ‘Why give water to a beast at dawn, before its slaughter at the rising of the sun?’ It was a quintessentially necrontyr moral, he thought: the idea that there was no goodness, no generosity, in offering hope to those resigned to doom. If the nemesor in that old story had hoped for clemency, then he should not have failed in battle, should he?

			Much like that ancient, nameless lord, Oltyx had gone beyond any interest in hope. His elder’s implacable adherence to the dynast’s will had only reminded him that, whatever the rights or wrongs by his estimation, the gears of dynastic justice could not be stopped once they ground into motion. There was, in the end, a strange peace to knowing he would be ground between their teeth. He had done everything he could with the very limited power afforded to him, and it had not been enough. The gate was open now. He would walk through it, and if he made it to the royal ziggurat without being cut down, he would speak the truth to Unnas, warning him of the peril he faced. If he could not save Ithakas, he would at least honour it. 

			And then, he thought, with perhaps a tinge of relief, I will be annihilated. 

			Oltyx was steeling himself to take the first step across the threshold, when his xenology submind relayed the important news that it had seen an invertebrate. 

			Clenching his fists with a tiny creak of flexing metal, Oltyx let a burst of static escape his vocal actuators. Of course. What could have been more important, at that exact moment, than an invertebrate. For a good few seconds, the idea of deleting the xenology partition’s entire pattern-store coursed through his memetic buffer, endorsed enthusiastically by Doctrinal until it had swollen to virtual certainty. But on the brink of confirmation, Oltyx overrode it. They’d all be gone soon – what was the harm in letting it have a last moment of satisfaction?

			Tell me then, about this… invertebrate, he said, as reasonably as he could manage. 

			Xenology told him, at length. But while Oltyx had been merciful enough to permit it, he did not listen. Besides, he could see the thing well enough. It was a flat-bodied creature the length of his arm, with thickets of ivory bristles protruding between the plates of its segmented shell, scuttling around in irritation as the gate’s opening dislodged it from its hiding place. 

			It reminded him of something he’d seen once in the yard of a soldiers’ barracks – a uropyghast, one of the few species of homeworld vermin to have spread with the necrontyr diaspora, thanks to its popularity with commoners as a fighting beast. Indeed, that one had been fighting hatchling skolopendra before a crowd of betting warriors, before Djoseras had dispersed the meeting and had the ringleaders’ arms broken for dereliction of their training. This one was smaller than the one projected to his phantasory buffer by the recollection, but it looked roughly the same. 

			That’s because they are related, said Xenology, seizing on Oltyx’s recollection to regain his attention. In fact, continued the submind, beginning to push its luck, I can only guess at the sympatric radiation of forms which occurred during the Great Sleep. What may have evolved in all that time? This variant alone displays–

			Oltyx stopped listening again. Even by the standards of his people, who had only tolerated their ancestral biosphere in so much as it had offered them resources for war, he had always been profoundly uninterested in… animals. He couldn’t see the point in knowing about them, or even in the crass leisure of hunting them, despite the inexplicable popularity of the pursuit among other nobles. He couldn’t see the point in animals at all, in fact. 

			What is your point? he snarled at last, stopping Xenology midway through his unwanted lecture.

			My point, which I have now made three times to no response, is this – when did you last see one of these?

			In the time of flesh, of course, answered Oltyx, bemused by the question. The submind knew as well as he did that following biotransference, every necron crownworld had been sterilised of complex life, in a great ritual of commitment to their new form. Life was resilient, however, and the cleansing had not always been perfect, but their legions of maintenance canopteks had always kept their tomb-complexes clear of anything larger than a virus. 

			I suspect you may have gathered the significance of my discovery now? ventured Xenology, and Oltyx only blinked a gruff acknowledgement-glyph in reply. It was indeed troubling that such vermin had made it into the very fabric of the outer gate without being scoured. But it had not been worthy of his time.

			Such is entropy, he remarked. The old systems are in decline, and while it is dispiriting to see outlying errors such as this, it’s no cause for alarm. So, submind: no more of this. 

			Obediently, Xenology fell silent. But now it had alerted him to the crawling thing, his oculars became attuned to other details. Beyond the gate, the citadel’s entry plaza was not as pristine as it had once been. The flagstones were dappled with thin patches of dirt, while clumps of rough, thorny ­vegetation had taken root in the cracks between them. There were more of the vermin, too, skittering between the weeds, along with whatever other scum they ate and were eaten by.

			This was more than an outlying error. Where were the cleaner scarabs? Where were the scouring drones with their gamma-pulses? Was Unnas’ negligence of his kingdom so profound that life had been allowed to begin reclaiming the necropolis? It was an insult to all of their ancestors; that made the intrusion of the grohtt into the Temenos on Sedh seem a laughing matter by comparison. He imagined how all this might have looked through Djoseras’ oculars, and understood now why the fastidious kynazh had moved so far away.

			All trepidation dissolving into outrage at the state of the ancient city, Oltyx crossed the threshold – but not before taking the time to crush Xenology’s invertebrate beneath his heel. Such filth had no more place in his mind than it did in the citadel of his forebears.
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			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			THE LIFE OF THE CITY

			As Oltyx crossed the plaza, its resemblance to the spotless bastion of centuries past only collapsed further. His barometric transducers alerted him to an increase in pressure and humidity, even as he saw the thin mist swirling ahead of him, in yet another sign of life’s infiltration. It rose to his knees, then his hips, and then engulfed him entirely, shrouding the outer tombs with its pollution. His circumspection protocols quivered with ­vigilance in the gloom, as Combat peered out through his oculars, scanning for the lights of the guards that would surely be marching from the royal ziggurat to apprehend him, dispatched as soon as his hekatic signature had been registered at the gate’s opening. But the only lights in the haze were fat-tailed flying things, winking on and off with pulses of bioluminescence.

			Oltyx was beginning to suspect the citadel was deserted entirely, when he registered the sound of the chanting. He would have picked it up beyond the gate, if only his aural transducers had thought to look for something so out of place. The citadel had always been a place of reverential quiet, hushed in respect to the voiceless dead. Even when Unnas had implemented his endless programme of combat spectacles, they had been watched in grim silence, broken only by the clanks and scrapes of the gladiators as they fought. He couldn’t imagine that had changed. With the same pool of fighters battling each other in endless rotation, repaired after every loss, there was precious little to get excited about. There had certainly never been any cause for chanting. 

			It was still some way off, and wavered in the humid night, dwindling to a single, indistinct voice at times, then swelling with the answer of a crowd. The voices were necron without doubt, but they were twisted by distortions and stresses, and spoke in a tongue that sounded more recognisable than it actually was. Occasionally, they were underscored by low, flat booms, or oversoared by high shouts, and at the end of each call-and-answer, they came together in the repetition of a single phrase: Akh-Weynis-Wenm-Netr.

			In a few moments, Doctrinal had identified the chant’s tongue as the ­ancient speech of Ithakas, spoken when their dynasty had been a nation on the homeworld, but unfashionable even before the linguistic reforms Szarekh had enacted to prepare them for their eternal bodies. It came rough and broken from necron actuators, but Oltyx understood it well enough now he knew what he was looking for – except for that one repeated refrain at the end of each verse. 

			The sky rains down, the stars darken, 

			The celestial vaults stagger, (Akh-Weynis!)

			The god-bones tremble, the decans are stilled,

			As he rises above his forebears! (Akh-Weynis-Wenm-Netr!)

			Oltyx moved deeper into the necropolis citadel, heading inward through its rings of tombs towards the royal precinct. Along the way, the modest tombs of the Symorrians, the vitriforms and the most minor lords gave way to larger structures. Eventually, the ancient ziggurats of long-dead royals – the inner ring surrounding the precinct – became visible above the ever-grander structures ahead of him. 

			But the mosaic-lined streets were still deserted, haunted only by vermin and the maddening strains of the chant. As the mist thickened in the canyons between the tomb walls, so did the echoes of the dirge, reverberating among the mausoleums until it seemed to be shouting over itself. The source was still a way off, but it was getting closer, and there was a growing agitation behind the words that set Oltyx on edge. 

			He has risen again in the sky,

			He is crowned as lord of the horizon, (Akh-Weynis!)

			His life is eternal repetition, his limit everlasting, 

			If-he-likes-he-does. If-he-dislikes-he-does-not! (Akh-Weynis-Wenm-Netr!)

			With the apparent dereliction of the canoptek throng that usually maintained them, the tombs around him seemed to have felt their age all at once. The road he walked was littered with blocks of fallen masonry, punching through mosaics which had told their stories for sixty million years, and breaking the backs of glyph-covered flagstones. Their hekatic inscriptions were shattered and meaningless now, once eternal truths made nonsense by ruthless gravity. 

			Oltyx looked for the source of the fallen stones, scanning upwards past shaggy banks of moss, and ruddy vines that glistened with condensation. Higher up the tomb walls, whole sections of stonework had collapsed, and the once precise crenellations of their summits had crumbled into disorder, like rows of rotten teeth. The necropolis could not have looked more different from the golden splendour he had imagined through all the long, sour years of his exile. And still, to his growing concern, he had not encountered another thinking being in the enormity of its decay. 

			He who is at the limits of the horizon,

			The doers of ill have no power to destroy, (Akh-Weynis!)

			His throne among the living in this land,

			Stands for ever and ever and ever! (Akh-Weynis-Wenm-Netr!)

			The voices were growing in fervour now, hovering on the edge of a shout in places, and punctuated more frequently by that deep, near-animal booming sound. But what did it all mean? The verse had the general construction of one of the old Phaeronic hymns, but none of the words were familiar – for a start, to talk of ‘the living in this land’ was a non sequitur. The rest didn’t make much more sense, and not even the doctrinal submind, with its stultifying archive of praise-verse, could find a match for the line. 

			Are they chanting some new hymn of praise for UNNAS? it wondered, with a single, unprecedented glyph of doubt – if the submind was doubting the dynast, something had to be wrong. 

			I’m not certain they are, replied Oltyx, as he walked on into the ever-thicker gloaming. There was no doubt the lords of Antikef would have endured Unnas’ negligence of the ancient capital. Loyalty was everything in the Kingdom of Ithakas, and the habitual back-stabbing and regicide ­commonplace among lesser dynasties was unheard of here. But as Djoseras had shown, obedience was not the same thing as enthusiasm. Unnas’ court might have been willing to tolerate this sorry decline, but they would not be celebrating it. And the chant was, without question, a song of rapture. 

			In truth, Oltyx was beginning to wonder if Unnas was still in charge here at all. Only once in the dynasty’s history – during the reign of Ragahzh the Cruel – had a ruler been overthrown, and even that had turned out to be the work of Nekthyst assassins, working for reasons that had never been determined. But there was a first time for everything, and to Oltyx’s mind at least, Djoseras’ dogged refusal to abandon his dynast’s orders was the only evidence suggesting the pyramid of Ithakas retained its capstone at all. 

			All those who are in the sky serve him,

			The north of the sky fills his cauldron, (Akh-Weynis!)

			He sits with him-whose-name-is-hidden,

			On this day of slaying the oldest ones! (Akh-Weynis-Wenm-Netr!)

			The night swelled with the unhinged joy of the hymn – its origin could only be a few khet away now – and Combat began to growl quietly, like a beast that smelled predators on the wind. As he entered the narrow passage between two of the enormous ancestral tombs bordering the royal precinct, the vapour became as thick as smoke, obscuring everything beyond a few paces’ distance. His oculars had protocols to detect foes through twenty kubits of steel, but there was no getting round the instinctive unease of the mist.

			Despite his concentration on vigilance, however, Doctrinal had kept its full attention on the words of the chant.

			The north of the sky… it pondered. Altymhor? And the image of the cauldron is an easy enough allegory to decode – that was ever a metaphor for the labour requirements of great projects, that might need to ‘boil’ for many generations. Your servant thinks it is referring to the slaves. But where are these slaves? And as for those last lines… Your servant would say they were a reference to Szarekh’s war, were they were not phrased in the present tense.

			It’s good to work with you for once, you know, reflected Oltyx in appreciation, as his submind paused in consternation. It reminds me of your cunning at the Ossuary. Oltyx was surprised by this sudden sting of warmth towards his submind, but the flattery had not been empty. Were it not for the aid – and even the company – of his cognitive vassals, he admitted to himself, this journey would have troubled him more severely.

			It is a rare day that something transpires to fall below both of our standards, it answered, with the plainest of all the humour-glyphs, but alas, my master, here we are. 

			And here they were. The last of the ancestral tombs were behind Oltyx now, giving way to the open space of the royal precinct. Somewhere in the murk ahead lay the dynast’s ziggurat itself, with only the great encircling torus of the gardens left to traverse. This parkland had been the citadel’s only concession to the existence of non-necrontyr life during the time of flesh, planted with austere rows of homeworld blackwood trees. After biotransference, however, when the gardeners had become just more faceless legionaries to feed the hunger of the war, their tending had ceased, and the trees had withered to stubs of dry timber beneath the sun.

			But now, as the first of the giant, vine-choked boles became visible in the fog, Oltyx saw life had returned to the gardens again. Ugly indigenous trees jutted randomly from the old parkland, rising half a khet into the fog, and surrounded by sprawling thickets of rust-red shrubs. Between them, the once sterile soil had bloated with rot and wetness, drowning the pathways and terraces in a mire of cloying mulch. As Oltyx trudged through the slurry, mud-clods thickening on his footplates, the dark around him was alive with rustles, throbs, rattles and chirps. 

			‘By the toil of the Triarchy,’ murmured Oltyx out loud, as he moved further into what was rapidly becoming a forest. If he didn’t know otherwise, he would have thought himself in the belly of some foetid marsh-world: only the bulk of the royal ziggurat, just now looming through the mist above the tattered canopy, betrayed the fact he was on Antikef at all. Even then, the palace looked more like the shadow of some ugly mountain than the home of a king. It was as if the dankness and corruption were spreading from its shadow – as if it were some abominable living thing, and the fog its breath. 

			Once again, Mentep’s quotations came to mind – this time, some fragment from his beloved scribe Sayhenyet, whose work Oltyx had never bothered reading, but could quote in great passages, thanks to the cryptek’s habits. Something is rotten-through in the Kingdom of Ithakas, he thought, forgetting the next part. An untended garden that springs to seed… things rank and foul in nature. Was that it? Maybe he didn’t know Sayhenyet as well as he thought, but the metaphor served.

			As he reached the garden’s edge, and the central orbital pathway dividing it from the base of the ziggurat, the chanting began again. This time it was alarmingly close, coming from some way around the ziggurat to Oltyx’s left. 

			His dignities will not be taken away from him!

			For he has swallowed the knowledge of every god! (Akh-Weynis!)

			He has smashed the back-bones!

			and has seized the hearts! (Akh-Weynis-Wenm-Netr!)

			The doctrinal partition produced only a shower of trash-glyphs in ­response to this verse, flux-patterns seizing in a sudden, shock-induced failure cascade. Even the strategic submind, usually untroubled by such things, was alarmed by the hymn’s blasphemous language now. 

			Seized their hearts?! it exclaimed in shock. But before it could offer even the briefest analysis, a ragged shape came charging out of the mist.

			It was the moment Combat had been waiting for. The instant its circumspection protocols were triggered, even before his executive buffer was aware of what was going on, Oltyx’s entire perceptual array was hard-booted into a mid-high level engagement state. Immediately, his mind had the feel of an ancient warship’s bridge, red-lit as its crew scrambled to their battle stations.

			All irrelevant telemetry was shunted from his vision, replaced by austere tactical overlays. The onrushing figure slowed to a virtual halt, skewered by a forest of analytic auspices, as his chronosense dropped into emergency dialback. The slowing of time was a habit that unnerved Oltyx, both on an instinctive level – he just did not like the sensation – and because it was yet another route by which a necron mind could slip into madness, if it was abused. But in a close fight, it could be invaluable. As Oltyx started to assess the situation, Combat was hard at work in parallel, triggering autocast routines to bring his glaive to hand, and casting divination algorithms to plot the enemy’s likely attack vector.

			Quivering shapes were etched onto the mist further around the orbital path, as the overlays pinpointed a mass of figures two khet away, while a larger blob behind them suggested something big in their wake. The mysterious chanters at last, no doubt – and they were moving his way. Combat’s divinations suggested they were processing around the ziggurat’s orbital pathway – if that was so, they would soon pass within just a few kubits of where he now stood. 

			Whatever the charging figure was, he had to deal with it quickly, quietly, and as far back into the garden’s recesses as possible. If the fight dragged out, or got loud, it would bring the whole crowd of chanting figures down on him, and things would get challenging. Now, he only needed to know what he was fighting. Satisfyingly, a cue-glyph appeared from his recognition array just then: it had already cast expiscation protocols on his deep engrams, and composed a full briefing on his assailant, even as he focused on it for the first time. 

			It was Hrax the Symorrian, Oltyx discovered, to his considerable surprise. Hrax was an idiot – a dullard of little import, who thought an awful lot of himself on the basis of very little evidence. He was from one of the minor houses, whose stunted tombs were packed in with those of the vitriforms on the inner edge of the necropolis wall, and were barely a rung up from their neighbours in death. Their names might have been as old as the dynasty’s, but since biotransference at least, they had lacked all ambition and vigour. They did nothing in fact, except for make the royal court more crowded, gossiping and idling while their distant mines and star-siphons filled their coffers with useless wealth. Ithakas was a kingdom rich in mineral wealth – or at least it had been, before who knew how many ruinous tributes to Altymhor – and Oltyx had always thought the true price of that wealth was having to tolerate detritus like Hrax. 

			Even in the midst of his battle-focus, Oltyx could picture Hrax baying ‘Shame! Shame!’ as Djoseras had excoriated him, and pointing right at Oltyx’s faceplate with his blunt, stubby silver fingers. He had thought himself better than Oltyx. It was a pleasant surprise, then, to find those same fingers now crabbed into strangling claws, outstretched before their charging bearer, as it meant he would finally be able to enlighten the Symorrian as to their comparative standings. Rushing headlong at a royal scion – even an exiled one – was bold: Oltyx would give Hrax that. But he had never been a fighter, and had been given only the most meagre boons when he went through the biofurnace. In whatever fervour had consumed Hrax, he had made a grave error. And despite everything else, Oltyx would enjoy correcting it. 

			Concentrating core-flux in his lower motor actuators, Oltyx crouched low to the floor. At the same moment he released his chronosense’s leash, he let his legs extend, and leapt. Time uncoiled, and he shot into the air like a dart, rotating precisely around two axes as he arced over the Symorrian’s head. Before Hrax could even turn, Oltyx had landed with the lightest splash in the stagnant water behind him, his glaive rotated in his hand so the butt faced the noble’s cape-swathed back. 

			Opulent and decorative as Hrax’s cape seemed, a rapid X-ray pulse at the apex of his jump had told Oltyx it was laced with the godsteel filaments that had made the fortune of his house. They would repel his blade like a sword swung at a lead sheet. So the glaive’s handle shot out instead, catching the Symorrian’s ankle at precisely the moment it landed and began to take his weight. 

			The noble collapsed sideways and fell on his faceplate, skidding thirty kubits through the mulch on momentum alone, and crashing through a row of ragged bushes. Oltyx covered the same distance in two silent leaps, registering satisfaction: the further he could drive his foe into the undergrowth, the less chance the oncoming mob would detect the fight. By this point in his journey to the heart of the necropolis, the strangeness of the place had scoured away all vestiges of his resignation to oblivion. He had to survive, at least until he knew what he was up against, as he felt increasingly sure this was no longer the domain of Unnas of Ithakas.

			His would-be assailant was tangled in that ludicrous cape, and had just planted a hand on the soil to rise when Oltyx was on him again, limbs synched directly to his combat submind by his own volition. A gunshot-fast kick battered the hand out from under the noble, even as the glaive’s butt shot forward again, catching Hrax’s shoulder before it had even begun to fall, and flipping him over onto his back beside a stunted tree. Oltyx could not allow the Symorrian a moment to react, or to transmit a call for aid, so he tossed his glaive into the air and fell on the noble. 

			As his fist smashed into Hrax’s faceplate, driven like a piston by magnetic acceleration, his interstitial node achieved a lock on its counterpart in the Symorrian, and began to flood the weaker mind with a deluge of nonsense-glyphs. Higher rank had bought higher functions when they gained their new minds, after all, and as the progeny of a lesser house, Hrax had not brought much to the biofurnace to begin with. Oltyx’s sheer processing power dwarfed the merchant lord’s. Overwhelmed by data, Hrax’s interstitial node collapsed into seizure and then burnout, forcing it into a temporary transmission jam. 

			That was all Oltyx would need. Lavishing twenty microseconds on one more punch, he savoured the clanking crunch as the necrodermis finally gave way beneath his fist and collapsed into a crater. Then, shunting flux through augmented diodes to the joints of his massive shoulders, he grabbed Hrax two-handed by the rim of his clavicle collar and hurled him further into the thickets of the garden. As the Symorrian arced into the bushes, Oltyx’s hand shot out beside him, and caught the glaive as it fell.

			One last leap sent him through the air after his quarry, vaulting through dismal curtains of moss before landing in a swirl of displaced fog, with one rough, dark footplate on the Symorrian’s neck. They were a good khet from the path now – certainly far enough away to escape notice – and the interstitial jam was more than strong enough to block Hrax’s recall protocol from functioning. Everything was set for a clean, quiet kill. Rotating his glaive to align with the pitiless glare of his oculars, he looked down on the face of his enemy, and drew back the weapon to strike. But even as he made ready, the patterns of his aural arrays began to quiver with the discordant hymn, whose source was now perilously close.

			We ourselves shall prepare his meal,

			We shall bind them and cut their throats, (Akh-Weynis!)

			We shall extract for him what is in their bodies,

			And cut them up for his dinner-pots! (Akh-Weynis-Wenm-Netr!)

			‘Ahhhhhhk… Weeeeyyyyyyn…’ A mumble rose from the Symorrian as he tried to echo the response to the chant. In isolation, his voice sounded small and fearful, but seemingly not from concern for the glaive poised above him. Even though Oltyx’s coal-dark mass blotted out the sky from his prone position, it was as if Hrax stared through him with his smashed oculars, seeing something far worse. Clearly he was mad, in some way. Then, as he lost concentration and the refrain tapered away to nothing, Oltyx saw just how mad he was. 

			At the dying of the sound, the lord’s vocal actuator plates, situated to either side of his smashed-in mandibular plate, began vibrating visibly with a low, croaking rattle. As they did, the coating of dead leaves and mud on his faceplate began to vibrate too. Or at least Oltyx thought they were dead leaves, until he noticed one of the scraps ended in a row of eyelashes. 

			Skin. 

			Flesh. 

			Unbidden images rose from his engrammatic strata, of his meeting with Yenekh on the Akrops, but Oltyx blocked them all, unwilling to see his friend’s features in the sorrowful skull beneath him. Acting before further visions could rise, Oltyx drove the glaive down with meteoric force, plunging it straight through what was left of Hrax’s face and two kubits of the putrescent mulch beneath. 

			As the blade came free in a geyser of core-flux, he forced himself to remain steady, focusing on the fact the Symorrian’s body clattered with the hardness of metal, rather than making the sounds of flesh, as it snagged briefly on the withdrawn glaive-tip. Dismissing Combat with a glyph of respectful acknowledgement, as a lord might offer to a bodyguard on its dispatching of a foe, he rose as smoothly as he could from the engagement state. He could not afford to lose control now. Avoiding closer inspection of the noble’s body and remaining near mindblank as he worked, he dragged the glaive five times more across precise locations on the Symorrian’s body, ritualistically outgassing his core, to prevent or at least hinder his reconstruction. Then it was done, and he turned back towards the path. There was movement there, past the treeline – he needed to be invisible, fast.

			Oltyx closed every duct leading to his discharge nodes, including the cartouche on his thorax: for the time being, the heat dissipating from the fight’s exertion would be displaced to a dimensional appendix instead. Clamping the most potent seal of occlusion he could muster over the idea that it was like holding his breath, he cast a brief string of obfuscation protocols, and melted into the broken outlines of the garden.

			The fight, even conducted as efficiently as it had been, without a single blow landing on Oltyx’s carapace, had taken twelve seconds: too long. Any more, and he would have been discovered. Already, there was a stream of nobles on the path at the forest’s edge, moving past the spot where the Symorrian had assailed him. Through the veil of the mist they were a ghastly procession of shadow puppets, indistinct shadows half-lit by faltering discharge matrices. Some staggered as if intoxicated, some loped along in queasy, fluid motions, and some walked hunched, like labourers under heavy loads. Some capered on bowed legs, shrieking and wailing, while others crawled like gut-shot mortal soldiers. None of them moved naturally, and no two seemed to have the same gait – although they all cried out the same words, it was as if each was trapped alone in facsimiles of the same nightmare. 

			Their elders’ thighs are fuel for his fire, 

			Their big ones are his morning meal, (Akh-Weynis!)

			Their middle-sized ones are his evening meal,

			Their little ones are his night meal! (Akh-Weynis-Wenm-Netr!)

			As they worked their way through the increasingly grisly hymn, their words became underscored by a heavy, rhythmic thud, sending shudders through the ground like the beat of a grand, chthonic drum. On the final shout – Akh-Weynis-Wenm-Netr! – the dismal chorus was joined once more by that primal booming sound Oltyx had heard before. It was like the rending of cold metal, or the death cry of some primordial behemoth – a sound with elements of both beast and machine, loud enough to knock mortal ears deaf in one blast.

			And then came its source. Towering above the highest treetops on six monumental limbs, a mighty war engine came. It shook the garden with each thumping footfall, swaying as its weight shifted, and pulsing with voidcraft-calibre energies in the gaps between its Ithakas-silver armour plates. 

			A seraptek, whispered Strategic in desperate longing. These revered constructs, sculpted in mythic amplification of the scarabic form, were priceless, often reckoned beyond the entire worth of noble houses, and were armed with singularity cannons that could tear out the hearts of mountains. But until now, they had existed only in his submind’s fantasies, as Ithakas’ seven seraptek cohorts were solely the preserve of the royal armoury, and would never be deployed to somewhere like Sedh. They were symbols of dynastic might, reserved for only the most apocalyptic conflicts. 

			This one, however, had been co-opted as something between a carnival wagon and some sort of blasphemous meat larder. Its once gleaming silver shell was coated in a patina of brown filth – dried blood, Oltyx saw, streaked with rivulets of fresh, dripping cruor. The fluid streamed from a forest of hooked spines on the canoptek’s hill-broad back, seemingly extruded from its necrodermis, and impaled on them were dozens upon dozens of bodies. 

			There were desert creatures – flat, armoured things that aroused ­Xenology’s attention as descendants of the uropyghast – and other fauna Oltyx did not recognise. There were orks, here and there, and a few beaked things ­Xenology referred to as krooht. But mostly they were human. And while most of them were long dead, surrounded by clouds of flies and showing bone in places, some still stirred on their spikes, letting out hoarse, truncated screams as they were jolted by the seraptek’s ponderous, earth-shaking steps. Fresh meat from the Cnoccan, Oltyx realised grimly, as he watched the titanic canoptek stride past. 

			Weaving between its legs, like charnel-drunken scavenger birds around a glutted carrion feeder, the revellers continued howling their bloody verses, building towards a crescendo. 

			He has eaten the crown and the gold, 

			He feeds on the lungs of the wise, (Akh-Weynis!)

			He lives on the entrails of every god, 

			He lives on the magic in their hearts! (AKH-WEYNIS-WENM-NETR!)

			Even once the seraptek passed, the procession continued. There must have been a hundred or more in the juggernaut’s wake, oculars gleaming with mad fervour as they stretched their hands out towards their idol. Oltyx took the gesture for veneration at first, until he noticed the meat. With every shuddering footfall, a few gobbets of carrion slipped loose from the canoptek’s thorn-grove, as rot-weakened sinews finally gave way to gravity. 

			As the morsels fell, the following nobles scrambled to catch them, compressing into a seething crowd at the aft of the construct. When a green-grey human torso slipped over the edge, thumping wetly onto the stone path, Oltyx watched a knot of two dozen lords form around it, screeching and fighting like beasts to be first to the meal. And even as they feasted – or as they thought themselves to feast, he corrected himself, with a chill through his flux – they screamed their litany of praise. 

			He eats the children of gods! (AKH! WEYNIS! WENM! NETR!)

			He gulps down their souls! (AKH! WEYNIS! WENM! NETR!)

			Their flesh is in his belly! (AKH! WEYNIS! WENM! NETR!)

			Lord of the sky, who shatters at will! (AKH! WEYNIS! WENM! NETR!)

			AKH! WEYNIS! WENM! NETR!

			After joining together for that final shout, supported by a strident bellow from their holy beast, the cohesion of the chorus broke down entirely. Many in the procession continued to chant the strange words over and over, while some just began to bay at the sky, blood-streaked and lost between ecstasy and terror. 

			Oltyx saw one noble – Krathym, the Euergete – consumed by what appeared to be silent, racking sobs as he stared at his gristle-strewn hands. Poor Krathym. He was from Sedh, and had been one of the more useful members of Oltyx’s council, methodical and polite, until he had finally cracked with the fear of the curse and fled to the safety of the crownworld. Looking again at his hands, Oltyx saw things had not gone well for Krathym. Already, the extremities were beginning to taper into claws. 

			In time though, even the most far-gone of the crowd had moved on, drawn like a magnet by the plodding seraptek. And as they disappeared around the bulk of the royal ziggurat, they began the chant all over again from the start. Oltyx stood quiet in the forest for a time, washed over by the fading strains of the cannibal hymn, even after the last of its proclaimers had rounded the corner. 
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			CHAPTER TWELVE

			THE HORROR IN THE GARDEN

			For a long time after the procession had passed, Oltyx remained still. There was, he allowed, a lot for him to process. His subminds, too, were subdued as they recovered. Doctrinal was only just now recompiling itself successfully, after collapsing into a spiral of refrenation back when the awful chant had first mentioned seized hearts. In the end, it was Strategic that broke the silence. 

			Well, master, it said, attempting consolation, I suppose at least now we know what Djoseras meant by ‘the life of the city’.

			Oltyx continued to lurk at the edge of the foetid garden as he considered his next move. A light rain had begun to fall, pattering on the canopy above him, and spreading red pools on the path ahead where the carrion engine had shed its load. Considering he was standing ankle-deep in muck, before the gore-strewn remnant of his ancestral home, he was feeling surprisingly robust. Perhaps because the situation was so patently insane – so truly cleaved from anything he might have been tempted to seek reassurance from – it was much easier to arm himself against the horror that had seized him upon encountering the Baron Tystrakhon. For now at least, the chains that bound the deep panic, which he would not name, were strong as godsteel. 

			Even so, he was adrift. At least when he had entered the city, doomed as he had been, he had possessed at least a measure of certainty. His dynasty had been in danger, and he had been making one final effort to convince its ruler to see sense at last and save it. He had known it to be a hopeless endeavour, but his course had at least been clear – even Neth could have carried it out. 

			But every assumption that had defined his world had vanished with the setting sun. Even the idea that there was a dynasty still to be saved now seemed in doubt. As the rain fell harder, drops bursting on the flanks of the ziggurat across the path, it was as if it doused his core itself. All those bitter years, holding the line at the bleak frontier of the kemmeht, he had spurred himself with the certainty that, despite the unworthy dynast who sat on its throne, eternal Ithakas was protected by his hand. But Ithakas, it seemed, as the downpour sloughed another atom-thin layer from the stronghold of his forebears, had fallen many years ago. 

			Although the beacons of the ziggurat still lanced into the heavens, they seemed no more than the open eyes of a corpse now – with vines sprawling from crack to spreading crack, the structure seemed long abandoned. No wonder there had been no response to the oncoming crusade. No wonder the border worlds had never been reinforced against the orks, for all their pleading. Nobody had been there to hear their pleas. 

			Unnas was gone, slaughtered by the atrocities that had grown up under the decadence he had permitted. All that remained was this broken cult, endlessly circling the city’s heart in their grisly procession, spending the last of Antikef’s wealth on meat as they waited to become monsters. And whatever vile god they had invented – Akh-Weynis-Wenm-Netr, indeed – was only as real as the bodies they sought to regain through their awful rituals. 

			Oltyx had thought Sedh to be the bilge of the kingdom: a sump for all its filth, where the Cursed pooled in order to spare the central worlds from contagion. But all the ghouls of the Ossuary – which, he realised, had seemed to appear in ever-greater numbers over the last century or so – had merely been the overspill of an empire dying from the inside. Obsessed with his own banishment, he had long cut himself off from news of the inner kingdom; for all he knew, every other of Antikef’s great cities, and all the mighty coreworlds, were just as blighted as the capital. 

			But he could not blame himself for that. Even if he had followed the business of the central planets with all the enthusiasm of a court sycophant, they would have been too proud to broadcast their own decline until it was too late to arrest. As Yenekh had shown, those with the curse became adept at lying, and would not reveal their affliction until they were so deep in it that the malady revealed itself. 

			Still, what irony, if it turned out that Sedh, his grubby little plague colony, had been the last refuge of sanity in an empire of ghoul-haunted ruins. It was scant comfort, though. There was still an armada of the Unclean steaming towards the dynasty’s heart, bent on wiping every trace of Ithakas from the galaxy. It was hard to hope that there were other enclaves of sanity left in the kingdom – but if even a scrap of Ithakas remained, he had to find a way to save it. For who else would, now? 

			Djoseras had the resources, and the power. Djoseras, in fact, should have taken on the mantle of dynast by now. But the kynazh was clearly deep in his own decline, locked in denial that the hierarchy he had invested ­everything in had collapsed. Either he was unable to process that Unnas was gone, or he was unwilling to let himself find out, in case it shattered him. Either way, he would continue to cling to his lord’s last commands, alone in his self-imposed quarantine, made weak at last by the stubborn propriety that had always been his greatest strength. For all he had been groomed as the heir of Ithakas, an eternity as a prince had left him unable to conceive of being king. 

			Oltyx, at least, suffered no such failure of imagination. The only thing he lacked was power – now, more so than ever. 

			And if that power is to be found anywhere, said Strategic, which had waited more patiently than usual for him to gather his thoughts, it will be within the ziggurat. It was right, of course, to prompt him. If Unnas had left behind any means of harnessing what was left of Antikef’s might, it would be somewhere in the labyrinth of his palace. It had to be his destination, whatever else might be lurking in there alongside the dynast’s leavings. 

			Although the cultists were now long passed, the impetus to move had stalled in his memetic buffer, jammed by an unuttered reluctance to enter the walls within which he had been raised. Because for all he had hated Unnas, he was still a son of Ithakas, and he feared that despite his resolution now, the sight of the empty throne might undo him as thoroughly as it had undone Djoseras. But he could not fall into the same paralysis as the kynazh – at last, he had a chance to act where his elder had not acted, and succeed where he had failed. 

			One more thing, though, begged the doctrinal submind as he set off, sounding rough and harrowed after its multiple collapses. Does it not strike my master as odd that Mentep, who pursued his own agenda far beyond the isolation of Sedh, did not tell my master of Antikef’s fate when my master announced his intention to travel there? Surely, he must have known. The thought stopped Oltyx in mid-step, as the sense of it hit him like an iridium lance to the chest. Why had Mentep not forewarned him? 

			The cryptek was apparently not quite the recluse Oltyx had thought him to be, as he was clearly known on Antikef – at least by Djoseras, despite all mention of the engrammancer having clearly been edited out of Oltyx’s nomarchial reports. What was he hiding? If they ever did meet again, there would have to be– 

			Something tapped against his leg.

			It was the lightest touch: just a tick of steel on steel, and then a slow, grinding scrape as something sharp trailed down the rough necrodermis of his outer thigh. Oltyx was so shocked, his executive buffer fell into shock-discharge, flushing every thought from his mind. Even Combat, for once, was unprepared – for nothing had triggered his circumspection protocols. 

			There was stillness for long seconds, broken only by the pattering of the rain.

			Then, with a gargantuan exertion of pure heka, Oltyx tried to turn to see what had touched him. But his joints were stiff as stone, and moving his body was like trying to bend the limbs of a statue. He knew – in fact, at that moment, it was all he knew – that he had to move. And so, finally putting the rebellion of his strategic partition behind him, he cleared the encryption-seals on every kinetic actuator in his body, and implored his subminds to push with him. They all obliged, heaving into the task alongside his central self, and at last, like a boulder levered from a ravine, his head turned. 

			Grinning up at him from the filth of the marsh, as he had known it would be, was a nightmare. A Flayed One. It crooned as it met his gaze, regarding him with the same cloudy, white eyes – for eyes they were – as the baron’s in the Ossuary. But the resemblance ended there. Below the ghoul’s eyes stretched a too-wide, snaggle-toothed rictus, slathered with rags of brown slime. While he knew that in physical terms, its mouth could be no more than a line scored across its faceplate, that simple carving had taken on hekatic potency: it was an inscription now, proclaiming the truth of a fang-strewn maw, and so that was what it was. 

			Its rain-streaked necrodermis had, similarly, taken on a glassy black translucence, like the needled teeth of some deep-ocean predator. And like many of the Cursed, it was draped in stolen skin. Yet while even the Ossuary ghouls had fashioned their scavengings into the crudest of garments, these were just raw, flapping sheets of hide. They were loosening now, slickened by the growing downpour, and as they sloughed from the creature’s body, he saw just how horribly it had been transfigured. 

			Nourished perhaps by the madness of the cultists and their debauchery, the Flayed One had been twisted beyond the extent of even Sedh’s most far-gone abominations. Its limbs were spindly and attenuated, while its pelvis, torso and skull seemed to have both shrunk and stretched at once, extending to eerily gracile proportions. It was probably half his mass, but if it had stood up from its haunches, it would have towered over him, lit only by the flickering glow from the hollow of its breast. 

			Even as Oltyx stared at the creature, it continued to stroke one kubit-long, obsidian talon against his leg. The tip of the talon dripped with something dark, and Oltyx wondered if somehow the scratch it had made was bleeding. 

			But no; the gaunt creature was daubing him with blood. 

			Once again, Oltyx’s executive buffer purged itself in shock, leaving only one thought. What truth was it inscribing on him? As the question echoed, the emptiness around it began to fill rapidly with the answer: alarm-glyphs, from the dungeons of his mind. From the revenant phantom of the dysphorakh. 

			I cannot breathe. I have no skin. My heart has stopped. The glyphs poured in like the white-water spray preceding a flash flood down a canyon. A torrent was coming; his core-flux rumbled with it. Oltyx knew that when it hit, it would sweep him under, and he would never surface again. 

			Luckily, Combat – being just a copy of Oltyx’s most swift and aggressive traits – had never had lungs, or skin, or any of the rest, so while it knew what the warnings meant, it was not troubled by them. And since Oltyx had left his kinetic actuators unlocked, it took the expedient action of swivelling his hips and, with a quiet internal grunt of satisfaction, smashing a knee into the ghoul’s chin. The Flayed One recoiled from the blow, yelping hideously like a whipped hunting beast, then turned on its haunches and skittered off into the shadows of the garden. 

			Thank you, said Oltyx, for the first time in his life, and Combat barked in annoyance, until it registered the sincerity-glyph he had appended, and thrummed with pride. 

			Your servant would remind his master, chided Doctrinal, that a royal does not thank his inferiors.

			But he may thank his equals, countered Oltyx, core-flux still surging with the rare lightness of relief. And since you are all technically… me, it might be healthy to begin considering you in that light. Perhaps you could begin to do likewise, by dropping this ‘my master’, ‘your servant’ protocol. 

			Your equal will try, my… equal, but it might get confusing for his… my…? Still groggy from recompiling itself, the submind trailed off. 

			Address me as you wish, then, said Oltyx, dismissing the issue. A mournful, stuttering cry was coming from somewhere in the far undergrowth, telling him his reprieve from the creature would be short-lived. 

			For it was not just the black-glass monstrosity that had crept up on him. As he had been lost in thought, the noisome biological cacophony of the forest had fallen into silence beneath the rattle of the rain – a silence he had only noticed now that it was broken. Just as it had been in the Ossuary, that first howl of sorrow was answered by another, and then another, and another still, until it seemed the whole of the dark was crying out in chorus. Then it was darkness no longer, as a galaxy of white eyes revealed themselves in the dripping gloom. 

			The Cursed.

			More came. They prowled from behind the gnarled trunks and crawled from the tangled depths of thorn-bushes. They rose mud-slathered from the mires, and slunk from every shadow, until the throng seemed ­numberless. How had his circumspection protocols not been triggered? Exhuming his glaive, Oltyx asked his combat partition to ready his engagement state once again, and briefly scried the crowd. 

			They were not all as far progressed as the slim horror Combat had seen off. Most, in fact, were in the same state as Sedh’s worst-afflicted, while some were still recognisable as the lords they had once been. Presumably when their time came, they simply peeled silently away from the eternal procession, and went to lose the last of their minds with the damned beneath the trees. They teemed in the sodden darkness: Oltyx abandoned the scry after painting the eightieth target, as there were too many to fight. And while on Sedh the power he had wielded through the garrison had afforded him limited control over the Cursed, here he was alone. If they chose to rush him, he stood no chance. 

			They rushed him. All at once, like a pack of beasts choosing their moment to run down sickly prey, the Flayed Ones burst from the shadows. Shooting forward on all fours, they ate up the distance at an alarming speed, closing on Oltyx like a swarm of guided missiles. He fell into a grim fighting stance, glaive ready to meet them, but before he could even formulate a farewell to his mirror-selves, the progeny of Llandu’gor were upon him.

			And then they were past him, tearing by without so much as an upward glance. Mulch sprayed from their hindclaws as they sprinted by, skin-tatters trailing from their backs like cloaks, and Oltyx wondered what they were after, until it occurred to him. Of course – the leftovers. All along the path, packs were streaming from the treeline to fall on the scraps of flesh left behind by the procession – which was all of it, since none had actually been consumed. Within seconds, the red-stained puddles were crowded with huddled Cursed, raindrops bursting from their backs as they tried miserably to gorge themselves. As lightning struck somewhere on the other side of the ziggurat, Oltyx decided he had seen enough – he needed to get inside and away from this, while the Cursed were still distracted. 

			Shunting core-flux reserves into his legs, he broke into a sprint that put even the fastest of the ghouls to shame, streaking across the path on a trajectory calculated to keep him as far from their feeding-huddles as possible. Although he tried to unfocus his oculars as he ran, a volley of lightning strikes triggered auto-focus protocols, and slammed a sequence of abrupt, strobe-lit vignettes straight through his optic buffer and into the centre of his mind. A noble swatting at a black-boned horror as it tried to snatch a human leg from his grip. Two blade-fingered ghasts, jostling for space as they tried to lap foulness from a puddle on a path. A mud-caked wretch, buried up to its neck in some unrecognisable abdominal cavity. And last of all, a creature still just distinguishable as the clerk who had taught him to write, screaming in despair as it tried to force a decaying lung through the solid metal of its face. 

			Oltyx flew up all two hundred and fifteen steps of the ziggurat’s broad entrance stairway, past the obelisks at the portico, through the guardless gate, and into the mildewed warren of the structure’s belly. Now he was running, it was hard to stop. Oltyx felt an urge to run and run, as if he might continue right through the palace, past the opposite wall of the ­necropolis and out into the deep desert, not stopping until he had somehow outpaced the whole of the nightmare. But he could not do that, and so he came to rest at last in the antechamber to the throne room. 

			Decorated with grand friezes of the kingdom’s victories, the antechamber had once hosted crowds of visiting dignitaries, served iced wine by the palace staff as they had waited in the heat to petition Unnas. The antechamber was cold and empty now, barren save for a spattering of ominous stains on the floor. And while he tried to tell himself it really didn’t matter, given broader circumstances at least, Oltyx couldn’t help but notice the blank patches on the friezes, where his own image – too sparsely represented in any case – had been abraded away. 

			As the kinetic actuators of his legs wound down, Oltyx’s mind was near to pattern-collapse with the weight of minor refrenations incurred during his journey through the dark. He needed to recover, and the exhaustion was such that he nearly gave in to the impulse to catch his breath, catching it just in time to block the errant actuator signal. Still, his kind had learned alternatives to the habits of flesh. Casting a defragmentation protocol over all his primary buffers, he felt himself begin to descend from the state of hypervigilance he had been in since passing the necropolis gate. Once the protocol had begun to make headway on the mess in his executive buffer, Oltyx moved to the solid godsteel plate of the throne room doorway, and commanded it to open with the last of the seals Djoseras had granted him. 

			It was only when the doorway’s locks began to fall open, that Oltyx heard the voices clamouring in his executive buffer, and realised he should have waited for the protocol to finish its work before acting. Somehow, the stress of his flight from the garden had sent an error cascading through the buffer’s corollary receptors, rendering it deaf to any thoughts beyond those of his central self. Now the refrenation was unpicked his consciousness was suddenly surrounded by his subminds’ desperate shouts. 

			…equal must not open those doors! cried Doctrinal, over Combat’s agitated barks and the tail end of some long train of logic-driven invective from Strategic. But it was too late: the doors were in motion, and their ancient mechanisms would see them the rest of the way. Briefly, Oltyx actually considered hiding, but the idea was almost puerile in its indignity. So he did the next best thing and, with a twist of his chronosense, ducked reluctantly into the gap between moments. 

			What? he demanded, stacking the message with the gravest of brevity-glyphs. 

			Akh-Weynis-Wenm-Netr, blurted Doctrinal, as a hairline split slid down the centre of the glyph-embossed godsteel of the doorway. Your equa… we know what it is. Or rather, you do. 

			I discovered it, announced Analytical, earning consternation-glyphs from every mind in the buffer, before the doctrinal submind continued. 

			Brevity is not… my strength, but in short – Analytical did find an instance of the name, in an engrammatic cluster which, though it bore the seal of deletion-by-order-of-the-dynast, was not empty. Clearly, you being you, you saw fit to bend the rule, and–

			Enough, said Oltyx, as the split between the doors became a thin line of darkness. Just tell me what you found, and why it’s relevant now. 

			We don’t know, Strategic answered, its speech denser than usual with abstracted notation for the sake of speed, as the engram was sealed. All we know is that the engram contained within the phrase in question is also contained within the location-marker for the room you are about to enter. The quickest option is to see for yourself. Then, as he dreaded it might, the submind flashed the glyph denoting the evocatory medium. 

			As much as chronodilation had slowed the doors, the chamber would be open in less than two seconds of real time. Even given the strange, timeless space of the medium, the reverie would have to be a short one. But going by the findings of his partitions, he should not be going into the throne room without the information he might glean from it. The medium’s workings were opaque and unknowable, and he had as little idea of what he would lose through using it, as he had of what might be gained. Just as before, when the orks had descended upon him at the Ossuary, circumstances had forced him into the grip of trust. 

			The medium was open already below the perch of his higher mind, but he clung on for far too long as the doors slid open before he permitted himself to drop. It was only after he let go, in that last instant before he ceased to exist in the present, that Oltyx realised the only person he had to trust was himself. It was little comfort. 
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			CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

			EATER

			It has been a bad day in the dynast’s court. There have been no good days for a long time, not since Unnas came back from the war in the ruin of the Akrops. But today has been especially bad. The delegation from Meghoshta has just left the throne room, and the stone still shimmers with radiation where they stood before the royal dais. It had been their fifth visit to discuss the generous loan made to the dynast by the Phaeron of Thokt – in particular, the likely schedule of repayments – and it has sent Unnas into a blacker mood than usual. 

			For an hour now he has seethed quietly on the throne, resplendent in his plating of royal gold, but radiating the ugliness of pitted lead. He slumps in the seat, with his faceplate resting on one balled fist, refusing all petitioners with a wordless glower. Unnas is flanked as always by two wings of ten lychguard, ever vigilant behind their dispersal shields, while at the foot of the royal seat, two smaller thrones are set out for the royal advisers. 

			Djoseras sits in one, of course. But in the other, once Oltyx’s place, perches the sycophant Hemiun, radiating his usual pompous satisfaction. The charlatan oncomancer, who now falsely claims the status of a cryptek, is of less than no use to the dynast – the king’s lesions have long been written over in gold, and whatever esoteric sickness has replaced them, Hemiun seems only to feed. 

			Oltyx himself has been reduced to the role of usher, scurrying to the antechamber to receive petitioners, before presenting them to his dynast. It is a thankless job; when a delegation displeases Unnas – and almost all of them do – Oltyx is scolded after, like a server who has brought sulphurless wine. 

			It hurts. Unnas had been magnanimous once, and generous with all things – even his affection. Despite favouring Djoseras, as was right in the case of a king and their eldest scion, Oltyx had never wanted for attention. Even biotransference had not withered Unnas’ nobility overmuch. But since the war – since Sokar – he has been different, and since the Great Sleep he has been worse. All mirth has gone from him, all wit, as if his core has been constricted by something vast that none of them can see. What little of Unnas’ greatness is left, he parcels out as miserably as his wealth. What meagre affection remains is spared only for Djoseras. Oltyx is considered with nothing but contempt, if he is considered at all. 

			He stands at the doorway from the antechamber now, trying to muster the courage to address Unnas, but Djoseras has caught his oculars. The kynazh – who hates to see his junior chastised unfairly – is shaking his head gravely, and flashes a warning-pattern across the understated discharge matrices of his chest. It is in the private code they use, adapted from the one Djoseras had devised to amuse him with secret messages when he had been very young.

			‘He is in a vile mood – do not hurt yourself by troubling him.’

			Oltyx understands. Already that afternoon, he has turned away Granokh, demarch of the crownworld’s second city, and even a nomarch seeking to alleviate a supply crisis in the far north. But this next petitioner will not be turned away.

			They are a king, they had said – though from the state of them, Oltyx had thought them a lunatic from the streets at first, somehow slipped in past the cohort of Immortals at the gate. But their seals have transpired to be just as royal as the sigil on their breast, which proclaims them to be Lyssahk, the Phaeron of Oroskh. This had explained their state, at least, for Oroskh is rumoured widely to be a dynasty fallen on hard times. And although it is hard to fish truth from the sea of rumours that swamps the court, Oltyx understands that Oroskh has been brought low by the same bane that is now beginning to show itself in the deepest tombs of Ithakas. 

			It is a bane not spoken of in anything beyond a whisper – certainly not in the open air of court, and never to the dynast himself. But Lyssahk had been insistent, alight with a sour energy of desperation, and seemingly willing to be destroyed rather than leave without Unnas’ counsel. Oltyx had tried, at length, to dispel them. But in the end, Lyssahk had prevailed, with one phrase alone.

			‘Tell Unnas that I mean to discuss the agreement made at Sokar.’

			Oltyx does so, ashamed at the tremor in his voice as he speaks. But the rage he expects to flare in the dynast’s oculars never transpires. Instead, there is an unfamiliar light he cannot parse. Somehow Oltyx knows that one day he will come to recognise this light as fear. 

			Lyssahk enters the throne room and speaks with Unnas. It is a hard conversation, and a fast one, with all the intimacy of a talk between lovers, but without a flicker of affection. Their discussion is veiled; they speak of a battle they will not explain, fought with weapons they will not describe, against a foe they refuse to name. The throne room becomes icily still – even the lords crowded in the cloisters stop their usual murmuring, held rapt by the exchange. 

			Eventually, Lyssahk makes their plea. Oroskh is dying, they say, brought low by a contagion that cannot be stopped. They call on Unnas for aid, first in the name of Triarchal unity, and when that fails, by the Oath of Sokar. When it is invoked, Unnas grows still, shedding off all agitation, and leans forward with the slow precision of a predator lined up to strike. The dynast’s words, when they come, are as clear and cold as desert starlight.

			‘Leave my court while you still may, Lyssahk, before another word is spoken of this.’

			‘Leave for what?’ cries the phaeron, eaten up at last by their despair. ‘Oroskh will be overrun in a few short years, without your aid. The other oath-bearers have already succumbed, and only we remain. You might preserve your kingdom’s strength by refusing me now, Unnas. But it will not last forever. While we did not know where this road led, we chose it in the full knowledge there could be no return.’ 

			Unnas remains silent – was that the smallest gleam of regret in the dynast’s oculars, at Lyssahk’s refusal of his mercy? Either way, the phaeron’s fate seems sealed now. Perhaps knowing this, perhaps not, or perhaps too desperate to care, they continue. 

			‘There is no going back, Unnas. Let Oroskh die, if you will. Hide from the past. But it will find you, as it found me, and Ithakas too will fall in the end. Your own time will come, O Akh-Weynis-Wenm-Netr. O Unnas-the-Ascended, Eater-of-Gods.’

			The haggard phaeron spits the name like a curse, as if they are expelling something great and bitter and impossibly heavy from the very centre of their being. The words echo in the court, and although they shrink to whispers in the furthest, unlit corners, they do not seem to fade entirely. Strangely, Oltyx feels he knows they never will. 

			It takes a very long time for Unnas’ reply to come, but when it does, the king’s habitual anger is still nowhere to be seen. There is only immense sorrow in the dynast’s voice as he issues soft orders for the phaeron’s ­execution. From his position at the throne room’s door, Oltyx cannot see Lyssahk’s faceplate, but the phaeron stands upright and proud as the lychguard sweep in from the sides of the throne to surround them. They are like the wings of a hunting-bird, closing as it settles on prey, and their shields block the killing from Oltyx’s sight. Only Unnas, staring down bleakly from the royal seat, watches as he becomes the sole bearer of the Oath of Sokar. 

			When it is finished, the dynast looks around the court and orders all present to erase all recollection of the previous hour. Then he hangs his head, and seems to stare through the floor of the world. 

			Oltyx flashes acquiescence-patterns along with everyone else. But he mimes his response to the command, sealing off his extant engrammatic packet as decreed, and only marking it as condemned. It is a good enough forgery to pass inspection, but it will never be inspected – for who in Ithakas would disobey their dynast?

			But now Unnas has raised his head again, and is looking directly at Oltyx. Does he know, somehow? Has he caught his despised heir in the act of treachery? The light of the throne room dims, and the gold of Unnas’ body seems to tarnish before Oltyx’s oculars. The chamber grows emptier, too, as if the lords and the lychguard are fading from their places. And still Unnas stares. But those are not his oculars. And something dreadful shrouds his faceplate. The lord that regards him now has the shape of the dynast. But that is not what he is.

			‘What is this in the shadows?’ said the voice from the throne, its voice spreading like oil over the ruin of the chamber. ‘Come forth, shade, and submit yourself to beholding.’

			But Oltyx ignored the voice left over from the fading reverie, as he was too occupied with what he had seen. He had never realised how much his obsession with the dynast had changed Unnas’ appearance in his mind over the years. Oltyx had come to see Unnas as a towering, omnipotent ­figure, his faceplate drawn into a long, cruel sneer, and his body resplendent with jagged blades that jutted from shoulders of mountainous breadth and from a thorax like a solar furnace.

			But in the reverie, he had seemed somehow so much smaller – barely taller than Oltyx, if at all. And the blades had turned out to be little more than ornamental thorns of gold. 

			How could I have been so wrong, he thought, when I have thought about him every day? 

			Because you have thought about him every day, Doctrinal pointed out, and Oltyx saw it was correct. With every recollection, he had added a layer as thin as reed-paper to the grandeur and cruelty of the king who had rejected him. In reality, at least by the point in time the reverie had shown him, Unnas had seemed disappointingly ordinary, and almost fragile. 

			But then, at Combat’s wordless prompting, Oltyx noticed that while the rest of the chamber had faded to emptiness with the reverie’s end, the throne had not. There was a figure perched in the umbra at its summit, and now it was speaking again, as he had not answered its first beckoning.

			‘Come forth,’ repeated Unnas, his voice familiar, yet mellifluous in a way that unsettled Oltyx. ‘Come, and feel blessed that you have been asked for a second time.’ 

			The exiled scion took a step forward, and saw his dynast. And if the Unnas of the past had been less imposing than the Unnas his mind had constructed, the contrast was nothing compared with the degradation the dynast had suffered since his exile. Just like the necropolis around him, Unnas had become hideous. 

			The gold of his armour was stained with grime around its joints, and was dappled with patches of weird black iridescence. And if anything, the dynast seemed to have become smaller. Or at least, more unusually proportioned: his thoracic cage had contracted, while his limbs had become thinner, and the cabling of his abdominal cavity had swollen out like the suggestion of a pot belly. Taken all together, his body was almost a vision of famine: something both bloated and starved at the same time, which made all the remaining trappings of grandeur seem darkly ludicrous. 

			Necrodermis, as Borakka and its legions demonstrated, was a mutable thing. Much like the memories stored in an engrammatic packet, it would change its shape by tiny increments over the span of time, until it conformed to the mind that wore it. Was it any surprise, then, that the miser-king’s physique had atrophied like this? Oltyx dreaded to think how many years he had eked out an existence behind the locks of this dismal hall, cowering from the devils that cavorted through his city. The cowardice of it all was staggering, and far more shameful than the idea the dynast had fallen with his city. Ithakas, it seemed, persisted – in whatever form its dynast now took.

			‘Come forth!’ cried the dynast a third time, with a rasp of agitation as it crept up in pitch. ‘The Eater-of-Gods does not care to repeat his commands.’ 

			When the contorted figure spoke again, Oltyx became aware that he had been avoiding looking at its faceplate. And now he did look, he saw that Strategic had quietly occluded it with a set of spurious targeting auspices while his focus had been averted. Just a few days ago, he would have been outraged by such an imposition on his senses. But now, he just assumed his submind had done this for a good reason, and he was content to leave the occlusion in place. He had enough to deal with.

			As his recognition array processed the words still reverberating in the throne room, the remains of the reverie clicked into place. 

			The Eater-of-Gods… he repeated to himself, with some discomfort. Doctrinal?

			Yes? replied the submind, appending a glyph of apprehension that Oltyx found it easy to forgive.

			For your own pattern integrity, I am going to request you retreat to your partition entirely for a time, and refrain from observing any telemetry from outside it.

			How long for? 

			I don’t know, in truth. But please, submind, do not be here. 

			Doctrinal vanished, and just in time. For as Unnas shifted in his throne, craning forward as if to see Oltyx better in the gloom, the iridescent patches on his armour fluttered, and burst into the air with a sickly drone. Because they were flies. And where they had crawled, his carapace was crusted with splatters of half-dried meat. One stain had even obscured half of his thoracic cartouche which – as that of the dynast himself – bore the sigil of Ithakas in its most complete and holy form. A form which had now, apparently, been amended to include a dollop of stale offal. 

			Even as a metaphor, thought Oltyx, it would have been heavy-handed. But it was more than a metaphor: by the power of the royal heka, that sigil represented the integrity of the dynasty, and so it was the dynasty. Oltyx had been right the first time: Ithakas had fallen, and Unnas was long gone with it. Whatever this Eater-of-Gods was, it was not him. But it still had to be treated with. Forcing confidence into his steps, the Nomarch of Sedh acquiesced to the creature’s demands at last, and walked forward into the throne room under its sullen inspection.

			There was no question: the former dynast was Cursed. Oltyx found himself wondering if there was something more to its condition even than that. But wonder was all he could do – the events of the reverie had been mysterious even from the inside, and now he was out of it, any hopes he had of making sense of them were dissipating with the remains of the vision itself. 

			‘The shade comes forth at last,’ intoned the Eater, imbuing its words with the strange, artificial cadence of ritual text, ‘but what will it transpire to be, now it has slunk from the shadows of the reeds to darken the hall of the Divine King?’ 

			‘I am Oltyx, Nomarch of Sedh,’ said Oltyx, stepping into what little light trickled down from the gauss lamps of the dome above. 

			‘Oltyx of Sedh…’ repeated the Eater, as if the words were both strange and familiar, and that by mulling them aloud, their nuance might be revealed like the character of a fine wine. The Eater muttered the words again, then fell into rumination, as if it had forgotten Oltyx’s presence entirely. 

			While it was distracted, he had time to think. But of what? Yet again, he had no plan. Oltyx had made contingencies for dealing with a sane Unnas, and then a vanished Unnas. But the prospect of an Unnas replaced with a ghoul that had proclaimed itself to be some kind of god had not crossed his mind. It was beginning to look like Combat’s hopes for regicide might not have been so far-fetched after all. 

			Now he saw that the Eater-of-Gods was not alone. Just as on the day of the reverie, the royal seat was flanked by twin phalanxes of lychguard. Of the original twenty, only twelve were left, and the throne’s wings no longer brought to mind the shining pinions of a raptor, but the ragged ­exhaustion of a carrion feeder, made sick by its own food. The guards had deteriorated: their rod-straight posture had slumped over time, and many of their shields, held rigid before them for so many mortal lifespans, now trailed on the floor as if duty itself were now too heavy to hold aloft. 

			Still, they were a formidable threat. Rigid though their minds were, they were not mindless – the lychguard had been drawn from the most decorated troops in Ithakas’ armies, and rewarded with a higher grade of consciousness for their efforts. Oltyx could only imagine what a bitter ­reward that had proved to be, as the warriors had been forced to stand, forever alert, as everything they were sworn to protect rotted around them. To have withstood that purgatorial vigil at all, these last twelve must have been extremely resilient specimens. Oltyx would struggle, if they came for him.

			The throne room’s layout, at least, offered him some slim advantage if – or as seemed increasingly likely, when – it came down to that. Between the throne and him, and extending nearly to the narrow cloisters at the chamber’s edge, was the oversized arena pit. Unnas had installed it before Oltyx’s exile, in a futile attempt to reignite his joy, and its ludicrous size would force the guards to come at him two abreast at most around its edges. 

			‘The Divine King does not… know of this Oltyx,’ said the Eater at last, with a troubled tone, ‘nor does He know of Sedh. The Divine King wonders… what is… Oltyx?’

			‘Do you not recognise me?’ he replied, so quietly he surprised himself. To be hated was inconvenient, but at least conferred some measure of significance. To be forgotten, however, was the greatest fear of every necron, more potent even than it had been to their short-lived predecessors. But the Eater had clearly considered its question to have been rhetorical, and continued as if Oltyx had said nothing at all.

			‘Is this… Oltyx a thief? Come to take away the Breaker of the Horizon’s treasures? Or perhaps he is… a betrayer! An assassin, sent by the Ogdobekh, or the cowardly Nekthyst?’ There was a rising note of anxiety in the Eater’s voice now – Unnas’ paranoia, swollen to wild delusion by its passage through oblivion and resurrection in madness. 

			‘I am the Nomarch of Sedh,’ repeated Oltyx, spreading his arms for emphasis, ‘and I was once the second kynazh of Ithakas, as well as your s–’ 

			But Oltyx stopped there, because the Eater was not listening. It had risen shakily from its throne in alarm, and was now jerking its head around, ­staring madly into the recesses of the throne room.

			‘A killer! An ingrate! A phantom! Enemies… in the Ascended One’s palace! Who has let this Oltyx in? Find the traitor who neglected their vigil… the Darkener of Suns will have their skull for his chalice!’

			The creature, Oltyx saw, was completely mad. A vision of terrible decline, worthy only of contempt, even though it wore the remains of the royal cartouche. And yet, it touched some string of pity that Oltyx did not know he possessed. Not for the thing itself, but for Unnas, as he imagined how the dynast must have felt during his final descent into the second death of the curse. As hard as he tried to summon up three centuries of hate, he could not find it in him to think Unnas had deserved it. 

			How long had Unnas been fighting off Llandu’gor’s gift, anyway? Oltyx had always thought that he had become weak after Sokar, and had only grown weaker as his vigour had eroded over the long years. But perhaps the fact he had stayed himself at all had been proof of his strength all along. Mentep had found it remarkable that Yenekh had fought off the curse for years, but Unnas had managed it across the span of geological time. Though as Mentep had said himself, not even a god can outrun trauma. 

			‘Traitors!’ wailed the Eater, voice shrill now, and caught between fear and fury as it pointed to a space between pillars that contained nothing. ‘Assassin! Ingrate! You think the all-discerning eyes do not see you move there, in the reeds? You cannot fathom… what He has done for you. What He has sacrificed, to regain… His soul. To bring… relief to His kingdom. He has broken the backbones, and swallowed the entrails. He has eaten the greatest of the Ancestors. He has vanquished the Old and the Older and the Oldest still, He has–’

			Oltyx could hardly bear to listen any more, such was the level of hysteria in the Eater’s voice. It sounded lost now, as if it had no idea what had prompted its ranting in the first place. Indeed, over the course of its shouting match with the empty shadows, it appeared to have forgotten Oltyx was there at all. Watching the monster descend to its haunches and shake its fist at the emptiness of the dome above, Oltyx found there was something strangely childlike about it, which he couldn’t square with the fact it was still recognisable as Unnas. 

			Unnas had lacked a lot of qualities, but he had always – always – been in charge, for better or for worse. To see the king succeeded by this bleak parody of his worst aspects only made Oltyx think of all the fine qualities he had once possessed. Those, at least, which he hadn’t burned up all memory of during his first, spiteful infatuation with the evocatory medium. Thinking now of all the memories he would never have back, he felt something cold and vast descend on his core. It was a new sensation, so it took a second or two, but in the end recognition came all at once. He missed Unnas, who had once been his father. 

			I am not configured to provide… emotional bolstering, offered Strategic in Doctrinal’s absence, clearly having difficulty articulating anything that could not be expressed with at least some mathematical abstraction, but I have conferred with the other partitions and… we…

			We understand, finished Xenology, in an uncharacteristically agreeable tone. Despite spending its whole existence thinking about how much it despised aliens, it seemed the submind still had better social instincts than Strategic. 

			We do, agreed Analytical affably, although Oltyx was fairly certain it was merely following suit, as it had never before shown any awareness of the existence of feelings, beyond simple satisfaction at being faced with a surfeit of data.

			Strategic stepped in again then, evidently concerned that the situation in the executive buffer had become altogether too emotional. 

			However, it stated, at least the cognitive… absence presented by Unnas… the Eater, rather, eases our way towards a resolution. At the implication of violence, Combat chose this moment to signal hearty concurrence, before emitting a rough, awkward trill that Oltyx suspected was its own attempt to console him. 

			Yes, agreed Oltyx, more haltingly than he had expected. It does. But although there was every reason to make his move at that moment, for once he could not find the spark that would light his rage.

			‘He has eaten the greatest of the Ancestors,’ mumbled the Eater mournfully, staring off into nothing. ‘He is the great power that overpowers the powers. He is a sacred image, the most sacred image, of the sacred images of the gods, whom He finds in His way, and devours bit by bit.’ 

			The misery of the thing, as it recited its own nonsense praises, droned across the chamber like the buzz of the grey flurry of tomb-flies surrounding it. Contempt, then, if nothing else, should have driven Oltyx to action. But still his footplates stayed rooted to the spot. After so long flooding his phantasory buffer with cathartic revenge fantasies, now he came to it, the slaying seemed inconceivable.

			What are you waiting for? queried Strategic, concerned they were losing the moment, and Oltyx could not answer for shame. Rationally, spiritually, intuitively – by any means he cared to name – he knew that the thing was not Unnas. The true Unnas, indeed, had only ever been a constructed facsimile of the father whose ashes had been mixed with the desert wind sixty million years ago. But even if that were not the case, Oltyx was not so weak as to be swayed from his course by some sentimental aversion to patricide. No – the horizon he found himself unable to cross was one of far more potent gravity: regicide. 

			Oltyx made a bargain with himself: he would make one attempt to reason with the Eater-of-Gods, and seek its aid in defending Ithakas. And when that failed – as he knew it would – he would destroy it anyway, with his sworn purpose in coming here enacted, and at least part of his honour unstained. 

			Mentep’s fable of the doomed nemesor sprang briefly to mind, and its absurdity in the face of his situation was grimly amusing. The mouth of a necrontyr saves him, indeed.

			‘You who were once Unnas,’ he called across the throne room, in a voice as bleak and heavy as snow clouds on Sedh, ‘master of the brightest suns, architect of highest justice. Breaker of ships, and forger of colossi. He who takes with one hand and gives with two. The bulwark of Gantakh, the genius of Kal-Yik. O Unnas, high dynast and phaeron of the Kingdom of Ithakas, I come to treat with you.’ Only when the words had finished did Oltyx realise they had been a eulogy of sorts. Still, they attracted the Eater’s attention. Its babbling fell silent, and then like some dull-witted saurian predator challenged by a morsel of prey, the failed god staggered around to face him.

			‘What is this in the shadows?’ it said, just as it had done when he had first entered.

			‘It is still Oltyx,’ said Oltyx, his resolution already dampening. ‘But what are you?’

			‘I am the Beast of the Horizon,’ said the Eater dolefully. ‘I am he who shatters at will, who lives on the being of gods. I eat their entrails, even of those who come with bodies full of magic from–’

			You have tried speaking, said his strategic submind, as the Eater descended into nonsense again. Now is the time for action. 

			But Oltyx still could not bring himself to act – the idea was as frozen in his memetic buffer as he was on the flagstones of the throne room. Until, that was, he remembered the one element that had not been factored into his decision-making.

			Show me its faceplate, submind, said Oltyx, with grave clarity. Half-formed glyphs fired briefly at the periphery of his vision, as Strategic considered the request – the sigils of forbearance and expedience were alternating with microsecond rapidity, as if the mind could not decide whether to preserve Oltyx’s sanity or his honour. Eventually, the glyph of expedience solidified, appended with a request for confirmation.

			Show me, Oltyx repeated.

			Behold. As Strategic acquiesced, the auspices hiding the Eater’s faceplate vanished, and Oltyx saw it was not a faceplate at all. It was a face. And it did not belong to the Eater. 

			The derelict king wore a mask of skin, plastered over the gold beneath, then grown over by a seam of necrodermis at its edges. And through the warped holes where the face had once held eyes, the watery white orbs of the Eater stared out at him. It was an abomination. But then, Oltyx was becoming hardened to abominations. Had his submind really considered him too fragile for yet more of the curse’s grotesquerie? 

			Only, the life-mask was not made of the flopping, new meat which tended to adorn the Cursed. It was wood-rigid, and nearly black with age. A second look with his radiometric transducers, however, told him it was unfathomably old, embalmed to withstand the passing of aeons. And he did not need to consult with Xenology to know it had not come from anything aboard the Altymhor slave freighters. Because it was a necrontyr face. 

			‘You look the Divine King in the eye now, phantom,’ intoned the Eater, through the warped, impossible relic. ‘Do you not know your place?’

			At first, Oltyx was convinced he had gone mad. Or that he had somehow fallen into a nightmarish space between reverie and reality, without realising. But the face was real. And it was not just any face, either. With a miniscule adjustment of his oculars, the great wall-frieze behind Oltyx swam into focus, and there, glaring back at him from its place at the heart of the Procession of the Ancients, was the same visage. 

			No longer trepidation nor unease, but terror, now shot through Oltyx like lightning. Through pure instinct, he held a hand to his oculars to obscure the sight of the death mask, and he cried out – whether out loud or in his mind, he did not know – for Strategic to obscure the blasphemy again. For he had just looked upon the mortal remains of Ithakka the Lawmaker, the founder and first Dynast of Ithakas. 

			The blasphemy was staggering. It was inconceivable. There was nothing more sacred in the universe, nothing more precious, than the remains of Ithakka. They had lain in state, revered, since the earliest days on the homeworld, and when Antikef had been settled, Ithakka had been brought there aboard a torchship mausoleum of solid metagold. Once the body had been transferred to its eternal vault beneath the royal ziggurat, that torchship had been flown into the heart of Antikef’s star, fully crewed, so that it might forever glow a little brighter in recognition of the progenitor’s arrival. 

			The crypteks who maintained the Vault of the Lawmaker had long dismantled their oculars, just as their predecessors in flesh had been blinded for the task, for to look upon Ithakka was punishable by death – even for a royal. And Oltyx had looked upon that sacred visage, unshielded. Because Unnas, or whatever foul pretender-god had shambled from the embers of his mind, had plundered the vault, and mutilated the Lawmaker. But where was the rest of that sacred relic? In answer, the Eater’s words from the midst of its ranting rose to the surface of Oltyx’s mind: ‘He has eaten the greatest of the Ancestors.’

			‘Do you not know your place?’ shouted the thing again, with a child’s petulance, and Oltyx was distantly aware of twelve sets of long-stationary joints grinding into motion, as the lychguard began trooping around the arena’s edge. But he just stared at the stained flagstones beneath his feet, with the intensity of a planet-cracking gauss drill. Already, the horror of recognising Ithakka’s relic had refracted through his core, and metastasised into the blackest, richest rage he had ever known. His core-flux howled through his limbs like a solar flare, and it was all he could do to force a trickle of it through his vocal transducers before the whole of him erupted.

			‘I know my place,’ he growled. ‘In the name… of the royal house of Ithakas… I am to be your executioner.’ Oltyx launched himself forward, running at the arena’s nearest edge with steps like thunder. His glaive appeared in his hand with a flash of green fire as he reached the pit’s stone rim, and with a great heave, he launched himself into the air. 
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			CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

			FALSE SCION

			‘Father!’ called a voice in the darkness. ‘I heard a terrible sound, and came at once – but of course, you are safe.’

			‘My… heir?’ replied a second, deeper voice that he thought he knew. They were coming from somewhere below him.

			‘Yes, Divine King. It is I, your faithful Djoseras.’ 

			He was not certain who Djoseras was, but this felt like a surprise for some reason. Why could he not see the speakers? Why could he not see anything?

			‘Where… has Djoseras been?’ 

			‘I have been, ah, composing new hymns, in your honour.’ 

			The lie was so poor that even he, who only had a twenty-four-second-long experience of reality, sensed it at once, but the other voice did not. It spoke again. 

			‘An assassin came forth, just now. A phantom, a poisoner… slunk from the shadows of the reeds, to–’

			‘So I see,’ said the voice that called itself Djoseras. ‘But of course, so great is your heka, you caused the air itself to grip your assailant in its fist. A miracle. Truly, O Lord of Wisdom, your powers of will are unmatched.’ 

			The second voice grunted in response, sounding empty. 

			‘But what shall we do with the assassin, my greatest of kings?’ 

			The voice was louder then, as if the speaker was standing nearer to him. But he could not see a thing. Who was this Djoseras, and who was he speaking to? More to the point, who was he himself? The questions were stacking up too quickly. 

			‘It seems… familiar, do you not think?’ continued Djoseras, as if prompting the other speaker. Its voice sounded louder, as if it was directed at him. So he was the assassin, perhaps? That was potentially problematic, but he wasn’t sure why. 

			‘Bring me… sustenance, Djoseras,’ said the other, either not hearing the question, or ignoring it. ‘The Heart-Seizer hungers again.’ The voice had an unsavoury duality to it, wavering between deep richness and a strange, desolate whining. 

			‘In just a moment, O great Sunderer of the Heavens. Surely, you will be eager to dispense your rightful justice, before you feed?’

			‘Meat,’ whimpered the other.

			‘As you will it, O Unbreakable Rod.’

			There was a distinctly unpleasant, liquid sound: a bubbling and sloshing, underlaid with the scrape of a ladle on rough iron. The clinking of ceramics, and footsteps, and finally a series of hideous, gasping gulps, accompanied by the splattering of liquid on stone. The noises brought a tide of anxiety rushing in behind them, which he could not fathom until, with a sudden clicking sensation, a rush of warmth passed through his body. 

			So, he had a body. This was a relief. Given the limited information he had possessed to date, and his even more limited ability to process it, he had begun to assume himself dead. But this body ached terribly. Or at least, it had provided information that said it was badly damaged, in lieu of actual pain. 

			Around a half-second after that, the self-casting protocol of recompilation – for that’s what the rush of warmth was – reached Oltyx’s major arrays, allowing him to escape from the cramped confines of his core’s armoured fail-safe vessel to fill them again. 

			As his pattern expanded, he had a self once more. Initially it was a relief, but as the first diagnostic telemetry came back, the relief faded fast into dismay. No wonder his patterns had been compressed into the fail-safe vessel: his systems were ravaged. Several critical arrays were borrowing energy from each other to keep themselves in working order, and all were damaged. Some – most notably his entire optic array – had suffered cataclysmic refrenation, and were burned out entirely. It would take them a long time to reconstruct themselves, and if he was unlucky, they might never return to perfect function.

			He was just wondering what had caused the damage, when his engrammatic relays began reconnecting him to his memories. Some short-term strata had been burned away, but enough remained to stagger him utterly. The overgrown city, the Symorrian, the seraptek corpse-engine. And then, as more returned, the throne room and… the face of the Eater. That was the last thing he could remember seeing, and Oltyx did not want to dwell on it. But how had he gone from that point to this one, floating in the darkness as a dreamlike conversation played out below him? 

			You made me proud, said the doctrinal partition. Its voice was fuzzy and indistinct, since the partition access conduits were as damaged as the rest. But its presence was like a sudden light in the dark. In the semi-dormant state he had bid it enter, the submind had been better insulated than its fellows from whatever had happened to him. The others might take a good while yet to come back online, so for now it was just the two of them. Or the one of him, in just two parts. 

			Proud? Even though I looked upon… the forbidden?

			You had little choice, said Doctrinal, resolute in its judgement. And weighed against the black boulders heaped on the scale of justice by your foe, it is barely the lightest of straws.

			I suppose blinding is an apt enough punishment, Oltyx reflected penitently, even if it did occur by chance. 

			He was about to ask what he had done to incur such damage – and what he had done to make Doctrinal proud – when he was interrupted by the sound of pottery shattering on stone beneath him. Clearly, the abomination on the throne had finished its meal, as it produced a long, shuddering sigh that began as satisfaction, but ended in the bitter lamentation of its absence.

			‘Better, my Divine King?’ said Djoseras, and the rubble of Oltyx’s mind lit up with what sluggish fury it could muster. 

			My elder has betrayed me! he exclaimed to Doctrinal. That callous, lying schemer has led me straight into–

			That is not Djoseras, though, pointed out the submind, and as Oltyx let his tattered recognition array pore over his aural buffer, he knew the truth.

			Hemiun, he thought, as the array completed its analysis. But he felt only calm, as the fragile patterns of his core-flux could not support the fury this new truth deserved.

			He was ever the opportunist, conceded Doctrinal, with caustic dryness. 

			Oltyx had dared to assume the charlatan had long since joined the followers of the seraptek outside. But no: he had lurked beside the dynast through all these years of decline, like a parasite refusing to unlatch from the hide of a carcass. And by the sounds of it at least, there was no indication he was succumbing to the curse. 

			‘In the cosmic vault of Your Wisdom, O Great One, you know – do you not – that the meat contains the magic by which your gift is sustained – an eternal echo of that first divine meal. I am honoured beyond measure to fetch it from your cauldron.’ 

			Of course. Of course Hemiun, the second-rate oncomancer who had flattered and fawned his way into a status far beyond his right, had somehow made his way through Antikef’s contagion untouched. Clearly, when Djoseras had realised what was coming, and had departed for the sterility of the equatorial plain, this… slag-glass leech had crept into his place as Unnas’ right hand. And once there, he had clearly done everything he could to accelerate the king’s collapse, feeding him via the process Oltyx was thankful not to have seen, until Unnas had been so diminished as to believe his malevolent carer was Djoseras. 

			This explained who had been conducting trade with Altymhor all this time, running the coffers dry to keep the flayer cult fed. Clearly, the false scion was no better steward of the royal house’s treasury than he had been of his own. Furthermore, it had not been the dynast who had refused Djoseras’ pleas to muster a defence against the crusade – it had been his once-physician, and now his poisoner. 

			But… why? asked Doctrinal. Does he seek the throne?

			No. Without question, Hemiun has no plan. Or any plan he had has already achieved its ends. Creatures such as him will go to any lengths for a taste of power, even if it involves setting fire to the very ladder they climb. ‘There is little more wretched than the ambition of a tyrant, without a gust of wit to guide it.’ 

			Thoughts of the scribe Zerrakehn? 

			The third scroll, yes. I did read some of the texts my elder prescribed, you know. 

			‘I have eaten the magic of their bellies and thighs,’ said the Eater eventually, as if reassuring itself of satisfaction rather than actually feeling it, and then took on a sickly tone. ‘This son is faithful to his Celestial Master, and as Lord of Offerings, the Mighty One blesses him for it.’ 

			Oltyx felt immediate, irrational envy: even this poorly acted Djoseras received more gratitude, and from this nightmare parody of Unnas than he ever had done. 

			‘Good,’ doted Hemiun, dripping with false affection. ‘It pleases your humble servant more than anything to see the Breaker of the Heavens refreshed. Now… let us turn our attention to our interloper, who is hanging in the air there still, by the force of the Eater’s astonishing will.’

			Oltyx understood then why he could not feel the ground, despite his mechanoreceptors reporting three-fifths functionality. Because he was floating in the air. But how? Surely whatever godhood the Eater possessed was just a figment of its madness – or had it truly arrested his killing leap with the power of its mind?

			The arrestor field, said Doctrinal, continuing when Oltyx queried the phrase. Ah, but of course – you always hated the dynast’s games. I suppose you probably burned as many memories as you could of the arena, didn’t you? 

			Indeed Oltyx had – the idiot spectacle of the combat pit had been one of the first things he had tried to excise during his initial overuse of the medium. 

			So you would not have recalled, for example, the inertial arrestor field installed above the arena, to prevent projectiles or debris from escaping?

			Not as such. But I believe I am aware of it now.

			Indeed. You are likely also aware, from the smiting inflicted on us, that the field is configured not just to arrest movement through itself, but to reflect upon any intruding body the full force of its entry. 

			Oltyx groaned internally. I leapt, didn’t I?

			Quite magnificently, from the looks of it. With your core overcharged, all systems elevated to dangerously high function, and – according to the faint auditory echoes still reverberating in the field – declaring yourself the blasphemer’s executioner. The submind paused to flash a glyph of respect onto the blackness of his vision. Hence my pride. Although you probably still should have scried for traps before jumping into one. 

			Djoseras always told me to look before I leapt, Oltyx reflected dourly.

			Well. There is your lesson, then. 

			Something weighty – the vizier’s staff – clunked into his hip, and sent him into a slow spin within the field.

			‘What a sad surprise!’ proclaimed the charlatan kynazh, sounding neither sad, nor remotely surprised. ‘Our assassin appears to be none other than Oltyx, O Mighty One.’

			‘What is Oltyx?’ asked the Eater in its strange, mewing rumble. Now it had fed, it seemed more docile, less inclined to drift into aimless raving, but no less confused. 

			‘He is a traitor and an outlaw,’ said the false kynazh, gravely patronising. ‘A wretched creature, who was once your second scion.’

			‘There was… a second?’ 

			‘Perhaps you remember, O Devourer of Hearts? At Shadrannar, during the siege, I caught him in the act of plotting to kill you, and in his rage he assaulted me. We duelled, and I was about to slay him when, hearing the commotion, you arrived. Do you recall this, Divine King?’

			‘The assassin… slinking forth from the reeds… the–’ 

			Hemiun cut the Eater off before it could descend into a ramble. ‘And maybe you recall that, in your radiant magnanimity, you granted him mercy.’

			Oltyx tried to call out in protest at Hemiun’s lies, but his vocal actuators were nearly as badly fried as his optic arrays, and all that made it out was a tiny, strangled-sounding buzz. He thrashed to free himself from the field – blind, half-minded and disarmed as he was, he would cave in Hemiun’s core with the vitriform weakling’s own head, for this. But the field was as thick as half-melted iron, and his limbs barely stirred. 

			By the honour of the Triarchs, he cursed (for he was newly resolved to rein his language in, following his shame at beholding Ithakka), this was Shadrannar, all over again. Or rather, a distasteful retelling of Shadrannar, put on by a troupe of commoner dramaturgists, before they were rightly executed for the twin crimes of treason and theatre. He was held captive, unable to speak in his own defence, as poor imitations of the dynast and his elder decided his fate based on lies. 

			‘Yes… perhaps the Eater-of-Gods can recall… Maybe, the Breaker of the Horizon knows of this Oltyx.’

			‘And what generosity!’ exalted Hemiun. ‘Even though he had moved to kill you – a god! – you allowed him to retain everything but his royalty, and allowed him a comfortable posting on the tranquil crystal steppes of Sedh.’ 

			Somehow, it was that last, pointless lie about Sedh that finally kindled his old bitterness into cold flames. Oltyx had hated Sedh. Knowing he had been banished to the plague colony on the false precept of having attacked Djoseras had been bad enough. But the thought that he was believed to have attempted regicide – even if only the Eater believed that – was unbearable. When things were believed, they were inscribed in the mind, and took on a measure of hekatic truth through being written. The greater the heka of the inscriber, the more true something was – and so nothing could be more true, by definition, than a king’s belief.

			That is nonsense, said Doctrinal, with something of its old haughtiness. The more I see of it, the more I am convinced this ‘Eater-of-Gods’ is as royal as the flies that obscure its cartouche. It may believe whatever it is told – but you are no more a kingslayer than it is a god. 

			Perhaps, thought Oltyx. But it was scant relief, as the vizier continued with his mummery of a trial.

			‘Any other lord would have been eternally thankful for such a boon. But it seems that the generosity of the Weigher-of-Deeds was not enough for wicked Oltyx – for he has been plotting against you in exile, and comes back now to make another attempt to steal your throne!’

			‘Wicked Oltyx…’ uttered the Eater, its queasy baritone dropping away to leave only a dry, distant whisper. ‘Whatever he had… it was never enough. Whatever he was given… he always wanted more.’

			At those words, it felt like the remainder of Oltyx’s flux had outgassed all at once. This was not more of the Eater’s wild, pseudo-mythical gibberish. These were words Unnas had said himself many times when Oltyx had been young, and they had haunted him through all the years since, because they were true. Was there something of Unnas left, then, in that nightmare shell? Did he remember? There was no time to consider, because the Eater was pronouncing his sentence.

			‘Now… by the word of Akh-Weynis-Wenm-Netr, who ascended from Unnas, he shall have only annihilation. Lychguard – carry out your Divine King’s will.’ 

			Oltyx heard the asynchronous clanking and scraping as the forlorn soldiers gathered their arms and came forward. But he did not care. All he could think of, as the end approached, was how his final sentencing had been pronounced in Unnas’ voice. If anything, annihilation would be a relief. Let me be done with all this, thought Oltyx, and then let the human vermin come to Ithakas and scour each world clean beneath the cold void. This kingdom deserves no memorial. 

			But it was not to be. Abruptly, the scraping footsteps of the lychguard fell quiet, to be replaced by Hemiun’s sly, wheedling voice. 

			‘But of course, the Eater-of-Gods will be generous. In His gargantuan munificence, He will allow the prisoner’s skill and heka to determine the moment of their execution, as they undertake a trial by combat in the great arena. Is that not your divine will, O, Akh-Weynis?’ 

			‘Just… let me… die,’ hissed Oltyx, straining his actuators to produce the tiniest whisper, but he doubted even Hemiun heard. 

			‘Perhaps… yes, that is the Sky-Shatterer’s will,’ said the Eater absently, any vestige of the past long gone from its voice. 

			Oltyx could think of no more humiliating an end than being dragged through endless, dreary fights, looked down on by that profane face, until something got the better of him, or the humans arrived and reduced them all to molten slag from orbit. But as he found out then, there was potential for it to get worse.

			‘But there is just one more thing the Great Breaker wills,’ added the ­vitriform craftily. He made it sound like a casual addendum, but there was a note of fevered tension behind his words that suggested even he knew he was pushing the limits of his supposed master’s tractability. ‘Among the many perversions that made the traitor Oltyx so unfit for the silver of Ithakas, was the peculiarity of his pity, my Divine King. He felt concern for the commoners of the outer district, and… compassion’ – Hemiun spat the word – ‘for even the lowest of our foot legions. Although he disguised his impiety as a concern for efficiency, his elder saw through it well enough.’

			‘He…’ replied the Eater, clearly utterly lost, before trailing off. 

			‘To fit this deviance, the Golden One, in His cruelty most just and cunning, decrees the traitor shall undergo a second excoriation – he shall be stripped now, not just of the status of royalty, but of its very material and hekatic nature.’ Hemiun’s voice sounded sick with glee now. Oltyx knew the vizier had always hated him, just as he had hated the vizier, but he had never imagined Hemiun’s feelings ran this deep. 

			‘Since he has lost all right to the perfections granted him on the day of biotransference, he shall lose them all, barring the wit sufficient to realise his loss. If he so empathises with the plight of the common warrior, then let him face the arena as one.’

			‘That is… yes… that is His Will,’ agreed the Eater, sounding distracted. No doubt, its limited focus was already half-drowned in the terror-cravings of the curse. ‘But first… the Destructor of the Celestial Vaults requires… meat.’ 

			‘Excellent, Ascended One. I shall have the lychguard prepare your meal, while I prepare my laboratory.’ 

			A little while after Hemiun’s footsteps had receded, Doctrinal spoke. 

			A disgrace though he is, Hemiun had something of a point, it blurted, as if it had been holding back the words for some time. I have always been concerned by that aspect of you. 

			What aspect? snapped Oltyx, affronted. 

			Alas, you’ve excused it with such elaborate vigour that you’ve convinced yourself, haven’t you? Your endless dwelling on the irreplaceability of the ranks, your grand fantasy of a new way of war… Oltyx – they are nothing but a desperate cover for the aberration of caring for your lessers. 

			Noted, thought Oltyx blankly, too stunned by this sudden confession to deny its blinding truth. But the submind indicated with a triple string of composure-glyphs that it was not done. Clearly, it was purging every truth it suspected it would never get another chance to utter. Oltyx was too exhausted to resist the tide of scorn he knew was coming, so he let it speak. And to his utter confusion, it began to praise him.

			I do not often speak of your strengths, which is maybe amiss of me, for they are many. At your best, you embody the relentless ambition that drove our people to the stars, the righteous hatred that won them for us, and the sheer, implacable will that holds them in our grasp still. But compassion was never among the virtues of the necrontyr, Oltyx. 

			The hardness of their long-vanished souls was the mortar that held together the whole edifice of civilisation. And it is honoured still, in the cold steel of the necron form, so that we might never forget it. Compassion is weakness, Oltyx, and its seed is empathy. If that seed is not expunged, it will grow deep roots, and crack even the greatest stones apart. If you are ever to heed me, Oltyx, heed this. 

			Oltyx did not know whether to feel invigorated, then, or further destroyed. For all these years, he had seen Doctrinal as little more than a pedant: a small-minded, talking rulebook. But now, it reminded him of nothing more than the elder scion it so admired, right down to its ability to build him up, even as it tore him down. 

			The submind’s tirade had prompted a hundred potential lines of reply, even in his diminished cognitive state, and Oltyx was still considering which to embark on, when he heard his own voice speak into the executive buffer.

			What an astonishing lecture to walk in on, thought Oltyx. 

			I beg your pardon? said the doctrinal partition, confused, as Oltyx wrestled to parse how he had just spoken.

			So it is true, he continued, with a string of unusual, clumsy satisfaction-glyphs. I had heard rumours from the border long ago, that the sage of Carnotite might not be as thoroughly vanished as he would have us all believe. That Mentep the psychomancer himself was abroad once more – and making… improvements on a certain exile prince. But the truth of it is even more extraordinary. Secondary consciousnesses! Can you hear me, second presence? 

			Oltyx? cried Doctrinal, in baffled alarm.

			Aha! thought Hemiun. For it was the vizier, Oltyx recognised now, executing the same trick as Lysikor had inflicted on him in the Ossuary. But while it had taken the astonishing noetic artistry of the Duke of Deathmarks to break the usual strength of his corollary seals, his mind was sufficiently damaged now that an amateur like Hemiun had been able to transmit straight into it. Having imitated Djoseras, the vitriform was now imitating him – and he was powerless to resist.

			I never thought I would have a chance to see the sage’s work for myself, Oltyx’s own voice gloated at him. So imagine my delight, then, when your hekatic signature was logged at the necropolis gate. 

			How could you have planned this? balked Doctrinal, before the vizier silenced it, with a level of rough cruelty that even Oltyx had never achieved.

			In truth, I did not, answered the vizier, as Oltyx felt himself begin to move through the air. In fact, I have no idea why you are here at all, and I do not care. But as you well know, I have always believed I was destined to be a cryptek – the Second Szeras, no less – and what better opportunity than this for practising my art.

			What comes next, then? asked Oltyx, with a dawning sense of despair. The very mention of Szeras the Illuminator, whose researches were said to unnerve even his own dynasty, was like a puncture wound, welling up with cold, black dread. 

			What comes next, said Hemiun, against the total darkness of Oltyx’s vision, will be extremely unpleasant for you. But such a sympathetic creature as yourself will no doubt be consoled by the knowledge it shall be extremely beneficial – and most pleasant indeed – for me.
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			CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

			THE ONLY WAY OUT

			As the guards let go of his arms, Oltyx fell to the cold stone like a pile of scrap metal, landing on his faceplate with a hollow clang. With his optic arrays still burned out, and his proprioceptors barely functional, he had no idea where he was. It barely mattered. He could have been five kubits from a button that would summon five thousand warships to defend Ithakas, and he still wouldn’t have been able to drag himself to it. His time with Hemiun had left him feeling like nothing more than a heap of bones, cast from brute lead.

			He knew he was some distance underground, as from the throne room he had been carried down a long, spiralling ramp to Hemiun’s lair. And after that, he had been dragged some way further down still. But he was not locked up in some isolated hole in the rock – what auditory faculties remained to him suggested close walls on three sides, and one opening onto a huge space that echoed with hoots, growls, barks and screams.

			He thought for a moment it was some sort of menagerie of beasts, until a particularly loud holler rang out from nearby on his left, rough and guttural as a promethium-fuel engine ripping into life. Oltyx would know that sound anywhere after Sedh – an ork. Perhaps in answer, or perhaps just by coincidence, a chorus of hoarse shouts floated back across the cavern, which were almost certainly human, followed by a staccato of clacks and whistles from off to the right. 

			This had to be the prison complex that held the combatants for the Eater’s games – or rather, for Hemiun’s, as he doubted the throne-bound ghoul had much interest in anything beyond its meals any more. Presumably, anything from the Altymhor slave ships that looked fit enough to fight ended up down here, and then went into the cauldron when its luck in the arena ran out. A prison, then, and a meat locker of sorts. 

			Whatever it was, it was well guarded. As he listened for long enough to begin to make out patterns in the chaos outside, Oltyx became aware of several sets of rhythmic, clanking footsteps moving across the expanse beyond his cell door – Immortals, he was guessing, rather than lychguard, as their loyalty would make them just about the only thing Hemiun could not steal from under the degraded senses of the Eater. 

			He should not have had to guess. His recognition array should have made him instantly aware of the mass, distance, velocity and even composition of everything in the space outside. Failing that, his hekatic array should have been able to seek out a nearby scarab and scry into it, to make up for his lost vision. But he could not do either of these things, and many others besides, for what tools had not been burned up in his collision with the field, had been torn out of him in the laboratory.

			The vizier, it had transpired, was much more inspired by Szeras’ accidental prowess as a torturer than as a cryptek. After paralysing Oltyx by severing the flux-diodes leading to his kinetic actuators, he had activated his nocireceptors – useless sensors for the detection of pain, left dormant by default – and subjected them to a blast of leptons which had fixed their calibration, leaving them unable to be switched off by anything short of total bodily reconstruction. That in itself had hurt, but Oltyx had had no idea what had been coming. 

			Mentep had once said to him that the aspect of the universe the necrons understood least – with the possible exception of the warp – was the nature of their own construction. The one place they could not bear to look in search of further power, he had argued, was inward, and he had been right, Oltyx supposed now. Certainly, he himself had been ignorant of just how many things could be removed from a necron body, or how much cutting the process could involve.

			And his body – this one, at least – had never experienced pain before. When the first phase scalpel cut had run down the centre of his spinal plating, it had been the greatest hurt he had ever felt. And as the process had continued, until half his carapace had been peeled back, and his components had been strung out over an armature in front of him, the bar had been set higher and higher with every incision. 

			Physical components – nodes, flux-shunts, and things he could only guess at by the powers he lost at their removal – had been sawn out and piled beside him like bones on a butcher’s block. Even the intangible arrays that existed as patterns in his core-flux had been stolen, corralled with field-generators and siphoned away one by one. As each aspect had been pulled away, he had felt his strength drain and his consciousness diminish, until he had been left as a hollow wreck, reverberating with wordless, bestial agony.

			Hemiun, meanwhile, had talked throughout every infliction. The vizier’s ranting had oscillated between bitter delight and delighted bitterness: angry in one instant at all the things his betters had been given and he had not, and then gleeful the next, as he took them away. The vitriform’s jealousy was not without precedent. Oltyx knew many lower-ranking lords fumed at the suite of little miracles their betters had been forged with. They always seemed to think it was like having a collection of tricks in a bag, which one could decide to pull out and activate. But for the most part, especially as the millennia wore on, their use had become instinctive, and Oltyx had long ago ceased to be aware of just how many advantages they had conferred. 

			Until now, that was, when he was without them. As time crawled forwards on the stone floor, barely a second passed without his mind reaching for some tiny, subtle thing that was no longer there. He began to feel like a skolopendra with its legs plucked off by a cruel child – writhing on the spot, and perplexed by the fact it was going nowhere. Worse than the constant disorientation of his cognitive dismemberment, though – worse even than the ongoing, unfamiliar pain – was the solitude. 

			For in the final act of Hemiun’s deranged performance, the vitriform had hacked his dorsal plates crudely open and ripped free the five small flux-cores containing his subminds. And as he had lifted each thrumming globe from its wound-socket, the slag-glass lord had gloated greedily, remarking endlessly on the ingenuity of Mentep the Psychomancer. There had been no farewells, as the conduits connecting him and his other selves had been cut hours earlier. They had just suddenly been gone.

			He had never thought he would miss his partitioned minds, if they vanished. On the contrary, he had forever wished for just a moment free of their endless suggestions, impulses and second guesses. But now they were gone, he could not believe he had ever staggered through an existence without them. He had not been alone in three hundred years until now, and the new emptiness in his head was huge and alien. He tried, with all the meagre heka remaining to him, to be as hard as Doctrinal had urged him to be in its final words; to be as hard as his body. But his body had been broken, cut open and welded back together with a butcher’s callous disrespect, and so he let himself mourn. 

			For many hours, he tried to cajole himself into trying to stand. But since there was nobody inside or outside his head to berate him for failure, he abandoned the effort. After that he just lay there, faceplate down and motionless, hating himself for having given up. Eventually, he convinced himself there was no point in moving, anyway. With all of his self-reconstruction capabilities hobbled, and no scarab access, he would be relying on his body to build itself back together from the molecules of the air, and the process would take a crushingly long time. 

			So he decided to wait for the end to come – either by his being dragged to the arena to be hacked apart by a captured barbarian, or by some depressingly simple human munition, streaking down through the palace floor from orbit. Time passed, followed by more time yet. But nothing killed him. And with even his most basic chronometry suite prised away from him, the hours grew to become measureless and vast. 

			Eventually, and despite his every effort to abide by Doctrinal’s warnings against compassion, he could think of nothing else but how hellishly plain, how utterly empty the world was, to an ordinary necron warrior. At first he reassured himself that he still had it worse, as the former commoners didn’t have the presence of mind to be aware of the state they were in. But with nothing else to distract him, he was forced to realise that he only knew this because he had been assured of it by other nobles. He had certainly never asked a warrior.

			In the end, he was forced to retreat to the premise that even if the rank and file were just as conscious as he was, there was no way they could be dismayed at their lot. Because unlike him, they had never enjoyed a richer experience of the world. And how could they feel a sense of loss, when they had never known anything more? This reasoning felt safe, to the extent where he resolved to forget the topic altogether, and move on to counting the shrieks and alien blood-oaths as they rang out beyond his cell. But he had not even managed to lose count of the sounds three times, before the thought that was to undo him altogether drifted through his flux. 

			The warriors had once known something more. 

			Because they had once been alive. 

			Just. 

			Like.

			Him.

			The notion was impressed on his very deepest flux, as if by a talon made from cold starlight. And though it was the smallest pinprick puncture, it was backed by the accumulated weight of a thousand things he had tried to forget. Terror radiated from the thought, like cracks shooting across a frozen lake as he stood at its centre. And beneath the ice, a huge and silent shadow cruised. Before Oltyx could even fathom what he was afraid of, the whole brittle structure shattered at once, and he was plunged into a deeper, colder darkness than that of his blindness. As he began to sink, Oltyx looked down into the abyss at the centre of himself. The abyss stared back.

			The dysphorakh. And it was no longer a phantom, but a monster now, swollen from the pain that throbbed along every cut in his now-distant body. Its scream, once faint and muffled, was deafening now that he was down in the dark with it. With no allies to shield him, nor any possibility of violence as an escape vector, he could only hang there in nothingness as it circled beneath him in the frigid gloom.

			He needed to escape, but there was nowhere left to go. He had been running for so long now. And while his pursuer had never tired, growing stronger with every horror he left unthinkingly behind him, he had at least reached a dead end. Not even a god, echoed Mentep’s voice, as the shadow of the dysphorakh rose from the barathrum and engulfed him.

			As Oltyx descended into the total blackness of its jaws, he knew the dysphorakh did not want to hurt him, as such. After being trapped in the dark for millions upon millions of years, deprived of everything it had ever known, it just wanted company. It wanted someone to share its pain with, was all. But now that pain had surrounded him and was dragging him down into itself, Oltyx would have endured a thousand years of the vizier’s slicing instead.

			His skin was touching nothing as he sank. The baroreceptors searching for his blood pressure found only the searing touch of radioactive gas. His stomach had been empty for aeons, and was burning with the sure knowledge he had starved ten thousand times over. His heart was not beating. His blood had gone still, and his organs were failing, cells dying by the billion as they choked on their own waste. He could feel the brain he did not have, desperately begging for oxygen as its tissues began to blacken. 

			His phantom lungs were flat and stiff as leather discs inside his chest, and they would not inflate. He needed to breathe. He needed to. Or he was going to die. He clawed at his own throat, desperate to clear the obstruction, but there was nothing there but solid metal. His hard fingers scrabbled against his face, but there was no mouth, no nostrils – his whole form was solid and sealed, with no way to inhale. None of his phantom parts could do anything to save themselves, but neither could they collapse, because they did not exist. They would be trapped here forever, in the lurid, blinding urgency at death’s edge. 

			Eventually, as he continued to fall, Oltyx ceased to be necron. His perspective flipped, and the reality of the abandoned brain-vestige became his own. He was no longer a construct burdened with a malfunctioning scrap of transcribed biology, but a creature of living flesh that had suddenly been punctured by cold metal in every part of itself at once. Now, the remains of his mortal body were flensed away strip by strip, until there was nothing left except rough iron bones, cradling a cold green star where there should have been a heart. 

			Oltyx wanted to scream, but he had no mouth. 

			For the briefest instant in the depths of it all, Oltyx became aware of the world outside his mind. He felt his body – the body in the cell, at least – thrashing wildly in seizure, its head crashing against the stone again and again. The body seemed leagues in the distance above him, and he would have to climb through empty void to reach it. But just that glimpse was enough to let him claw the smallest distance out of the abyss, and cling there for long enough to understand his peril rationally. 

			He knew that if he sank again, he would descend into a place of such pain, there could be no coming out again: if he could not wrestle his mind from the embrace of the dysphorakh now, he would lose it for good. He had to make the ascent. And although he had nothing but his own unaugmented will to work with, he knew it would be enough. Because he willed it to be enough. 

			Pushing himself upwards from the pit was, without question, the hardest thing Oltyx had ever attempted. He strained with all his heka, with every fibre of his rapidly unwinding being, to escape from that singularity of despair. He might have been pushing for hours, or maybe for centuries, and the only way he knew it had not lasted forever was that it came to an end.

			At once, he was him again, breaching the surface of the fit and clamping his hands to the floor with such force they dug divots into the flagstones. He could already feel the dysphorakh rising to snatch him away again, and he knew he would be pulled back down in a moment. But a moment was all he needed. Because as his mind looked down now, past the umbral bulk of the dysphorakh, he saw a way out. 

			Hemiun, it seemed, had forgotten something. Either as a result of his own incompetence, or of Mentep’s genius in binding it to the fundament of his core-flux, the vizier had entirely failed to notice, or remove, the evocatory medium. His greatest, strangest power had been left open to him, and while he knew next to nothing about it, he knew at least that it could offer him respite. 

			He felt the evocatory medium open up, deep beneath the ascending dysphorakh, and felt no trepidation in the idea of embracing it. The medium would be his refuge from the monster. And while he dreamed inside, his distant body would rebuild itself, until it had a measure of its strength back. 

			Maybe it would be enough to beat the phantom back into the depths. And if he could manage that, he would not stop there. The petty vizier. The ghoul-king. The scion lost in the desert. The empire that had collapsed from the heart outwards. The madness in its shadows, and the thousand ships on their way to burn it to the ground. Even the curse itself, and the suffering it inflicted on Yenekh. No matter what mountains rose up before him, he would find ways over them – if only he could make it over the dysphorakh first.

			It was a gaunt, fragile hope. But even that was preferable to succumbing to the abyss at the centre of his being. And so, ready for whatever he would find there, Oltyx dived into the infinite space beneath himself. 
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			CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

			 IT IS NOT SO BAD

			The more a person has of a thing, the more they are required to show it. Otherwise, only they know they have it, and so they do not really have it at all. That was always the necrontyr way, at least as Oltyx was taught it, and it is no less true of the necrons. 

			But for all Mentep’s knowledge, and for all the feats he hints at in his past, his dwelling-place is remarkably unimpressive. As a cryptek, he exists somewhat outside of the hierarchy of Ithakas, and so he has been free to build whatever he likes in the thirteen years since he arrived on Sedh. 

			But rather than an arcane spire, or a forbidding library, or some manner of rotating crystal orrery suspended above a mountain peak, he has made a dome out of the mudstone of the valley he landed in. It is a hundred kubits across and thirty high at its apex, with a small silo for his vessel – a supposedly disarmed Night Shroud bomber named Idiothesis – adjoining it.

			There are no obelisks outside, no hidden wings tucked into adjacent realities, and nor is there a labyrinth of sinister passageways beneath it. Oltyx knows this because he has made several attempts to seek them out via seismic divinations during his visits, until Mentep had asked him to stop, because it was rude.

			It is, apparently, just a hut, and its interior is enlivened only by a few incomprehensible trinkets, plus a maintenance station for the leggy construct the engrammancer calls Xott. Mentep possesses an awful lot of equipment, and indeed he has some of it out now, as he prepares the ritual Oltyx has asked him to perform, but he stores it all in a series of dimensional appendices anchored to Idiothesis. Oltyx wonders if he wants to keep it hidden, or if he needs to be ready for a swift departure – he suspects the cryptek is an exile, after all – but Mentep just says it helps him keep a clean mind. 

			‘Perhaps, Oltyx, you might stop interrogating me about my business here,’ suggests the white-armoured mystic, putting an end to his latest round of questions, ‘so that we can return to the matter at hand.’ Oltyx rankles at that, and sits back up from his prone position on the workslab, so he can point an accusatory finger at the cryptek.

			‘You would ask questions too, if you were as lacking in company as I am. I swear by Szarekh’s bile, I am losing my mind on this rock, with nobody to butt wits with except that imbecile praetor.’ 

			‘So go and bother Yenekh,’ grumbles Mentep as he inspects his phase blade, before checking the row of five silver spheres and the flickering viridian canister lined up beside him. ‘He’s a good sort, and fine company.’

			‘Yenekh is a hero of Szarekh’s war,’ snaps Oltyx. ‘And has his hands full with the Fi’kej incursion besides. I am sure he is not desperate for the company of a stripskin outcast from the golden city.’ He grimaces internally then, as he worries he has made himself sound like he despises himself. Which of course he does. But the last thing he needs is anyone thinking him even weaker than he is. 

			But Mentep appears unconcerned, and even sympathetic – another of the cryptek’s stranger traits.

			‘And I am sure the high admiral is as lonely – if I might dare use the word – as you are. You should suggest a sparring session. He might even teach you something.’

			‘Hm,’ grunts Oltyx, baffled as ever by ending up in a conversation that isn’t just a thinly concealed struggle for dominance. There are as few veiled power plays in Mentep’s words as there are concealed superweapons beneath his home, and for a scion of the royal court, there can be little more disconcerting. 

			‘Anyway,’ says Mentep seriously, brandishing the first of the spheres before him. ‘Before these go in, I wish to remind you just how much they will change things for you. I would ask – purely for my own reassurance, you understand – that you tell me, once again, why you have been hectoring me to install them in you, ever since I made the mistake of revealing their existence.’

			‘Because this is not the life I was owed!’ growls Oltyx, impatient at having to repeat himself again. ‘Because I have been cheated out of my birthright, and it is time I weighted the scales back in my favour, so I can have my vengeance! I want this power that will let me visit the past to gain the secrets of my enemies. And I want to be six times what I am – fiercer, and more cunning, and shrewder, and–’ 

			Mentep sighs, and goes to pinch the space between his oculars, before tutting as he recalls he only has the one of them. Then he tosses the phase blade over his shoulder, puts the partition sphere back alongside the others and the canister that contains the medium, and makes them all vanish with a click of his fingers. 

			‘No. Sorry, Oltyx. A journey founded on a false premise will only lead to ruin. Bauefra of the water-garden, there,’ he adds wistfully, ‘speaking more prophetically than he ever could have known, of course. But it applies just as well here. I cannot do this until you are honest with me, Oltyx, and to do that, you will need to be honest with yourself. Because that is who these will be, once they are in. Your selves.’

			‘They will be my slaves!’

			‘Is that truly what you think of yourself, Oltyx? These aren’t… batteries, to be used to swell the power of your own engine. They are fellow travellers, who, when that engine eventually breaks, will be willing to get out and push. Perhaps. Treat them as you would yourself – or how you should – and you will get greater use from them.’

			There is a long pause, as Sedh’s poison wind howls past the outside of the dome, and Oltyx considers storming away. But he wants this badly enough that he is prepared to admit why, and so he forces the words through his vocal buffers as if they are prisoners at riflepoint. 

			‘Because I miss Djoseras, cryptek. Because I don’t know who to look to for guidance, now I have broken contact with him. Because I am lonely, and because I want to forget my mistakes.’

			From the shadows, Xott warbles mournfully, and comes forward with the quiet click of claws on stone, with the discarded phase blade extended in a manipulator tendril.

			‘Thank you, dear Xott. And you are quite right, of course – he is beginning to get somewhere. Perhaps it wasn’t as much of a mistake to let slip some of my old tricks as I thought.’ 

			He turns back to Oltyx then, a finger raised in warning. 

			‘And there is a lesson for you there too, nomarch. No matter how much you regret, be careful what you burn – you never know when it will do some good.’

			I spent so long trying to tell myself why I wanted them, thought Oltyx, before he remembered where he was, I forgot the truth. But then, as the darkness failed to resolve into sight after the reverie had faded, he recalled why he had retreated into it in the first place. The pain returned, shooting across the fresh blade-scars like a trail of lit promethium, and he had to force himself not to think about what the pain might invite back, if he let it. 

			He could not let himself fall back into the madness that came from considering what was absent, and so he resolved to concentrate on what was present instead, scarce as it might be. There was the sensation of his core inside him, still much weaker than it had once been, but already less febrile than before – atom by atom, his strength was returning. Was it possible that the medium was speeding time for him, rather than slowing it down, to allow him longer respite between bouts of reality?

			Bolstered, he began to examine the breadth of his sensory arrays and found there were other things. There was the cacophony of the Unclean beyond his bars, and the restless clanking of their wardens. There was the grinding of stone chips beneath his hip, where they had been dislodged during his fit. There was the signature of petrichor and fungal spores on his chemoreceptors. And there was the trickle of dust from the ceiling onto his necrodermis, accompanied by rhythmic vibrations as some nearby inmate pounded on the walls of its cell. 

			 It was all going so well, until the dust began pattering onto his faceplate, and gave him the momentary urge to wipe it from his eyes. But he had no eyes. The rogue impulse didn’t even last long enough for him to raise his hand, but it was all the invitation the monster needed; as soon as the thought registered, the dysphorakh came shambling out of the blackness and was there. It was bigger and stronger and more real than it had ever been before his imprisonment, and it would certainly overpower him. 

			But it was not the unstoppable, cosmic force that had assailed him before the vision. Its power was shrinking, while his would only grow. Sooner or later, the scales would tip, and he would conquer it. It depended only on his willingness to make further use of the medium. And on that front, he felt no hesitation. If burning his past would buy even the smallest chance of a future for Ithakas, then so be it: he would raze as much as it took. Oltyx let himself fall backwards into the dark, before the claws could reach him.

			It is just three years since the day of Djoseras’ lesson in the training yard of the legions. Oltyx has long since regained his strength after his sickness, and although he is now a finger’s breadth taller than the elder kynazh (or so says Djoseras; he thinks it is more like three fingers’ breadths), in many ways he is still a boy. Certainly, his education is far from over. But today, on a rare day of grey skies over the capital, a messenger has arrived from the front of the Ogdobekh war, and everything has changed.

			The bastion at Heqahn has fallen at last, following a fourteen-decan battle on the molten slopes, in which two million lives have been expended. Loyalist forces have pushed hard into their border from their new foothold, and the whole front is now in danger of collapse as the Ogdobekh fleets conduct lightning strikes on their industrial centres in the west. They are losing the war.

			Unnas had erupted into a rage at the news, splintering six of the throne room’s columns with his golden mace, and ordering all his courtiers away in disgust. The sound of his anger had risen up through the royal ziggurat like the cries of a wounded beast, and had reached his two scions in the library as Djoseras had been midway through beating Oltyx at a game of siege-ramps and skolopendra. When they hear him, they look at each other glumly, because they know, somehow – not just what the news will be, but what it will mean.

			As the rain begins to fall outside, they are summoned to the throne room, where Unnas is standing smouldering with frustration, among sprays of shattered stone. Even though Oltyx has seen the dynast nearly every day of his life, he finds himself strangely surprised at how huge he is – his legs are like pillars, while the hand that holds the royal mace looks like it could crush rock itself. But it is as if he had somehow been under the ­illusion that the king had become fragile and diminished – perhaps it had been a bad dream. 

			Unnas is brief with them. Djoseras is to go to the front himself and take command of the fighting, as the dynast no longer has faith in his generals there. And Oltyx is forbidden to go with him. It will put an end to his education, and see the two scions separated for years, even presuming Djoseras returns at all. Oltyx exclaims in protest – he has been talking enthusiastically about going to war for seasons now, and he can’t bear the injustice of being kept away from the excitement. The king replies as kindly as he can, but his fury is still smoking, and it is clear that his patience will not be tested. Still, to Oltyx’s astonishment, the elder kynazh challenges the king. 

			‘You should let the boy come,’ he states, as if it is advice, rather than a plea. ‘I will need a dependable second who understands my strategies, and he needs to learn to serve. Plus, I can show him how to win a war.’ 

			Unnas rumbles, but seems more doleful than angry at this. ‘No. He is too precious. If you fall, as poor Parik did, he will be the last of my heirs – he must remain at my side, in case anything should happen to me.’

			‘He is precious now,’ counters Djoseras, ‘but he’ll spoil quickly in the comfort of the palace. The boy needs challenging – given tasks he feels he can’t accomplish, to stretch him out until he knows that he can. Leave him here, untested, and his estimation of his own capabilities will soon spill over the borders of truth. And what sort of heir will he be then? My king, you need a scion who knows himself.’

			Oltyx is getting quite cross at being talked about as if he is in another room, but holds his tongue as the dynast rocks his massive head, as if rolling the idea from side to side. After a while of this, he shrugs his armoured shoulders, and – just like that – he allows it. The dynast’s will is like iron, Djoseras has said before, but his mind is like gold: bright, yet pliable. On the rare occasions it changes, it happens instantly. 

			Oltyx expects to feel ecstatic, but instead he feels as if he has swallowed a cold stone. Only when he returns to his chambers to prepare, and he is alone, does he realise he is terrified. He had always made a point of being boisterous and eager for the war, because… well, he was the second heir of Antikef: how could he not be keen to take the field? But the words had ever come from his mind, not his heart, and he had felt quietly confident it would never happen. 

			But now it is happening. And he does not, deep down, want to see all the death. He is not even sure he wants to kill. He does not, truly, like war that much at all. And now he thinks about it, he realises Djoseras has always known his secret – and it’s why he has convinced Unnas to send him. The kynazh has told him a hundred times, after their most gruelling lessons, that he has no interest in forcing Oltyx through discomfort or displeasure for its own sake. But he does, without mercy, because he knows it’s what Oltyx must experience in order to grow. If he is to be prepared for all that will one day come, once death has made its way down the royal line, and left him in the brutal solitude of the throne. 

			He is right. But by the ancestors’ bones, Oltyx hates the way his elder expresses love. 

			Love? What an odd word; what an unlikely raft on which to be washed back onto the darkling shore of reality. Oltyx knew what it was, in technical terms, but in the same way he knew what teeth or scars were. If it ever had existed, it had burned up with all the rest of the detritus of flesh, in the purifying flame of the biofurnace. 

			It was not the only surprise. He had always thought things had happened the other way round: that despite his eagerness, Djoseras had tried to forbid him from coming to war, as he didn’t want the younger kynazh to ever eclipse him in Unnas’ eyes. He certainly hadn’t remembered feeling afraid.

			Oltyx could tell, by feeling the shrinking weld-lines on his necrodermis, that he had definitely been in this last reverie for some time. And even as its details faded, something persisted, almost like the weld-lines themselves: a sense of fragile calm, as if the engrams had not been burned, but transmuted into a thin layer of armour for his mind. As the sounds of the subterranean prison faded back into his awareness, they seemed as peaceful as daybreak. 

			This time, a little light came with them, for his sight was beginning to return at last. The resolution of his optic arrays was appalling – little more than a kaleidoscope of black and white specks, with huge patches still absent entirely. And what little he could see was presented as a series of frozen images, refreshing once every second or so, rather than as continuous movement. 

			Still, it was enough to tell him that beyond the bars of his cell, the prison was a great cylindrical vault, with a twin column of sorts at its centre, and hundreds of dark holes arrayed in three banks around its edge – the cells. As he strained to make out anything beyond that, a blurred figure obscured his sight as it clanked past the door. One of the guards. But not an Immortal after all: something else, of a pattern he could not identify yet. Whatever it was, he could just make out a cluster of them stationed on the far side of the chamber, plus another four on patrol. But he could worry about them later. For now, Oltyx only had one foe. 

			Once again, even thinking about the dysphorakh was enough to raise its shadow. But it seemed that immolating a memory from the time of flesh had diminished it still further, and slowed the speed with which it surged from his lowermost flux-currents to torment him. Still, though, he knew he had no hope of facing it down just yet. For now, he would dream again, and grow stronger. 

			It is four years further still from the day Oltyx had been sent to war, and he has come of age. There is no argument, now, that he has grown a full hand’s-width taller than his elder. But still, he looks up to him. True to Unnas’ hopes, Djoseras had turned things round from certain defeat, soon after arriving on the front. With the kynazh in command, their legions had retaken every world lost to the loyalists, and stalled their foe on every front. 

			Oltyx is astonished, looking back, at how much of a role his elder has coaxed him into playing in that change of fortune. He has helped Djoseras see the solutions to a hundred tactical snarl-ups, and since the day his elder forced him to find his courage, he has taken the field a dozen times or more. He is blooded now, several times over. And although he feels he will never relish the killing like some do, he can at least stomach it, and Djoseras says that is enough. 

			He has grown skilled, as well. Certainly he will never be the greatest warrior in Ithakas, and he has little innate instinct for a fight, but discipline and practice have given him all that chance did not, and he is now more than a match for any court-cloister braggart on the crownworld. He has even earned his own phase glaive, forged by Djoseras himself when they had captured the smog-cloaked foundries of Vorronezh. 

			But after the war had been turned around, their run of victories had begun to stagnate. The industrious Ogdobekh have always outproduced and outnumbered them, and while the Ithakas line has proved impossible for the foe to push back, it has proved equally difficult to move forward. For a long time now, Djoseras has been urging Unnas to sue for peace: they have defended the independence they seceded to gain, after all. But their dynast calls this cowardice, demanding they push for a full invasion of the Ogdobekh kemmeht at any cost, and all they can do is obey. 

			Djoseras had been resigned to the war eating up the rest of their short lives, until the rumours had reached the Ithakas line. From edge to edge, the galaxy – or at least the pockets the necrontyr have been beaten back to, after the decay of their eternal struggle against the Old Ones – had been alight with talk of Szarekh’s plans. The Silent King, the whispers had said, was about to call a great armistice, across all the civil wars that had riven the Triarchy. He had been said to be in possession of a grand new weapon, granted by a benefactor of untold strength, with which he planned to resume the ancient war against the Old Ones. And the word was, he would soon offer power beyond measure to any rebel dynasty willing to rejoin his fold. 

			Unnas had had no time for these rumours, remaining adamant that victory could be the only outcome, and ordering more and more wasteful, disastrous pushes into Ogdobekh space. And of course Anathrosis of the Black Star, the wily phaeron of the Ogdobekh, was just as bitter in refusing to concede, since the war had been started by Ithakas’ secession in the first place.

			But Djoseras and the Ogdobekh crown prince Zultanekh, his opposite number among the loyalists, had felt the wind changing. They had begun holding secret meetings, agreeing to maintain the stalemate as bloodlessly as they could, until the rumours had been resolved one way or the other. They had found a mutual respect despite their drastic differences in temperament, and even developed a friendship of a sort – although they each remained ready to kill the other at a moment’s notice, should the whispers about Szarekh’s coming peace turn out to prove false.

			But they have proved true. And today, the war is ending. 

			Oltyx watches as the treaty is signed on a strip of ancient reed-scroll. The treaty is between Unnas and Anathrosis, but Djoseras and Zultanekh are inking it on their behalf, as both kings still bitterly refuse to be in each other’s presence. 

			Standing over the signing table, with his hands clasped behind his back, is a willowy nemesor from the east, sent as a witness and a representative by Szarekh. Zahndrekh, his name is, and he’s a curious sort. As high-blooded as they come, he is dressed with all the haughty severity of eastern wealth. But his face bears a strange, permanent half-smile that suggests he takes nothing quite seriously – or at least that this is what he wants the world to think. Zahndrekh seems to say exactly what he wants, whenever he wants to, and several times now he has made off-colour jokes about both Unnas and Anathrosis, earning him death-stares from each of the signatories. 

			During one particularly frosty silence, broken only by the nemesor’s airy chuckle at his own wit, Oltyx happens to catch the eye of the dour, muscle-bound commoner who serves as Zahndrekh’s bodyguard, and despite the yawning gulf of social status between them, they share a tiny mutual shake of the head in disbelief. Oltyx feels sorry for this creature, as it may yet have to endure years of its master’s tiresome whims, before it is granted the mercy of death. 

			But eventually, the quills leave the scroll, and peace is agreed. Zultanekh rises, and nods once at Djoseras, deadly serious, before speaking.

			‘Your dynasty is a strange one, Kynazh Djoseras. What do I see in it? Too much… unorthodoxy.’

			‘Nothing wrong with a little quirkiness, though!’ interjects Zahndrekh, to glares all round. ‘It certainly kept your forces on their toes, eh?’ 

			‘The culture of Ithakas? It grows ever more crooked from the ways of the homeworld,’ warns Zultanekh, ignoring the emissary completely. ‘And what of your dynast?’ he continues, in the strange Ogdobekh diction of questions and answers. ‘What do I tell you, as an honoured enemy and a friend? That his recklessness could doom you all one day, if he is not careful to rein it in. And if you are not more careful of him still.’

			‘I am a faithful servant only,’ says Djoseras plainly, sharing a long moment of eye contact with his opposite. 

			‘Is Unnas lucky to have you, then? Yes, he is. You are the best of Ithakas. And will you make a fine dynast one day? Yes, you will. Maybe we will speak again then.’

			‘Maybe,’ says Djoseras, nodding at Oltyx. ‘Or maybe you will speak with this one here. I hope you do. He will be a much better king than I ever will – if he can get some wisdom in him.’

			‘Ha!’ says Zahndrekh in a bizarre sort of stage whisper, as he nudges Oltyx in the ribs. ‘D’you hear that, lad? High praise! You’ll want to treasure that for years to come, I’m sure.’ The nemesor winks, and the world vanishes. 

			Oltyx felt as if he glowed, even as his awareness returned to the stone cell. He had felt proud – because Djoseras had been proud of him. He tried to hold on to the reverie as long as he could, but it was like clutching at smoke. Soon it was gone, and all that remained was the knowledge it had happened. It was enough.

			 At first he thought his vision had not yet returned fully. But when his optic array offered only a simple negative-impairment-glyph in response to a diagnostic cue, he understood just what a tawdry scrap of reality the baseline necron ocular was calibrated to see. His vision was restricted to only eight layers of focus, and a unidimensional spectral suite that barely extended to X-ray at one extreme, and microwave at the other. Gone were the coruscating streams of semiotic glyphs, and the annotation-auspices which had enriched his sight even outside of his enhanced engagement states. He might as well have been perceiving the world through sketches drawn by Neth’s slow and shaking hand. But it was robust enough. 

			Now he could make out more detail, he could see that the column in the centre of the dungeon was an elevator system – twin lift shafts, of an ancient, mechanical design, to take pairs of combatants up into the arena above. The guards, too, were at last identifiable: they were Unnas’ twelve original gladiators. Enhanced Immortals, they had been fitted with additional armour and reinforced joints that gave them an overly rigid, blocky appearance, and armed with a selection of unusual hand weapons. Their armoury had been designed to provide the most interesting interactions possible on the arena floor – a necessary measure, given that there were only sixty-six possible bouts that could take place between the set of twelve, over hundreds of years of ‘entertainments’. Clearly the gladiators had been displaced from the ring now, and taken on by the false Djoseras in place of lychguard of his own.

			And as Oltyx scanned the cells around the prison’s rim, he became aware of just how drastically Hemiun had expanded the roster of combatants. Many of the caged occupants fell under the broad heading of ‘monsters’ – creatures from Antikef’s wastes, and from a hundred worlds besides. Then there were the Unclean species. Humans seemed to be most common, and were kept in groups, presumably to make up for their weakness in the ring. Some wore the remains of military uniforms, while others – who wept more – were perhaps family groups. Others yet wore tattered robes and a patina of ritual scars, and seemed to occupy themselves with prolonged shouting matches, maybe religious in tone, against the groups of soldiers.

			There was something that looked like a human, but stretched to the size and shape of an ork, and another, which was only half the height of its fellows, but seemed nearly as wide. There was something small and quiet with blue skin that sat with its head hung despondently, clad in a few cracked plates of tan armour – Oltyx recognised it, but couldn’t have said what it was. Then there were more orks, of various sorts he could not be bothered to discern, and a few cages packed with grohtts. 

			When he became bored with examining the cells, Oltyx took in the chamber as a whole, and found it strangely… grand for a jail. The walls were ribbed with monolithic, curving beams of noctilith, filigreed along their length with golden glyphwork. He was just wondering why the vizier had put so much effort into beautifying a dungeon for the Unclean, when he glanced to the back of his own cell, and saw the empty sarcophagus alcove on the back wall. 

			The prison was so ornate as it had never been meant to be one. It had been a tomb. The most sacred of all tombs: the Vault of the Lawmaker. A place too holy for the sight of the waking, used now as a gaol for monsters. The cells at its rim must have been the subchambers which had borne Ithakka’s most honoured servants, positioned so they could look on the founder for all eternity, like planets orbiting a star. Presumably their bodies had been plundered to feed Unnas’ ghastly stewpot, just like the Lawmaker’s. 

			The blasphemy, at this point, was barely a surprise. But it was no easier to accept. Although instead of feeding Oltyx’s horror, it only put further flame beneath the white heat of his determination to escape and make Hemiun pay for his transgressions. But he still had so much strength to recover, even to reach the miserable apex of a necron warrior’s calibre.

			It would be enough, he told himself, dismissing the thought. And with it, he dismissed his growing awareness that, as he spun away the hours within his engrams, the human fleet would be getting ever closer. Maybe Sedh had already fallen by now. But he could do nothing about that, stuck in this cell. All he could do was proceed through the flames of the past, gathering what strength he could until the moment when, at last, he would be able to act. 

			Oltyx dipped below the surface of his mind again, vanishing this time before the ripples of his passage had even woken the dysphorakh.

			The biofurnace gate towers before Oltyx: two featureless pillars, supporting a lintel that bears only the sigil of the Triarch, glowering down on him through the desert night. It is the end of the dry season, and the breeze is cool on his skin after the day’s heat. But Oltyx can take no pleasure in it, as he is too consumed with the fear he will never feel the air on his skin again.

			On this night only, Antikef’s royals have descended to the same level as the lesser nobles, and even as the commoners, as they are all entering eternity through the same gates. The row of enormous furnaces has been erected in the deep desert, leagues from the capital, and for days upon days now, the unknowable fires have raged inside, transmuting the people of Ithakas into their perfect forms. 

			Most of the citizenry are desperate to undergo the change – Oltyx’s ­palanquin had been carried here alongside a seemingly endless column of ragged and desperate workers, waiting for their turn to pass the gates. All of them had been so thin – the food factories had been shut down on the day of Szarekh’s decree, and whatever is left in the granaries is being rationed according to rank. Even now, the sumptuous meats of Oltyx’s final meal feel slick and heavy in his stomach, but it is surely just nervousness of the change to come that makes him feel so queasy. Many of the commoners had pushed sick-carts bearing parents, children or workmates, their faces etched with the fading hope that the crawling queue would advance faster than death could. But they had been able to see, just as well as Oltyx had, the bodies fallen by the side of the line, already half buried by the snowlike ash of the fortunate. 

			Oltyx knows he is especially fortunate. Five months ago, on the morning of the day he had entered his eighteenth year, he had found the lump in his throat. Now, it has swollen to the point where his voice is just a cracked whisper, and has been joined, the oncomancers say, by a cluster of five others across his vital organs. The muscles built up during the war have wasted away, and he leans now on the walking stick he had discarded with boyhood, eight years ago. If he had not been carried here on a palanquin, to the central furnace reserved for noble use, he might have been in one of the sick-carts. 

			But Oltyx does not feel fortunate. In the night above, under the thick clouds of green-lit smoke that rise from the crematorium chimneys, spectral forms swoop silently through the dark. C’tan, they are called. They are his people’s allies, and their benefactors – gods, it is said, even older than their foes, who were born in the stars themselves. Unlike the selfish Old Ones, these star-gods have recognised the plight of the necrontyr, and have granted them the immortality they had always been entitled to. But as they spiral through the billowing ocean of corpse-ash, trails of energy leaking like bloodstains from their maws, they do not seem benevolent. They look like they are feeding. 

			Even though he is afraid of what is coming, Oltyx has no choice. He has nowhere to go but the mouth of that black gate. Unnas has gone through. Djoseras has gone through. But the younger kynazh feels suddenly like a child again, made tiny by the immensity of the gateway, and he cannot muster the heka to move his feet. 

			He does not know how long he stands there, trembling under the daemon-haunted clouds. But eventually, a hand falls on his shoulder. It is not a hand of flesh, but one of steel, still hot as a soup-cup from its forging. The arm that bears it is heavy as an anvil, but its touch is still light. The hand squeezes gently, and a voice that sounds like Djoseras’, but as if coming from a deep and iron-lined cell, speaks in his ear.

			‘It is not so bad, Oltyx. Go now, and don’t be afraid. I will be with you when you reach the other side.’

			Oltyx gives a tiny nod, swallows hard despite his cracked throat, and steps towards the end of his life. 

			This time, Oltyx came back to reality with a shout of anguish, immediately alert, with his heart thundering. He could not step into that gateway. He couldn’t do it. He would die in there, and worse. Still yelling in alarm, he scrambled backwards until he came up against stone, then slammed his back against it, desperate to put as much distance as he could between himself and the gate.

			He had to get away: to flee, by any means, before he made the worst and the last mistake of his…

			Life. Backed up against the cell wall, Oltyx stared down at his dreadful, lifeless metal hands, and remembered where, and what, he was. That was not his heart pounding in his chest, it was a pulseless flow of plasma. As realisation sunk in, he could feel the dysphorakh howling in the deep, and getting louder by the second. It is not a monster, nor is it a phantom, he told himself. It is just a rogue pattern of information, and I will not let it take me. The words eclipsed enough of the howl to keep it from rising further, and he repeated them over and over, even though in concentrating on them, he knew he was letting the very final memory of his mortal life evaporate into oblivion. No matter, he thought, as the last traces were consigned to nothingness. There will be less for my foe to feed on, now. 

			Eventually, the cry of the tortured remnant began to fade beneath his heka, and with the danger passed, Oltyx began letting his focus expand outside of his own mind again. By now, he was beyond any measure of time, but he could tell from what diagnostic telemetry was available to him, and from the patches of smoothness blotching his carapace where it had knitted over Hemiun’s gashes, that his body was in as fit a state as it could reach in its diminished form. More importantly, so was his mind – he would not need to dive into the dark, healing fire of the medium again. 

			A hollow thud reverberated through the prison, and dust trickled onto his shoulder-plating from the ceiling once again. But this time it was not the rage of one of the inmates – it was something much larger and further away, sending only the faintest shiver through the vault. The footsteps of the seraptek, he realised, as the percussion came again, making its eternal circuit around the palace. He dismissed it from the simplified confines of his executive buffer.

			But where the dust had fallen, there was something else. Something he had failed to register so far, as it had been present in the reverie too, and had never left him. While all recollection of the immolation-dream had faded as he had concentrated on driving back the dysphorakh, some physical element had remained – a gentle weight on his shoulder the whole time. And anchored to it were just six words, in Djoseras’ voice: It is not so bad, Oltyx.

			Oltyx knew, somehow, even before he turned his faceplate to check, that he would find a hand on his shoulder.

			As such, it was surprising, to say the least, when he found a scarab there instead. Perhaps this was some repair construct, come to him in error as the palace’s autonomous spirit had fallen into disorder – or cut loose from its control altogether, and gone as feral as the invertebrates that swarmed in the city above. But then, why was it encrusted with precious metals and gemstones, as gaudily as Taikash’s carapace had been back on Sedh? This construct was clearly ornamental – like the pets the vain Symorrians adorned themselves with, in attempt to mitigate their dim pedigree. 

			More importantly, it was speaking to him, winking its ocular on and off in the code he had invented with Djoseras, and subsequently taught Yenekh. And which Hemiun had never thought to strip from him. Beyond the kynazh and the admiral, Oltyx knew of only five others who were aware of the code, and they were all himself. 

			‘It is good to see you conscious,’ said the scarab, as it was sprinkled with dust from the distant impact of a seraptek footfall. ‘And auspicious, as your trial is about to begin.’

			‘Strategic?’ Oltyx guessed, with a ripple of the discharge nodes along his arm.

			‘Designations have become… less relevant, now. Soon we will be missed, and therefore our available time is less even than yours. And there is much to discuss.’

			 Oltyx nodded, and let the construct speak. 

			‘But we bring good news too,’ said the scarab, its code-transmission shifting minutely, as if it spoke in a slightly different accent. ‘We have a plan for getting out of here.’

			Oltyx’s first reaction was overwhelming gratitude at the possibility of rescue, followed by abrasive, self-castigating shame that he had not managed to effect his own escape first. But then, what need was there for either shame or gratitude, when his rescuers were his own subminds?

			Nobody was saving Oltyx, but himself. 
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			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

			THE TRIAL

			As the floor opened ahead of him with the crude, grinding whirr of mechanical engineering, Oltyx stood with bunched fists heavy as ancient cannon shot, waiting for his foe. 

			The once spotless sand of the arena had become a charnel pit, kubits deep in shattered bones over a deep mire of rot. When the hatch fell open to admit the transport pod rising from the prison below, a half-liquefied carcass slid over its edge, bouncing off the armoured container before falling into the depths. Then the pod settled into place with a sonorous thunk, its door fell open, and through the cloud of flies that swirled above the bone-mire, his first opponent emerged.

			It was an uropyghast. Or at least, its ancestors had been. This beast was the size of a spyder construct, squatting under a sloped shell of articulated plates, with beige-pink flesh beneath, and thickets of motile, yellowy white hairs. At the creature’s fore, clublike forelimbs were drawn up to protect the soft body’s frontal bulk, with nine pairs of walking-legs behind, degenerating along the length of the body until they merged into a mass of pulsing, extensible pseudopods. But between the armoured club-limbs was a long neck with a beaked, eyeless protrusion of bare bone at its tip. Oltyx did not need to have listened to Xenology’s lecture at the necropolis gate to know that that was the head – and so that was where he would start. 

			In his usual state, he would have been on the thing before it could even react to his presence, but now he lumbered like a common soldier, and he was only halfway to the snapping beak when the creature’s rear pseudopods whipped out across the arena, extending to unbelievable lengths and lashing fast to his arms. Immediately, they began to secrete acid. It was a whole new sensation for his needlessly activated pain receptors to deal with, but it did the beast no good, as the sizzling agony only refined his focus. 

			The uropyghast began to pull him in. Ordinarily he would have used a temporary mass shunt to plant himself on the floor with triple his effective weight, then yanked back, either whipping the whole creature past him to smash into the wall, or just tearing off the pseudopods at the root. But without the use of such talents, he had to fight as much with his mind as anything else. And he reasoned the last thing the predator would expect would be for its prey to march straight towards it instead of resisting. So that was what he did.

			The pseudopods fell slack, freeing his arms for a moment, so that when the stony beak shot out and clamped around his thorax, he was in turn able to clamp his masonry-thick palms around the side of its head and begin to crush it. The beast’s jaw-tips were sharp, and crunched down with enough force that he felt the reinforced spars beneath his necrodermis begin to flex. With his royal augments, he would have been able to flood his arms with enough power to collapse the skull instantly in a shower of bone shards. Even without them, he still could still do it – it would just take longer, and he would have to try a lot harder. 

			Focusing his heka, Oltyx willed the skull to crack, and heaved with everything he had. It was a contest of blunt mechanical force now, the beak closing against his thorax, and his hands around its skull. In the end, however, one of them had been made by the blind fumbling of an unthinking universe, and the other by gods as a weapon of war. The skull collapsed all at once, slime-caked bone caving inwards with a wet, foamy crunch, and the jaws fell slack. A hollow death-trumpet sounded from the air sacs in the creature’s body, and it slumped, pseudopods reeling back.

			Oltyx turned around in grim triumph from the beast’s death, and raised his faceplate to the throne that towered over the pit like a mountain of gold. On its summit sat the Eater-of-Gods, joyless and dead-eyed behind the blasphemous mask, with a slop-caked bowl clutched in its lap. But Oltyx was not looking at the thing that had once been king. Below the Eater’s seat was the throne that belonged to Djoseras, filled now by Hemiun like a rotten tooth in a golden socket.

			The slag-glass lord peered imperiously down at Oltyx as if he were dynast himself, discharge nodes radiating smug dominance. His gladiators had hauled Oltyx up here to the sound of a dismal fanfare some time ago, after which Hemiun had given a long and pompous speech about justice – largely for his own benefit, as the Eater’s gaze had been fixed somewhere in the fug that hung beneath the vaulted ceiling, and the handful of non-Cursed nobles who had been rounded up to spectate the trial barely seemed to understand where they were. 

			It could all have been boiled down to seven words: ‘Oltyx will fight monsters until he loses’, but Oltyx did not mind the embellishment. He had not said so much as a word of his own to antagonise the vizier, in fact – he had just stood mildly, content for Hemiun to marinate in his own banal oratory for as long as he pleased. Because for all the while he did, the jewelled scarab perched on his shoulder, and which the vizier had thought nothing but a dumb ornament, had been painstakingly rebuilding Oltyx into a god. 

			As it turned out, the former kynazh was only the latest of Hemiun’s victims. The vitriform’s intense jealousy of his betters, and the scorn with which he had ever been treated by the dynast’s court, had left him with a long list of grudges. He had been using the arena to work his way through it over the long years, luring his enemies one by one to the throne room, and accusing them of heinous, entirely fictional treasons. The feeble-minded king would inevitably acquiesce to the ‘suggestion’ of trial by combat, and a name would be removed from Hemiun’s list.

			And before every trial, the vizier would conduct his vivisections, filleting any coveted augmentations from his victims, until they were left as weak and hollow as Oltyx had been. But talentless as he was at anything beyond petty sadism, Hemiun had not yet found a way to integrate his stolen treasures into himself. And so he hoarded them in a recess behind the dynast’s throne, physical components stacked in great chests, and patterns stored in the replete, diamond-walled abdomens of flux-pot canopteks. 

			Luckily, Hemiun knew as little about interstitial security as he did anything else. After several hours of committed experimentation, the analytical submind had been able to make contact with its peers in their vessels on the treasure-room floor, and they had begun to plot. Combining their efforts, they had been able not only to establish a persistent scry-band to Hemiun’s wandering lap-scarab, but also to freely loot his stock of stolen patterns, including those taken from Oltyx. 

			They could do nothing to restore the nomarch’s physical enhancements, and his interstitial node had been burned out too thoroughly in his collision with the arrestor field to transfer any patterns over the interstices. But they had theorised that – in close enough proximity to the treasure room, at least – they would be able to convey the patterns to Oltyx, grain by grain, via hyper-rapid use of the blinking code they had learned from him. Once they had transferred as much as they could, it had been agreed, the subminds would collapse the arrestor field (whose control nodes they had also infiltrated), and Oltyx would have a single opportunity to take both Hemiun and the Eater by surprise.

			The entire plan had hinged on the efficacy of such a simple transmission medium as the blinking code. But as Hemiun’s speech had droned on, they had discovered just what an elegant cypher Djoseras had designed in his distant youth. He had been, it turned out, a true artist in the sphere of information: the code worked perfectly, and by the time the vizier had finally summoned up the uropyghast, a robust set of basic augmentations had already been settled in Oltyx’s core-flux, having been ferried ocular to ocular from the scarab.

			And as he looked up at Hemiun now, with his fists dripping ichor from the uropyghast’s crushed head, he was only getting stronger. While the vizier was no doubt sure his prisoner stared directly at him with infuriated impotence, Oltyx was focused instead on the flickering ocular of the canoptek on Hemiun’s shoulder. 

			When the false scion had gloated long enough to consider bringing forth the next opponent, Oltyx had just finished situating an overlay that would triple the spectral range of his oculars, as well as an optimisation matrix that would improve his core efficiency as far as was possible without physical upgrades. Then, as the throne room shook gently with the unseen footfalls of the corpse-engine beyond its walls, its gauss lamps flickering with each impact, the elevator rose again with fresh cargo. 

			The next bout was against a pair of lithe, reptilian bipeds clad in scraps of untreated crimson hide. Whether they were sapient or not, he neither knew nor cared – but they were fast. They moved with such speed, in fact, that Oltyx had no hope of keeping up with them without revealing his ruse. But there were always options. As Hemiun could not detect the engagement states active behind his oculars, or the protocols which pre-processed sensory information in order to speed his reaction times, it must have seemed infuriating to the vizier that Oltyx’s fists always happened to be in exactly the right places for the lizard-creatures to collide with them as they lunged. 

			The third fight was against another uropyghast variant – this time, a subterranean clade, and so Hemiun extinguished the chamber’s lights for the fight. Oltyx made a show of blundering around in the gloom, despite being perfectly aware of his surroundings, and just as the beast struck out at him with its eyeless, beaked head, he ‘tripped’ on the filthy debris of the arena floor, and avoided it entirely. 

			Another lucky stumble took him round to the beast’s rear before it could turn, and using the mass-acceleration protocols he had received during his last sullen glance up at the throne, he slammed his fist straight through a shell which might as well have been damp reed-paper, and withdrew it with a handful of sopping, fibrous vital organs in its grasp.

			The blow had been concealed from Hemiun by the uropyghast’s bulk, and as the lights came back on and the beast shuddered and collapsed between them, Oltyx could only feign astonishment at his good fortune in finding such a weak spot. 

			There were six more fights, in the end. As Hemiun had grown increasingly incensed at Oltyx’s failure to be defeated, he had sent in a sextet of leaping, whip-tailed mammalian predators, all of which had ended up as stains on the arena wall, and a heavyset, wicked-mandibled thing that the subminds (presumably Xenology, though Oltyx was not sure how distinct his mirror-selves remained from each other) had told him was an ambull. He had not cared; it had died with the rest. And after its demise, just as he had done after each victory, he had looked up at the scarab for a little more power.

			He had fought a full phalanx of grey-faced human soldiers, who had resisted more gamely than Oltyx had expected, given that one of them had collapsed with some sort of internal failure as soon as it set eyes on him. After them had come the ork-sized human he had sighted in the prison, and which had bellowed in dismay as it saw the corpses of the soldiers on the increasingly crowded pit floor. There had been a strange sheen of moisture on its boulder-like face as it had rushed Oltyx, but it had battled him with less wit even than the uropyghast had. Indeed, by that point in the trial, his pattern roster had been near enough complete that it had been a genuine strain to find ways to make it seem as if he were on the back foot. 

			After that had come an actual ork – and a large one too, not far short of the warboss from the Ossuary. The fight that had followed had been equal parts duel and theatre, as the beast’s prowess had been enough to give him occasional cause to make a genuine effort. At the culmination of four minutes of battling from one side of the corpse-choked hole to the other, Oltyx had lost a great chunk of shoulder-plating to a wild swipe with an improvised cudgel. And though he had allowed himself to build up an extensive patina of scratches, punctures and cracks from previous foes for appearances’ sake, it had been his first genuine wound. 

			It had led him to make his first real error of the trial, too. Perhaps because of his new-found ability to feel pain, or because of the lingering dent the Ossuary duel had left on his pride, Oltyx had unthinkingly charged the beast with enough velocity to knock it fifteen kubits across the arena. And when it had landed, with its chest impaled on the yellowed rib of some long-dead alien behemoth, he had trudged over and twisted its head clean from its shoulders in a splintering eruption of gore. 

			Only now, as the head snarled at him from his blood-soaked hands, did Oltyx realise that perhaps he had not undersold his renewed capabilities quite enough. 

			‘Cease, traitor!’ shrieked Hemiun, and Oltyx dropped the head into the muck. Turning with deliberate, unhurried ease, Oltyx regarded the vizier with a questioning glance, and spoke at last. 

			‘But what shall I cease, Hemiun? You are in charge here after all, are you not?’

			The vizier’s actuators spluttered and fizzed in apoplexy as he tried to find words to fit his rage, and he could only gesture at the bodies surrounding Oltyx, perplexion-patterns coursing over the entirety of his carapace. As he struggled to speak, however, Oltyx became aware of several things. 

			Firstly, the ground was shaking, and there appeared to be a thunderstorm occurring outside, in the middle of the continent’s dry season. Several times throughout the course of his trial, Oltyx had become curious at the frequency with which the floor seemed to tremble with what he had presumed to be the motion of the enormous canoptek outside. But now, unless the corpse-engine had been joined by a full cohort of its fellow constructs, and all of them were sprinting around the very edge of the ziggurat, the notion seemed vanishingly unlikely. 

			Secondly, the Eater-of-Gods was missing, along with its lychguards. Now Oltyx thought about it, the ghoul-king could have vanished at any point during the trial – partly because of his focus on the scarab, and partly because of his aversion to catching a second glimpse of its hideous visage, he had paid the remains of Unnas almost no heed since he had first been dragged into the arena. 

			Thirdly, and most significantly, the scarab was signalling him.

			‘That is everything,’ it announced from the shoulder of the thunderstruck vizier, after the last trickle of information had been taken in through the filter of his optic array. ‘Or at least, everything that is practical to transfer at present. And just in time, it would seem – on several timescales.’ 

			As the scarab transmitted the word ‘time’, Oltyx registered the chronometry display which had reappeared in the margins of his visual field, and recognised instantly why the subminds had chosen to send it last of all. At first, he thought the display must have been mistaken, since it showed that three decans – a full thirty days – had elapsed since he had left Sedh. But the chronometer drew its measures from the decay of radioactive elements in his core, and it could not be wrong. 

			Three decans! Oltyx had known the reveries had kept him beneath his mind for some time during his convalescence, but he had not conceived, at any point, that it might have taken anywhere near so much time. Sedh would be long gone now, as well as the coreworlds of Phylosk and Triszehn, which had been next in the human armada’s path. In fact, unless Mentep’s predictions had been wildly inaccurate, or the unknowable warp had betrayed the human ships spectacularly, it was a miracle they had not ­arrived at Antikef already. 

			Thunder boomed outside, loud enough to shake a rain of grit from the throne room’s crumbling ceiling, and after a rapid dimming, the gauss lamps went out completely. Lit only by the smouldering of his own core, and the blue, luminescent blood splashed on the arena walls by one of his earlier slayings, Oltyx felt a vertiginous sense of foreboding start to gather in his flux. Whatever the situation in the wider dynasty, he had certainly spent long enough in this wretched palace.

			‘You will have my full gratitude in time,’ he told the subminds, tersely but without malice. ‘But first – lower the arrestor field.’

			Hemiun had found his words by now, but they meant nothing to Oltyx. He was standing at the pit’s edge, reduced to incoherent raving by the failure of his supposedly foolproof method for disposing of the Ithakan nobility. It was as if he thought that by getting angry enough at things not having worked out in his favour, they might somehow be rewritten. And if he noticed that the lights were out, that the floor was shaking, or that he was alone in the room now that his supposed Divine King and his guards had disappeared, these things meant nothing to him beside his own obsessive resentment. 

			He certainly did not notice the scarab glide silently from his shoulder. Or the chip of stone which fell from the ceiling, straight past his faceplate, to land with a splash at Oltyx’s feet without so much as a whisper from the arrestor field. 

			He did, however, notice the scarred mountain of black metal that leapt up at him after, blazing with righteous incandescence along the cracks he himself had carved in its hide. If he had nothing else to recommend him, the pretender cryptek was at least fast – as soon as Oltyx was airborne, Hemiun was scrambling backwards, and the exile’s first, thorax-crushing swipe missed him by hundredths of a kubit. 

			Stalking forward with murder in his oculars, Oltyx watched as the vitriform fell prone in shock and scuttled backwards until he was backed up against the throne itself. Hemiun had nowhere to hide, now. 

			But with a flicker of his wrist, and a coruscation of blue light, an ornate stave appeared in his hand – no doubt a trophy from one of the victims of his many purges. Oltyx was within a stride of smashing it from the vizier’s hand, when its tip bloomed with indigo starfire. Briefly, the entire throne room seemed to bow inwards towards the brightness, and Oltyx perceived his own arm contorting and stretching towards it, as if light itself were being stretched. Then, whatever the stave had drawn into itself was released, and all Oltyx perceived was an instant of brilliant blue, like a cloudless sky, before his mind stopped. 

			It is the day of his exile from Antikef. He is being excoriated, and it is Djoseras that holds the blade. Although he is stern, silent and formal in delivering the cuts, since they are being watched by Unnas and the whole of the court, his discharge nodes glimmer softly, in what looks to any observer like a broad display of shame at the younger scion. 

			But Oltyx knows what the patterns mean, as they are in the code which Djoseras taught him long, long ago. His elder is telling him he is sorry. Sorry that tradition has demanded he be the one to wield the phase blade. Sorry that this is the course events have had to take, because he had not been able to think of an alternative in time. And sorry, most of all, that he did not do a better job in teaching the younger kynazh. Perhaps, he says, if he had not been so insistent that Oltyx conform to his own standards, the soon-to-be exile would not have ended up doing something so drastically reckless. 

			Because it was reckless. It was foolish. It was insane, even. But despite all of that – and here, the elder’s lights dim even further, as if someone might overhear – a large part of him had admired Oltyx for his conviction, his bravery and even his passion. Passion is not a quality their people value, he says, but his brother wears it well. 

			Djoseras begs Oltyx to understand. To put his bitterness behind him and realise that what will happen now – his exile – will be more to protect him from himself than to shame him. He swears one day that he will put things right, and that one day after that, Oltyx will still make a fine dynast – a better one than him, in fact. 

			But Oltyx does not believe a word of it. He just glares hatred at his elder through the cloud of shorn silver, and both his voice and his nodes are silent.

			It is the day of Oltyx’s attempt to kill Unnas, at the Siege of Shadrannar.

			He is creeping through reeds, towards where the royal campaign tent has been set up. This world is a dreadful place, rich in life but minerally poor, but it is not the prize the dynast seeks. That is the moon above, whose glittering mines are operated by an insignificant vassal dynasty. But now the fools have turned against their masters, and Ithakas has come to claim what belongs to it. The great cylindrical gauss projectors fire straight upwards in a staggered fusillade as the low-orbiting moon whips overhead, and Oltyx uses the sound of their firing as cover to creep in closer. 

			The guns will work, in time. But Unnas has no patience, and has ordered Oltyx to assault the lunar surface himself, in order to claim the mines for Ithakas. Even Djoseras has argued that the task is impossible – and with the interstitial jamming fields employed by the enemy, it will be a task that is certain to cost the king his second scion. But Unnas will not hear it. He has proclaimed his will, he says, and it is his subjects’ duty – Oltyx included – to impress the royal heka on the universe.

			Unnas is with the charlatan Hemiun, under the canopy of the tent. They both think Oltyx is on his way to the assault, and the vizier is commending the dynast on his strategic wisdom. Oltyx is nearly close enough to charge now. He can reach the king before the lychguard strike him down, and yet he wants nothing less than to take the first step.

			But he knows he must, to save the dynasty. Unnas has fallen deeper and deeper into strangeness ever since long-ago Sokar, and if someone does not put an end to his irrational decrees, he will ruin the kingdom in time. Oltyx is happy to die to stop him – in fact, he would prefer to do so than live with the shame of regicide. 

			It is as he prepares to burst from the reeds that Djoseras finds him. Without scorn or judgement, but with perilous urgency, his elder tells him he must not go through with his plan. He sees the reason of it, and even the righteousness, he says, but he simply will not allow it to happen. 

			Oltyx curses him as a coward, and Djoseras tries to tell him that he doesn’t understand – the elder kynazh is genuinely not capable of allowing Oltyx to proceed. But to Oltyx, this is just more of the pious scion’s semantics – if he insists on standing in the way of hope for the future, then Oltyx will cut him down too. 

			Djoseras does not stand aside, and Oltyx lunges. For all his conviction to the contrary, Oltyx is not the better blademaster, and before he knows it, he is on his back in the marsh, with his elder’s voidblade to his throat. 

			Unnas hears the splashing and the crash of blades, and now he is standing above Oltyx, demanding an explanation from Djoseras. With no time to think of anything better, the kynazh says it was a fight over martial dogma. He pretends that his long-running debate with Oltyx over the nature of pragmatism has escalated into a deadly feud, and hurriedly suggests that Oltyx be exiled, before the increasingly cruel and erratic king can suggest execution.

			‘So be it,’ says Unnas, and stalks away in disgust. Hemiun watches for a moment with calculating oculars, and follows. 

			Djoseras has saved Oltyx’s life this day, and Oltyx hates him for it.

			As Oltyx returned to his senses, he was surprised to find all of them intact. Whatever exotic weapon Hemiun had pulled from his stash had only been designed to incapacitate, rather than to destroy. 

			But as the bulky shapes of Hemiun’s gladiators filed into the throne room and Oltyx tried to turn to face them, he discovered that his limbs were moving as slowly as flowing magma. The weapon had projected a partial stasis field, and while it would wear off in a minute or less, that would be all the time the vizier’s guards needed to hack, bludgeon and saw him to pieces. Sitting back on Djoseras’ throne now, Hemiun’s oculars had regained the sheen of smug satisfaction they had exhibited when he had looked down on him at the start of the trial – and now, his gloating was justified. 

			All Oltyx’s efforts had not been enough. He would be torn apart by entertainers, and the dynasty would come crashing down, all because of a stave activated with microseconds to spare. But as the morose gladiators encroached on him, Oltyx found his only true regret – the only thing he honestly wished he could go back and change – was how wrong he had been about Djoseras. 

			Despite all evidence of the kynazh’s decency, he had chosen to hold fast to a self-regarding delusion that his elder had somehow tried to hold him back from the greatness he had been destined for. He had brooded on the memories so many times over the years, and in all that time, he had only ever thought about what should have been given to him, rather than what Djoseras had actually given. 

			The simulation of Djoseras he had carried around in his mind for so long – the supercilious bore who held him in contempt – had never existed. And he was only realising it now, as death approached, and after he had had three centuries to realise his error. Now, there would never be a chance to put things right. 

			That was when Oltyx heard the doors of the throne room open. It was not a loud sound, especially against the thunder outside, but it stopped every one of the gladiators in mid-stride.

			Slowed to a crawl, he could not turn to see what was there, but the reaction from Hemiun’s oculars was pure terror, as if Ithakka the Lawmaker himself had returned to seek recompense for his defilement. And then came the voice, as clear and bright as polished silver, that Oltyx had been certain he would never hear again. 

			‘I believe,’ it said, as Hemiun seemed to visibly shrink, ‘that you are sitting in my seat.’

		

	
		
			THE SIEGE
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			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			 BETTER LATE THAN NEVER

			Reflected in the silver of Hemiun’s faceplate, Oltyx saw the open doors of the throne room, and standing perfectly still within them, Djoseras. 

			His discharge arrays were muted as ever, but the light of his core seemed to glow with a fury that Oltyx could barely believe, having seen him last as a relic of the past, waiting in the deep desert for the kingdom to collapse. This was not the Djoseras of the Wars of Secession, of course, with all his vigour and brightness. Time had taken much from him, as it had taken from them all. But if anything, this version of Djoseras seemed more formidable than that, weighed down with the haggard determination of someone who has been forced to make an impossible choice. With a brief starburst of darkness, the length of his voidblade – the most potent weapon in his armoury, which Oltyx had not seen since Shadrannar – slid into reality from the grip in his hand. 

			Oltyx was surprised, but Hemiun appeared on the verge of total panic. It was as if he were a child, finally caught in the act of playing with a parent’s wargear, and now facing a beating. He could not even find words for the lord he had impersonated for centuries, and even though his dozen gladiators stood between them, his discharge nodes burned with alarm. 

			Hemiun actually tried to run. Now, Oltyx saw Djoseras’ reflection on the vizier’s back plating, rather than his faceplate, as his elder gave the smallest shake of his head, and gazed imperiously across the ruin of the throne room towards the fleeing vizier. 

			‘Ever the coward,’ he muttered, and extended his arm towards Hemiun, before making a curt chopping motion with his hand. As smoothly as sun shining through fog, an Immortal shimmered into being beside him, bearing a heavy gauss carbine, and projected a high-intensity beam across the room. The shot seared past Oltyx’s vantage, and hit Hemiun dead centre. The vizier collapsed to the floor, with a hole burned black through his ­carapace. It had been the death he deserved. 

			Oltyx was still slowed by the stasis pulse, and so he could only watch as the gladiators clanked past him to avenge their master. There were twelve of them, but still he heard the level confidence in Djoseras’ voice as he dismissed the Immortal to attend to its duties elsewhere. After that, there was nothing but the precise hissing of the voidblade, again and again, with ­metronomic precision, against the cacophony of clangs, bangs and thrums from the bizarre weapons of the gladiators. 

			As the fight went on, that cacophony diminished, its components dropping out one by one until, by the time Oltyx was able to turn, there were only three of the gladiators left in the fight. Moments later, there were two of them. Just as back on Shadrannar, there was nothing ostentatious about Djoseras’ fighting style: it was professional, and extremely effective, with the right strokes at the right moments, and nothing more. There was none of the poetry of Yenekh’s movements, or the bombastic volatility of his own – he just walked briskly between his opponents, wielding the smoking shard of his weapon with all the humble strength of a labourer digging a trench. 

			‘So, that was not to be our last meeting, out in the desert,’ said Oltyx, as Djoseras paced around his two remaining opponents, oculars fixed on the trident and the strange phase-flail they held. 

			‘Indeed,’ the kynazh answered sternly, still not looking at him.

			‘Djoseras…’ said Oltyx, unsure of where to start. ‘What is happening out there?’ 

			‘Your warning has come to pass,’ said Djoseras, with the suggestion of a shrug, as he stepped out of a thrust from the trident-wielding gladiator. ‘It seems I have returned to Antikef just in time, for its final defence is now at hand.’

			The words were there, just as plainly as the thunder of war beyond the walls, but however Oltyx approached them, they just would not feel real. The world was ending; Ithakas had fallen, and for all his resolution, he had not been able to do anything about it. 

			‘Then, I am too late,’ said Oltyx quietly. Djoseras offered no reply, just paced backwards in a steady circle, faceplate still as stone as he watched his foes. The gladiators juddered forwards after him, clumsy in their ­eagerness to strike, but the silver prince was always a finger’s width out of their reach. At last, when Oltyx thought his elder’s silence was to be the final seal on the casket of his failure, Djoseras spoke. 

			‘No, brother. You were right on time.’ 

			Then, with a movement that seemed impossibly small, but which concealed an enormity in precision, he stepped forward between the gladiators, made a half-turn to the side, and punctured each of their faceplates with his blade, both within a quarter of a second. He walked away from them as they blundered into each other, heads fizzing away into stubs of blackened molecular slag after the touch of the blade, and nodded at last in greeting. 

			Oltyx considered briefly if perhaps he had gone spectacularly mad after being hit by the chronopulse. Or whether this was some strange internal hallucination, playing out in the instant of his death. But a scrabbling sound from the cloisters jolted him back to reality. 

			‘Hemiun,’ warned Djoseras, tilting his plain mandibular plate towards the darkness behind Oltyx. He turned, and saw the vizier, blackened and leaking puffs of core-flux, hauling himself across the flagstones towards his laboratory. Oltyx was priming his actuators to give chase, when a small, insectile shape descended from the rafters, and settled on the vizier’s head.

			‘He wanted so badly to get us into his mind,’ said the scarab operated by his subminds, reverting to carrier wave transmission now there was no need for secrecy. ‘And finally, we have decided to accede to his wish.’ Oltyx had never heard the subminds speak from outside of his mind before, except for in the stripped-down ocular code, and it was even harder to make out which of them was speaking. In a way, its voice sounded like a composite of all of them, even being underscored by the faint, non-verbal growls of Combat. It sounded, in fact, exactly like his own. 

			With the hiss and pop of six claw-tips puncturing necrodermis, the scarab clamped itself to Hemiun’s skull-plate, and the vitriform began thrashing wildly on the rubble-strewn floor. 

			‘Now, then…’ pondered the little construct, as if surveying the components of a broken machine. ‘Let us see where you keep your thoughts… Ah. Yes, there we are.’ 

			Hemiun stood, as if a gigantic hand was hauling him up against his will, and began to stagger across the room with a deeply unnatural gait. Oculars blazing with craven fear, the vizier lowered himself over the rim of the arena pit, and dropped into the foulness below, with the canoptek still affixed to his head. Djoseras looked on, somewhat warily, as the scene unfolded.

			‘You will explain the scarab, maybe?’ he said. 

			‘I will try, at some point,’ Oltyx agreed, then addressed his subminds.  ‘Are you controlling him?’

			‘No. We have only made the lightest suggestions, in the open forum of his memetic buffer. Alas, his mind is feeble, and no argument it can conjure appears sufficient to overrule our own. It seems Hemiun has experienced a profound change in what he wants from his existence.’ 

			‘And what does he want now?’ asked Oltyx, feeling faintly unnerved, as the vizier jerked and lunged across the bone-strewn fighting pit, vocal actuators quivering with half-formed, fearful syllables.

			‘He wishes to be devoured by monsters,’ said the scarab, lightly. ‘He thinks it is a fitting punishment for the grotesque acts of gluttony he has enabled over the years.’ There was a deep, clattering thud from below the arena, as if a hundred locks had opened at once. And as the elevator shaft doors opened, the sound that rose from them suggested some primal conception of the underworld had been broken open.

			‘He has unlocked every cell in the prison,’ said the canoptek, as the shaking vitriform lowered himself onto the elevator platform. ‘And as he wishes to make the most of the experience, we have been kind enough to activate his nocireceptors… so that he can feel everything.’

			As the platform disappeared from view and the shaft began to close once more, the vizier began to scream. It was a dreadful thing to hear. Such a base display of emotional indulgence had been regarded with utter contempt even in the time of flesh, and now their people were a folk of steel, such weakness was unthinkable. Djoseras shook his head in sorrow and disgust at the sound of it. 

			‘It is… an unusual justice,’ he stated, before tilting his head and flashing a brief pattern of respect. ‘But it is justice, without question.’

			Just before the shaft’s cover slid shut, sealing Hemiun in the slavering, hook-mawed darkness beneath, the scarab flew upwards and out, trailed by the vizier’s final, whimpering shriek. 

			‘The vizier of Ithakas,’ it pronounced, ‘made one final request, before he fulfilled his life’s ambition. He wished for you to have these.’ With a sensation of intangible, effervescent adhesion somewhere inside him, Oltyx felt the anchor point of a dimensional appendix hook itself onto his body – it contained the submind cores, taken from Hemiun’s treasure-room. But he did not let the anchor embed. Plucking it away with his hekatic array, he pinned it instead on the mote of the scarab’s own interstitial presence. 

			‘I believe, scarab, that you have earned your freedom, in these last days. Carry yourselves now, is my wish – although I offer you a place in my service, if you will have it.’

			‘Then we shall follow,’ said the voice that was so much like his, and the scarab flashed its ocular in a pronounced loyalty-signifier. Even as he had made the decision, Oltyx had realised how much of his personal ability – how much of his power – it would cost him. But it seemed irrelevant, when weighed against what he owed his other selves for getting him through to this moment. Even if it all ended here, they would not die in chains within his mind. 

			‘Curious,’ stated Djoseras, without sounding curious enough to want to know any more at all. ‘But we have delayed too long here – the battle requires me.’ He began walking back to the doors he had entered through, and as he approached them there was a sizzling sound as the kynazh heated his footplates to burn away the muck of the carrion-stained floor they had fought on. Rapidly, Oltyx heated his own carapace, all over, to follow suit. To his great concern, he had grown so accustomed to organic filth that the state of the Eater’s court had almost ceased to register with him. And indeed, so much had built up on him over the preceding decans, that as he walked, his body billowed with reeking black smoke.

			But at the thought of the warped monarch who had scuttled away during his ordeal in the arena, Oltyx paused. Surely, Djoseras would know by now, even if he had denied it before, the extent of Unnas’ decline? His very cauldron, still bubbling, with a human arm flopped over its rim, stood beside the throne even now. With certainty, Djoseras would know the creature survived still – if it had expired, every command protocol in the kingdom would have been transferred to Djoseras himself, as successor, by the autonomous spirit of the crownworld. So was the kynazh content, then, just to allow the ghoul-king to escape, with its crown retained, and its blasphemies unpunished?

			‘Djoseras…’ Oltyx began, unsure of how to approach this next topic, ‘what of… the dynast?’ Djoseras halted at the door, and turned his head round with extreme, exacting slowness. There was not a flicker of apprehension in his oculars, and his words, when they came, were as implacable as the walls of a tomb.

			‘Long live the king,’ he said. Djoseras knew. He knew everything. And yet still, his loyalty could not be shaken. And this time, Oltyx would make no attempt to shake it. If Djoseras could put the Eater behind him, then Oltyx could too. 

			‘Long live the king,’ he replied. 

			‘Now,’ said Djoseras, as if closing the whole sad story of the heart of the palace, ‘let us fight, for what remains of the kingdom.’

			As they marched briskly through the ziggurat, the very stones around them awakened for war. Masonry ground as walls shifted, and the floor shook with more than just whatever was happening outside. Casket-filled halls opened up that had been closed since the start of the Great Sleep, and floors slid away to reveal ramps from the deepest vaults, below even the prison where Hemiun had met his end. 

			And from the hidden spaces came warriors. In straggling groups at first, and then in phalanxes, and finally in legions, until by the time they neared the palace’s grand reception chamber, they walked at the head of an army. Along the way, Djoseras had projected charts in the air ahead of him, both of the necropolis and the planet as a whole, and conducted the emergence of countless troops and war machines in the cities that remained.

			Oltyx looked around at the ranks marching beside them, heads set forward in the determination of automata. The scarab was flitting between them, clearly intoxicated with its new freedom to explore the world, but he couldn’t imagine it was thrilled by what a closer look revealed. The legions were in a sad state, their joints stiffened and their silver tarnished. And there were many gaps in the ranks, where soldiers had been plucked away by the cruel talons of the curse, during the long years in the dark. But those who remained were resolute in their eternal blankness, and the gauss cores of their rifles shone with undiminished vigour. 

			‘This is… your army?’ asked Oltyx, as the masses assembled. 

			‘It is the army of Unnas,’ corrected Djoseras. ‘Now that Hemiun is gone, the command protocols he leeched from the dynast over the years – and which he seemed intent on doing absolutely nothing with beyond hoarding – have been passed to Antikef’s autonomous spirit. It is not the most capable general, but it will respond to my commands, and fight alongside my own troops, who are already deployed.’ 

			‘Is it just us?’ asked Oltyx, fearing the worst.

			‘For now,’ said Djoseras, confirming it. ‘Between Hemiun and the curse, Antikef’s aristocracy has been near extinguished. Only a few generals now remain, and there are whole cities still that will not wake, either lost entirely to the second death, or mired in the stupor of inaction.’ He walked another few paces without emotion, and then hissed briefly, in the faintest display of frustration. ‘You were right, Oltyx, in the desert. I was a fool. I did not see – worse, I refused to see – just how far things had fallen.’

			‘What changed?’

			‘You did,’ said the scion of Ithakas, and considered his next words for the length of a corridor, as if they were a terrible weight he was bracing himself to lift. ‘You were ready to throw away every bit of the power that remained to you, in the hope the rest might be saved. You came here not with the intention of slaying your lord, but of forfeiting your own life in the name of making him see reason. And I? I hid in the desert, and told myself the world had never changed.’ The last words came out as a half-choked, caustic whisper, and Djoseras was pensive again for a time, as if recovering from them. 

			‘As soon as you left me,’ he continued, ‘I experienced… I cannot say a change of heart, but a change nonetheless. It seems that, whether I will it or not, we are in a season for change.’

			‘You mentioned in the throne room, that you had been off-world?’ Oltyx asked.

			‘Yes. A few moments after we spoke, when the sun set, I left my palace. I visited the other cities at first, but they had… fallen, and I began to understand truly what had happened. After that, I broadcast messages to every lord across the dynasty, requesting help, and left on a tour of the coreworlds, hoping to muster a defence before it was too late.’

			‘Do the coreworlds persist?’ replied Oltyx, anxious to find out at last.

			‘Some. But too many do not. There are places in even greater ruin than this, Oltyx. And more still who remain strong, but have thrown off their loyalty to the crown altogether. Others yet professed their allegiance to Unnas when I called on them, but insisted they would mount their own doomed defences against the humans, without bending their knee to me. Fools, all.’

			They had reached the reception chamber now, and the great gates loomed over them.

			‘What, then, do we have?’ Oltyx asked, as Djoseras placed his hands on the great armoured door.

			‘Not even a tenth of what we should. But it will be enough to give us a fighting chance. Ithakas has many worlds, and many lords who have escaped the worst of these recent years. Some among them, at least, did the right thing, and now we honour them, as they honour us.’ Djoseras leaned into the door, and shoved. 

			As the world outside was revealed, the first thing Oltyx noticed was the sun rising, aligned dead-on with the palace gates. It was vast and red over the eastern mountains, like a bubble of fire rising through water, as if the decans of his incarceration had just been a long and terrible night, and finally dawn was here again. It reminded him of something, that dawn light, as it touched the terraces of the ancestral tombs that encircled the garden ring. Maybe it had been a dream, or something real, that he could no longer recall. 

			He knew, with a profound ache at his core, that this brief glimpse of sunrise was the last moment of peace he would ever see on Ithakan soil. And then it was over, as a great black shadow pierced the great red orb, slicing down through it just as slowly as it rose. A Scythe-class cruiser, as large as the mountains themselves, was dying in flames, as it fell towards the eastern peaks. 

			The titanic craft struck ground somewhere among the foothills, and the plume of ejecta from the impact rose as slowly as a cloud of blood in water, until it had swallowed the disc of the sun. The ship died in silence – the shock would take long seconds to make its way to the city – but the sun’s death broke the spell of peace, and Oltyx saw at once the immensity of the war that had come to his home. In that one vista, he saw more violence in the heavens than he had since the days when the Silent King himself had waged war on them. 

			Behind the pale orange of the dawn, two fleets were locked in a death struggle. Huge shapes drifted, faint as the fleeing moon, but alight with countless gun-flashes, detonations and engine flares. Most of the shapes were ridged with the baroque crenellations of the Imperium of Man, but cruising among them, dark and sleek as night-flying predators, were the hulls of necron voidcraft. They were obliterating each other. Ships of all kinds were plummeting slowly through the atmosphere, either whole or in pieces, and Oltyx understood now why the ground had been shaking. It had been raining the bones of warships. 

			‘Thirty-two hours ago, it began,’ said Djoseras, as a chunk of wreckage streaked down through the sky and thudded into the top of a distant tomb in a plume of dust. ‘At the system’s edge, where a picket of heavy cruisers from Amisoth intended to hold the line for a day or more. They lasted six hours.’ Oltyx’s circumspection protocols blared in warning as another knot of debris screamed past, this time slamming into the face of the royal ziggurat itself, but Djoseras did not so much as look up as the stones rained down to their right. 

			‘We were nearly routed then, you know,’ he said. ‘By the time I arrived, just an hour ago, we had lost control of the extraplanetary environment altogether.’ A detonation, somewhere out in high orbit, outlined the fighting giants in actinic green for an instant, and Djoseras looked back at Oltyx. ‘Nevertheless, the lines are moving in our favour once more. With me came the flotillas of the Thrassonos Cluster, and although we are outnumbered still, the sky – above this city at least – will soon be ours again.’

			‘How much of the human armada has arrived?’ asked Oltyx, as they began to descend the palace stairs. 

			‘We do not know precisely,’ admitted Djoseras, with some frustration, ‘but if our scouts report correctly, less than a fifth. By contrast, I have now committed eighty per cent of the forces pledged to the defence. So take it in, Oltyx – you are, I fear, witnessing the high point of the fight.’

			Then, the shockwave from the fallen cruiser hit the necropolis. The ground shook so hard that masonry fell from the edges of the tombs, and the sound was so loud it was as if the mountains themselves had cried out in pain. As the city’s roots shuddered, an answering boom washed in from the northern desert. Leagues beyond the curtain wall of the outer city, an entire Imperial frigate – which had clearly plunged into the ground nose first sometime earlier – had lost engine containment, and erupted in a pillar of flame, before breaking in two with a deep groan, and collapsing sideways. From this high on the stairs, Oltyx could see dozens of similar carcasses littered across the plains in all directions, each billowing black smoke into the dawn. 

			Oltyx was still staring at the vista by the time Djoseras had made it all the way down the steps and halfway to the garden. The kynazh had not so much as looked around him, so intent was he on what was yet to come. But he was anything but distracted – as the spinning rear quarter of an Imperial escort ship hurtled down towards the city, his hand shot out towards it, and it was shunted aside from its path. 

			‘Arrestor beam projectors,’ murmured the scarab, in something like awe, as it settled on Oltyx’s cracked shoulder. They were drastically upscaled variants of the same technology that had undone Oltyx above the arena, and although their energy costs were unsustainable even for the mighty engines behind a necron crown capital, they would be invaluable while they lasted. 

			There were great showers of smaller wreckage coming down now, out towards the horizon. But as primitive chemical rockets began to flash on the undersides of the falling specks, Oltyx realised they were not pieces of wreckage at all, but landing craft, pulling out of steep drops. 

			‘They are landing, Djoseras,’ said Oltyx, trying not to allow any hint of concern into his voice. 

			‘Let them come,’ said the kynazh darkly, as his interstitial presence blossomed with a hundred outward broadcasts, ‘and let them learn the cost of assaulting our throne.’

			Even as he spoke, a flight of twelve transports came arcing in from the rising dust in the east, and his hand shot out once more, guiding the invisible force of the arrestor beams. The landers slammed to a halt, as if they had hit a wall in the air, and hung there while Djoseras’ other hand clenched into a fist, drawing a battery of gauss pylons from the sockets along the necropolis wall. In a fraction of a second, the entire squadron – each ship large enough to carry hundreds – had vanished in green flames. Djoseras had not even broken his stride. 

			The kynazh might have been no composer of music, but he was a breathtaking conductor, and his true orchestra was war. As Oltyx followed him through the garden – it was in flames now, from some earlier impact – his elder seemed to pilot the entirety of the city, hauling its defensive arrays out of the rot and torpor of Unnas’ decline, and forcing it to gleam with the silver of Ithakas, through his will alone. 

			More landers were approaching the wall now – dozens more, in fact, as the Imperials sought to solve the problem by throwing more metal and flesh at it. But more gauss pylons shimmered into existence to greet them along the wall, with forests of sentry guns between them. Black obelisks rose from the bastion towers, and began firing gravity pulses into the tide of steel, crushing ships together into crumpled balls. The wave of transports reached the outer city as a tattered line of burning wrecks, arcing harmlessly from the sky into the implacable face of the curtain wall.

			And still Djoseras did not pause, but walked calmly through the charred stumps of the garden, breaching sheets of flame as if he were taking a ­meditative stroll through the sterile groves of the ancient days. Satisfied with the unfolding of the ground defence, he began to hail the battle groups in orbit, switching rapidly between carrier wave channels as he coordinated the slow apocalypse above. At first, Oltyx could only hear one side of the conversation – Djoseras, like many, was still in the habit of murmuring out loud what he broadcast through the interstices. But after a few moments, he granted Oltyx full access to Antikef’s interstitial relay network, and damaged though his interstitial node was, making the more distant signals warped and crackly, he could suddenly hear the whole of the war.

			We are making our attack run now, on the forty-eighth latitude. Let all tremble who stand in our way.

			The Seshat fights on in the name of Phylosk – we move to support the survivors of the Thirteenth group.

			Unclean ironclad inbound – impact in four seconds. 

			It all felt so calm, somehow, even though each broadcast corresponded to the demolition of gigatons of metal. The voices were broadcast from inside the minds of the captains, meaning there was no noise for them to fight over, and Djoseras answered every hail with brief, stern and clear words of command. Even as the broadcasts came thick and fast during a particularly intense surge in the fighting, he remained quiet and measured in his responses.

			By the command of Admiral Terraskal, we will sail into the breach, and hold it.

			Launching Night Shrouds – by the will of the kynazh, we will force that armoured cruiser to withdraw. 

			The Barathek must have space to retreat – requesting aid. 

			This is Captain Raekkh of the Barathek. Our cores approach total pattern collapse – they will soon rupture. Obliteration is a certainty. Glory to Ithaka–

			That last message ended abruptly, at the same moment as the world glowed green for an instant, even beneath the pall of smoke from the forest. The Barathek was a Cairn-class: a giant, which even in death would have wiped out enemy craft in a great sphere around it. But there was to be no panic under Djoseras’ watch. The scion himself radiated the unshakeable, serene dignity of a tomb-gate obelisk, and walking in his steps felt like walking behind a thick shield of granite. His confidence was like his nobility, so vast that it only had to whisper to be heard – and for once, Oltyx stopped envying him, just to be grateful he was there at all.

			 Then they reached the ring of ancestral tombs surrounding the garden, and Djoseras motioned for them to ascend the long staircase that would lead to their upper terraces.

			‘This will serve as a good enough vantage point for this stage of the defence,’ he said, the forest’s ash streaming from his outstretched arm, and they began to climb. 

			‘What is the plan, then?’ asked Oltyx.

			‘Well,’ said Djoseras, pausing briefly to peer into the sky, no doubt through stacks of auspices, before quietly issuing deployment orders for fifteen freshly arrived light cruisers. ‘Thanks to Captain Raekkh’s sacrifice, and the timely arrival of those Khopesh-class craft just now, we are on the brink of rallying.’ 

			‘We have control of the orbital environment again?’

			‘We have not been so fortunate, I am afraid. Most of the planet remains wide open to landings, and there’s no guarantee even that our hold here will last more than a matter of hours – if we secure it at all. But while the fleet continues to press the advantage, the sky above the city will soon be locked down, as well as a considerable envelope above the south-western plain.’ He paused, and seemed to allow himself a brief indulgence, in adopting the didactic tones he had once used as the younger scion’s tutor. ‘And what, Oltyx, do you suppose this means?’ 

			The sound of his voice almost put the evocatory medium to shame, in the way it brought back their old lessons, and it brought Oltyx the most fleeting, unexpected joy as he composed the answer in his vocal buffer.

			‘Well, the ground directly north of us is too broken for landers without gravitic manipulation to set down on without massive losses… and there is not enough space between the curtain wall and the eastern mountains for the volume of troops they will need to set down… so they’ll be forced to land in the north-eastern desert, and come at us across the sand, skirting the foothills.’

			‘And so?’ Djoseras prompted him again.

			‘And so, we concentrate our artillery in the northern quarter of the outer city, along with what troops we can gather, to thin them down while keeping the ranks safe behind the curtain wall?’

			‘Correct,’ said Djoseras, glancing back over his shoulder at Oltyx as they reached the crest of the stairs, before jerking his head slightly in surprise. ‘Wha–’

			Oltyx did not hear the rest, because of the great, droning bellow blasting out from behind them. He turned to look at what Djoseras had seen – and there, striding towards them around the corner of the ziggurat, was the great corpse-engine itself. The seraptek of the Cursed. As the swaying engine approached, he realised he had no idea at all whether the twice-dead would fight with them or against them – or even if they would choose to fight at all. He had even less idea how Djoseras would react to the giant automaton. 

			But the kynazh just stared the bloodstained giant down, until it was right alongside the stairs where they stood. It reared with a bellow, pounding the ground with its tower-like forelimbs, but did not attack. The mass of Cursed around it was greatly reduced from the night of Oltyx’s arrival – clearly, they slunk away to hide during the days, or else had gone to ground with the onset of the carnage above. They hissed and recoiled in a swarming pack behind the corpse-engine, unwilling to step forward from its shadow, but the seraptek itself was less timid.

			With a crunching of stone, it reared back again, and slammed the bladed tips of its forelimbs into the masonry on either side of the two scions. Its head, ten times the mass of the pair of them, was maybe only a dozen kubits away as it regarded them. 

			But Djoseras just held a hand up before it, and waved it in the casting of a brief protocol of ligature. The canoptek’s mind was not a bright thing, and it was not conscious in any true sense – enslaved though it was to the ghouls, it could not, itself, have the curse. But with the simple binding gesture, and the authority conferred by his rank and his heka, Djoseras had commanded its loyalty in an instant. After a tense pause, the beetle-like colossus dipped its head in obeisance. 

			With a mournful trumpet, it shook itself, and the whole abominable array of spines and carcasses slid from its back, falling to the ground in a slurry. Under Djoseras’ instructions, it heated its carapace to searing temperatures, incinerating the vileness of the flayer cult, until it sloughed away in sheets of brittle carbon. And then it climbed over the crest of the tomb, as easily as Oltyx might have scrambled over a boulder, and headed towards the city wall. Djoseras and Oltyx followed it over the peak, and as they crested it, they saw the last army of Ithakas mustering for war. 

			The bastions of the necropolis wall had opened their sides into the outer city, and yet more legions were marching up from the deep vaults to fill the emptiness of the old city, which in days gone had been the commoners’ belt, with its former residents once more. There were more warriors already arrayed on the field than Oltyx had commanded in total on Sedh, and it would have been an inspiring sight, if not for the sad gaps in their otherwise perfect grids on the sand, hollowed out either by neglect or by the curse. Waves of scarabs coruscated between the formations, moving in strange patterns, guided by the city’s autonomous spirit as they sought to make what last-minute repairs they could.

			But the humans had landed thousands of troops already, before the air had been denied them, and they were already at the outer wall, firing into it with everything they had. 

			‘These will be the zealots and the criminals,’ remarked the scarab as it took the sight in, and Oltyx guessed this observation was Xenology’s. ‘Those with least faith, dropped into the fray first by way of penance, and those with the most faith, consigned to the same as an honour. Insane.’ 

			‘But fortunate,’ remarked Djoseras, ‘as neither will be their finest warriors.’

			‘We should send out a sortie,’ suggested Oltyx, finding himself outraged by the humans chipping away at the curtain wall.

			‘Let them bunch up,’ countered Djoseras, waving away the concern. ‘They will make the defences all the more efficient when we do decide to show them their error. And in the meantime, that wall has stood for sixty million years – it can certainly withstand a few thousand… laser guns.’ Djoseras pronounced the words as if they had an unsavoury taste, and indeed, the sight of the human troopers, firing away with the weak sizzling of their concentrated light carbines, alongside their barely more effective chemical-propelled artillery, was pathetic. 

			But now, the first new transports were coming in from their atmospheric entry points outside the necron zone of control in orbit. They were coming in from over the mountains, becoming visible as gigantic, dark shapes in the ochre dust cast up by the falling Scythe. Switching spectra, Oltyx saw them settling on the plain and realised their full scale – ramps he had thought to be the width of single vehicles streamed instead with hundreds of foot troops marching abreast, and columns upon columns of ironclad tracked vehicles. 

			One lander advanced too close to the city, however, and one of the bastion obelisks hit it dead-on with a gravity pulse. The transport’s void shields stretched and fizzed, then gave out at once with a strange, wet cracking sound. As soon as they had vanished, the metal of the hull popped outward, wrenching the innards apart, and the whole thing plunged forward into the desert below, throwing up yet more dust. But already, two more were appearing over the mountains to replace it.

			Neither were the necrons fully mustered, however. As the tamed seraptek began to pick its way towards the developing front, the sand of the old city began to shiver and bulge into humps – the rest of the mighty seraptek cohorts, roused at last from the places where Unnas had hoarded them. The sight of those near-legendary engines awake was nothing short of eschatological: these were the weapons that only emerged to kill a civilisation, or when one was being killed.

			A scattering of troops began to phase in from the other cities around the crownworld, interspersed with monoliths and other war engines, and heralded by what few commanders had survived Hemiun’s purges to be called on by Djoseras, and then from whatever ships in orbit could spare warriors from the defence against relentless human boarding actions. 

			The coreworld of Efforion honours the kynazh. 

			The forges of the third city send their due.

			The nomarch Gatsaragh sends hi–

			As the last message cut out, a decurion in the process of materialising abruptly disappeared, leaving only a mist of core-flux on the field as its ship of origin detonated somewhere in orbit.

			As the last of the engines materialised, and the last of the warriors clanked into the light, their forces were fully marshalled at last, and there was an uneasy moment of stillness. The battle in the void had moved on past the north-east horizon by now, and with the void above them secured, the sky – what could be seen of it through the dust, at least – had become still. The wind snatched away the tinny sound of the humans assaulting the wall, and for a few seconds, Djoseras surveyed his silver legions, ­accompanied only by the hiss of debris making re-entry and the crackling of the garden’s embers behind them. 

			The lost, aimless Djoseras of the deep desert was gone, replaced by one full of cold fire, and nobility as heartless as it was perfect. There was not a mote of happiness to him – there was no satisfaction, even. But in the most peculiar way, he seemed to Oltyx to be at peace. Spread out before him was the way of warfare he had always championed – a grand, cataclysmic clash in the open, with nothing held back – and he was its master. As he walked to the edge of the tomb’s roof terrace to command the fight, he walked like a king.

			The brief silence ended then, as something boomed out in one of the wrecks on the plain. Then there was another explosion. And then a third. Oltyx was wondering what in the burned-out shells of the ships could still be detonating, until – in a grim reversal of his revelation in the throne room – he realised the sounds were not explosions at all. These really were footfalls. In the dust of the plain, enormous silhouettes were revealed. 

			‘I see,’ said Djoseras. ‘Titans.’ He seemed almost further refreshed by the prospect, somehow. ‘Oltyx, are you ready for the conclusion of a lesson that was set up very long ago?’

			‘Yes…?’ answered Oltyx, unsure of what he could mean.

			‘Do you remember the tachyon arrows?’ asked his elder, and of course, Oltyx did. He and Djoseras had both been given one of the extraordinary devices, built into the right wrists of their new bodies, as gifts from Unnas to celebrate biotransference. They were only single-shot variants, however, and could never be reloaded. 

			‘You used yours… how soon after receiving it, was it?’

			‘Four months, Djoseras. During the opening battles of the great war.’

			‘And what did you fire it at?’ asked Djoseras, with faint amusement. 

			‘An enemy fighter craft, Djoseras.’

			‘Yes, so you did. And what happened?’

			‘I missed.’ 

			The silver prince nodded, and continued. ‘So, here is the lesson.’ 

			He extended his arm towards the far dust cloud, as if he were about to implore the oncoming Titans, still ten leagues or more away, with rhetoric. And he said one word: ‘Patience.’ 

			There was the tiniest, most insignificant little click. And in the same instant, the largest of the three walkers detonated, its central reactors struck dead-on by a sliver of metal moving faster than light itself. The engine was entirely annihilated, blossoming in a cloud of fire that soared up into the atmosphere, and would have incinerated ground troops for a league around where its feet had stood. 

			As the thunder of the engine’s death washed over them, Oltyx stared at the fireball alongside his elder, both of their impassive faceplates washed in orange by the Titan’s death.

			‘Genius,’ stated the scarab, from the ground beside them, earning it a sharp look from Oltyx.

			‘Elder Djoseras,’ he said. ‘Sometimes, you are a real bastard.’
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			CHAPTER NINETEEN 

			SOMETHING NEW

			The battle was still raging when dawn arrived the following day, though Oltyx wouldn’t have known the sun had risen at all without his chronometric read-out. Given the amount of dust and smoke churned up by the battle, it had been dark as night since the previous noon. The city was immersed in near-opaque, burnt-umber gloom, lit chaotically by flaming wreckage and gauss fire. 

			For most of the night, the necron war machines had continued to dominate the flats beyond the curtain wall, denying all attempts by the humans to field any vehicle beyond the lightest specification. But in the end, even those apocalyptic implements had been ground down by the application of endless, terrified human soldiers. The last pair of serapteks had retreated, heavily damaged, an hour ago. 

			‘Quantity,’ the scarab had remarked grimly, as the curtain wall had at last been breached after an hour of shelling, ‘has a quality all of its own.’ The statement had summed up, as Oltyx understood it, the guiding principle of the human species. 

			Attrition rates had been colossal. Worse yet, while the reconstruction vaults had been working as fast as possible, they were not fast enough to replace losses. Less than half the vaults were functioning properly to begin with, and their storage banks were queued up with patterns waiting to be placed in new bodies. The truth was, the city’s military infrastructure had never been designed with this sort of fighting in mind, as Unnas had never foreseen an enemy being in a position to besiege it with such a large and almost untouched invasion force. With just one of the humans’ gigantic, boxlike mass conveyors in orbit, enough troops were being ferried to the ground to outpace reassembly efforts. And now, according to scout ships, a second was on the way in. The scales, at last, were beginning to tip in the favour of the Emperor of Man.

			The remaining decurions in the outer city had beat a fighting retreat to the necropolis itself. Djoseras and Oltyx had moved forward from their previous vantage, and were now emplaced on one of the low tombs of the Symorrians, just three khet away from the second and final wall standing between the Imperium and the heart of Ithakas. With every barrage that hit its outer face, words of power would be struck from the lines of hekatic script engraved upon its surface. As verse after verse was overwritten by rubble, the truth of Ithakan supremacy was eroding. 

			Above them, the city’s phased energy shield flashed intermittently as munitions struck against its own surface. Djoseras had used the arrestor beams to ward off larger projectiles for as long as possible. But now they were depleted, and although the shield was almost as effective, it was ­brittle due to the general decay of the city’s systems. Once it was gone, it would be gone for good. 

			The void above was lit by green flashes again too, illuminating the thick smoke from above in a way that reminded Oltyx of the first time he had seen the Imperial fleet, in Mentep’s recording. It was an apt comparison, as the lights were the ships of his people exploding. As more and more human assets had flurried into the system, the protective screen of cruisers had been pushed further and further back, and now they were struggling to maintain their hold even on the patch of sky above the city. 

			All in all, they had made an honourable effort. Indeed, Oltyx still thought it was a wonder that Djoseras had managed to pull together what forces he had. But it had still been a pale shadow of what might have been mustered, had Unnas retained his mind. 

			In the end, it was the scarab who said it first, after a long period where none of the three had spoken. 

			‘This has the feel of a last stand to it.’ 

			‘It was always going to be,’ admitted Djoseras. ‘Ever since the first shot was fired.’ 

			‘Forgive me, then,’ began Oltyx, ‘but why did you say we had a fighting chance?’

			‘I did not say we had a fighting chance to win. Maybe we might have done, if I had acted sooner.’ 

			Perhaps it was the exhaustion of the battle. Maybe it was just the fact they were stuck in another hopeless siege. But that was the moment where Oltyx could no longer resist the urge to speak his mind. 

			‘You did not act though, did you?’ he said, surprising himself with the venom behind his words. ‘You were fully aware of the dynast’s decline – and the decline of everything else – and yet you never thought to move against him, in all those years.’ 

			Djoseras’ oculars flared, and he rounded on Oltyx with a hard edge to his voice. ‘You think I never thought of it? You think I never considered ­regicide, as you did? Are you really so feeble in the mind? There were times, Oltyx, many times, when I thought of little else. Even during the Ogdobekh war, when his recklessness cost us so much. So yes, Oltyx, I thought of it.’

			‘Then why did you never act?’ Oltyx roared, his temper whipped away like spilled core-flux. 

			‘Because as I told you at Shadrannar – I could not. I would have lost myself. When the time came to go through the biofurnace, I resolved that whatever came to pass, I would keep my mind intact by dedicating it to the fidelity I had nearly lost during the Ogdobekh war. I made an oath to myself – whatever happened, I would never raise my hand against my sire and sovereign.’ 

			‘I know this already,’ snapped Oltyx. ‘And yes, I realise now, that was why you fought me at Shadrannar. You weren’t interceding to save Unnas – you were trying to save me, from the slope towards madness you feared his killing would put me on.’ 

			Djoseras considered that, as the guns of the humans rattled on the other side of the wall.

			‘Yes. I was trying to save you. But now, honestly, I wonder if I should have let you go your own way. Trusted you to find your own salvation. We would not have ended up here, perhaps.’

			Djoseras’ contrition caught Oltyx off guard, and his anger leaked away as quickly as it had built up. In the space it left behind, he imagined how Djoseras must have felt, in all the time he had spent in his self-imposed isolation in the desert. He must have known, for all his determination to be a loyal servant of the crown, that the creature on the throne had long ago ceased to be the dynast he had been loyal to. The truly loyal thing to do would have been to vanquish it, and restore order with his own, formidable leadership. But he had not, and Oltyx suddenly had an inkling of the reason why. 

			‘Djoseras?’

			‘Yes?’

			‘Did you ever, in fact, want to become dynast?’

			‘No, Oltyx. In truth, no concept has ever frightened me, apart from that. I might be royal, but at my core I will forever be a servant.’

			‘You can lead!’ protested Oltyx, sweeping a hand across the ravaged city, whose survival this long had depended on the fact.

			‘I can. And I can lead well. But unlike Unnas – and unlike you, if I am honest – I cannot rule.’

			Oltyx would never have expected that hearing Djoseras admit his own weakness would make him feel so thoroughly desolate. Since he had come to Antikef, it felt as if the gravity of his internal world had been reversed. After years of trusting implicitly in his own excellence, it had finally been proved lacking. And when Djoseras had returned, he had latched on to the sheer competence of his elder – the certainty that no matter how bad things got, the kynazh would calmly find a solution – as his only basis for hope. But now, that certainty was crumbling, just as surely as the necropolis wall. 

			‘So what do we do now?’ he asked, as it was all he could think of. ‘You said there was still a fighting chance – but not one of winning?’

			‘Indeed, Oltyx. There is still hope – just not for this city. You must ­understand, now, that the fight is no longer about holding Antikef.’

			‘Then what is it about?’ asked the scarab, which had developed an unnerving, if understandable, habit of asking the same questions as he was about to.

			‘Buying time,’ said Djoseras. ‘As I made my attempt to rally the worlds, I also commissioned a contingency plan. A ship, with a very specific purpose, ready to be enacted in the likely event that the defence failed. As the warfleets made their way here, this ship began its own journey around the worlds which had proved loyal, retrieving the artefacts of the dynasty, and giving their people a chance to leave with it, should the doom of Ithakas transpire.’ 

			‘Where is this ship?’

			‘As it happens,’ explained Djoseras, as the death-flashes of tomb ships shone on the silver of his carapace, ‘I have just received word it has arrived in-system, undetected by the Unclean armada. Soon it will make its final stop here, and then it will leave.’

			‘An evacuation?’ spluttered Oltyx, perplexed. ‘But what about the permanence of the monuments? The ancient tombs? Everything you taught me!’ He couldn’t believe he was trying to convince Djoseras, of all people, that running was not an option. But the kynazh shrugged, and gestured around them at the smouldering necropolis.

			‘The stones are falling down around us. And you knew before I did that Ithakas fell a long time ago. All that is permanent now are the bodies of its people.’ 

			‘The ship will have the artefacts…’ Oltyx said, somewhat weakly, but Djoseras shook his head.

			‘Nothing more than mementoes of what once was. A wistful gesture on my part, I fear, rather than one of any true substance. When the exodus ship leaves this sun behind, it will never rise on Ithakas again.’ 

			‘But where will this ship go? It’s not as if any of the other worlds stand a chance against this horde, if the centre cannot be held.’ 

			‘I do not know, Oltyx. Where will you take the ship?’ 

			The question staggered him with its implication, and the refusal barely spent a microsecond in his memetic buffer before it left his vocal actuators.

			‘No. Certainly not. I am staying here to fight with you.’ 

			‘Denied. You must leave with it, Oltyx – who else will rule them?’ 

			Oltyx paced the tomb’s roof, turning away from Djoseras so his elder couldn’t see the distress pulsing through his discharge nodes. ‘Listen to me, Djoseras – if this is about your fear of being dynast, then we can share power. If we are to leave all traditions behind, then why not?’

			‘It’s not that, Oltyx. I cannot leave all this behind – once again, it is who I am. It is all I can be, and so my time must end with it.’ 

			Arguing with Djoseras was like arguing with gravity, but at this point, it seemed worth trying once more. He would beg, if he had to.

			‘Please, Djoseras. You have already broken all your own rules by convening this defence against the will of the dynast. You’ve changed this much, s–’

			‘And that is why I cannot leave!’ said Djoseras, raising his voice. ‘Because in doing so I have broken my vow. I have changed. I told you before – I always knew that if I made one exception to my code, I would collapse into disorder. Order is what has kept my mind intact this long, and now I have abandoned it. Even if we were to win now, it would be the end for me.’

			‘So why should I be any different?’ protested Oltyx, doing nothing now to hide the bewilderment glowing from every light on his body. He began to be aware, insidiously, of his need to take a breath.

			‘Because you always have been different. I should know, given the fights we have got into over it all, with your “new way of war”, and your improper concerns for the lowly. I have thought about it a lot, since we spoke in the desert. And I will tell you this precisely once – you were right.’ After a second, he added, ‘In some ways, at least,’ probably feeling he had been too generous, but Oltyx was stunned nonetheless, and could find no response before Djoseras spoke again.

			‘Maybe the qualities that made Ithakas rise will also be the ones that see it fall. Perhaps there is a need for us to change, if we are to survive. Maybe, indeed, it is time for something new. But I am iron, Oltyx. I cannot flex too far, or I will snap.’ A Doomsday battery fired at another pair of Titans in the distance, supported by the piercing green rays of one of the surviving serapteks. The walkers fired back, and after a blaze of plasma which lit the city as bright as day, only one seraptek remained. 

			‘I am iron, but you are true silver. Something softer, perhaps, although you always hated to hear it. But something brighter, too. You can change, without breaking. If there is something like an Ithakas after all of this… it is you who will sit at its head. I always knew you would be the better king than I.’ 

			‘But where do I go? What do I do?’

			‘I have no idea. I have taught you every lesson I can think of, over the years. You will have to be the wise one, now, for the kingdom will depend on your wisdom. You always wished to be in charge – and now you will understand the reality of it.’ 

			The scarab interjected then, clearly with Doctrinal responsible, as it spoke with Djoseras’ own words of long ago. ‘You can never understand what it is to lead… if you do not understand service.’

			‘Someone very wise must have said that,’ muttered Oltyx, and Djoseras gleamed with a suggestion of humour-patterns.

			‘They had their moments,’ he remarked.

			It was a lot to take in. And although Oltyx could see the logic of the proposition, he simply could not fathom the idea of leaving. How could he just abandon Djoseras to be wiped out, collapsing under a hail of crude human munitions, and unrecognised by the dynasty he had given every moment of his long existence to? It felt too sentimental an objection, though, so he left it unsaid.

			‘One practical issue,’ he said instead. ‘How will I get to this ship?’ His interstitial node, after all, was still damaged to the extent where it would need a cryptek’s attention before he could translate again.

			‘Go back to the palace, fool – there are translation chambers there, for moving inert cargo such as yourself into orbit.’ It was an irritatingly perfect solution.

			‘Let me at least stay with you until the end is in sight,’ offered Oltyx, but Djoseras did not answer, as he was frowning up at the sky – presumably seeing through his tactical auspices again. 

			‘Alas, Oltyx. I fear that time may have just come upon us, much sooner than even I had anticipated.’

			Oltyx picked up what happened next from fragments of carrier wave broadcasts. It seemed another large cluster of human ships had arrived – and although the enormous flagship had not yet shown itself, one of the new arrivals appeared to be rapidly carving a gap in what remained of the necron picket.

			Honoured kynazh, announced one of the surviving captains, with some urgency, as the clouds above strobed green with ship-death, It is… it is headed towards the atmosphere.

			Next, the city’s shield fell under an almighty bombardment, like nothing they had seen so far, as every Imperial gun on the plain appeared to open its throat at once. Tens of thousands of shells impacted with the shield in the space of a few seconds, filling the sky with expanding circles of phased energy discharge, until at last, the shield collapsed. It was only a temporary refrenation, but the overload had taken half of the turret grid’s power with it, and for a few minutes at least, they would be unprotected from the sky. 

			The human artillery fell silent, and their troops pulled back by the thousand, retreating to the barricades they had improvised from the wrecks of their own vehicles. 

			And through the clouds, lights flashed, as a string of urgent reports crackled over the interstices from above. 

			Kynazh – the Third Battle Group is under fire!

			They have come straight into the heart of our formation in low orbit!

			The Hatthas is stricken! Requesti–

			Shroud group four, moving to support…

			Initiating emergency reorientati–

			–ming in too fast. They’re right on top o–

			Take that thing dow–

			The signals collapsed in on each other, as at last disorder was sown among ships that had stood firm against two days of solid assault. 

			Hold in the name of the Lawmak–

			Fire all batteri–

			–arden all bulkheads, make ready for impac–

			‘The bombardment – they were softening us up,’ said Djoseras as the broadcasts came in, in sudden bewilderment at having been outmanoeuvred. 

			Another blossom of emerald fire, the largest since the Cairn had ruptured the previous day, split the darkness in two. And Oltyx could see, even through the thick haze, a leviathan diving towards the planet, outlined murkily against the expanding death-flare.

			Clarification protocols stripped the smoke particles from the images as they fed through from his optic buffer, and Oltyx saw the ship in all its dreadful glory. Even with the protocols running, its image was indistinct – huge and angular and brutal, it was like some benthic predator becoming visible through silty water. Like the dysphorakh, in fact, as it had appeared in the very nadir of his collapse, only descending on him instead of rising. Despite the vast evolutionary disparity between his builders and those of the attack ship, Oltyx could not help feeling like prey. 

			It was built like a hammer, with a jutting block of a head that led back through a long haft, buttressed with ferrocrete, to a body like a castle. Its hull was deep carmine, with reinforcing ribs picked out in black, and it streamed with green fire and building-sized scabs of necrodermis where it had ploughed straight through the defending necron cruiser. 

			Looking at that battering ram of a prow, and at the way the engines flared as it descended, Oltyx half-wondered if it might just carry on and plunge all the way through the crust of the planet. But as it ripped through the upper atmosphere, it began to pull up from its dive, green fire eclipsed by blazing orange as its blunt angles smashed through Antikef’s thin air.

			Before long, the pressure wave of the ship’s entry arrived, and Oltyx ­realised why the human troops had taken cover. What trees had survived the fire in the gardens were knocked flat, and a sudden hurricane blasted down on the necropolis, strong enough to send loose stones pelting against the sides of the tombs, and rock the hulls of wrecked engines. But necrons were not to be dissuaded by wind – even the most feeble of their warriors barely flexed at the knee in the face of the blast. 

			But then, as the vessel reached the bottom of its parabolic dive, touching the very tops of the clouds, it began to roll. Oltyx did not need the clarification protocols now, to see it. The ship’s entry-wave had ripped aside the clouds like the hands of an angry giant, and though the air was still choked with dust, its form blazed through it, turning languidly on its axis. As it rotated, the side of its great head was turned to face the ground, and Oltyx could make out Terran script on the hull, in letters as high as the tomb they stood on. Lystraegonian.

			As the human warriors saw the word, they erupted as one in a ragged cheer that rose and rose, until the whole of the desert was alive with the sound. There must have been hundreds of thousands of them out there, outnumbering the defenders ten to one by now, and their swelling voices could be heard even above the furnace roar of the vessel’s engines. They cried out in rapture, as if gods themselves were streaking down to deliver them from the merciless grind of the assault. 

			And in a fashion, they were. A carrier wave nudge from the scarab told him the subminds had been searching his recognition array’s archives for a clue as to what the ship might be. And as the answer arrived, he needed no briefing to know why the word was accompanied by trepidation-signifiers.

			‘Astartes,’ he said, spitting the word like a curse.

			There were many things Oltyx found unpleasantly familiar about human culture. But it was only in the Astartes – the so-called Space Marines of the human war machine – that he found anything he could relate to.” He had never encountered them before, and had not – until fairly recently – known anything about them. Even on Sedh, he had never been bored enough to study the bizarre warrior cults of a lesser species. But Mentep had told him about them once, and it had piqued his interest. 

			Much like his own kind, they had exiled themselves from their own species, abandoning their natural form for something that was at once infinitely greater, and infinitely less, than what they had been. For all they were still topologically human, they had only the barest vestiges of the essence they had transformed themselves to protect. 

			Worse still, they were surrounded by their own feeble antecessors – despite all their power, they were little more than slaves, bound to die for the species they had transcended. Mentep had contended that it was possibly worse to be a slave sworn to the preservation of the tombs of one’s antecessors, but Oltyx had not liked his tone, and the conversation had gone no further. Whatever the case, he at least acknowledged their plight, which was more than he cared to do for the rest of the Unclean. Though he hated them still, the feeling was something almost like respect. 

			The Lystraegonian was streaking overhead like a comet now, entirely engulfed in flames, and had rolled over entirely so that its dorsal flank was turned towards the city. 

			‘Why are they–’ Oltyx began, but Djoseras had already flung his arms out, palm flat as if to repel the leviathan, and his core-fire shone with brief, stellar incandescence. From what he could gather from interstitial telemetry, Djoseras had accessed the capital’s arrestor field generators, and was supplying them with power from his own core. It was a near-suicidal move, and Oltyx wondered, aghast, why he would do such a thing. Until the cannons fired. 

			Buried in the Lystraegonian’s craggy spine, a pair of enormous weapons had just lit up, and two warheads were streaking towards the city at what – when voidcraft weapons were in play – was point-blank range. Green flame seared from Djoseras’ ribcage and from his oculars, core-flux venting as ducts ruptured, and discharge nodes shattered in fierce jets of plasma. But he had acted in time. 

			‘Magma bombs,’ said the scarab, as the monstrous shells slowed in the field. They were still moving forwards at hypersonic speed, but were visibly vibrating as they did so, torn in several directions at once as the field ripped away their inertia. ‘Molten rock, condensed to stellar pressure levels,’ it continued. ‘Extremely crude, of course, but still extr–’

			The shells burst. Oltyx did not know what their effect would have been if they had struck the necropolis and sunk into the stone before detonating. As it was, they exploded two leagues up in the air, dissipating with only the strength of a primitive nuclear blast. Any vegetation that had survived the warship’s pressure wave was incinerated, and some of the older tombs – those made from masonry from the age of the founding, rather than reconstructed from the pico-woven blackstone of the modern age, were knocked over in sprays of stone. But Oltyx was barely driven to his knees, and even then, just for a moment. 

			His elder, however, had fared less well, following his desperate core-shunt. Smoke poured from his warped ribwork as he sprawled on the temple roof, and his oculars were little more than fused, blackened craters. Residual energy crackled over his necrodermis, along with the pinprick forms of his phylactery scarabs – but a decade’s worth of bodily energy had seared through him in just a few moments, and there was more damage here than could be repaired by even them. 

			‘Scarab!’ Oltyx shouted. ‘Go and find reanimation constructs, or spyders. Anything that can reconstruct. Now!’ The canoptek whirred away without a word, and he wrapped an arm behind Djoseras. Pulling him upright, he could not help but wince internally as his coral-rough hide hissed against the immaculate silver of his elder’s.

			‘You’ve… scratched my coating,’ said Djoseras weakly, transducers fuzzing from damage. ‘Careless youth.’

			‘That will teach you to excoriate me, then,’ said Oltyx, and Djoseras click-laughed.

			‘I can stand for myself,’ grunted the kynazh, waving Oltyx’s arm away, and made it to one knee before keeling over again. Clearly, the damage was cataclysmic. 

			There was some good news, however. In bursting the munitions above the city, Djoseras had not only avoided the worst of their wrath, but had directed it around the arrestor field and down onto the troops massed in the outer city. The smoke quavered with the screams of burn victims – but even so, in amongst the hoarse shrieks of agony, there were an insane few still cheering the Astartes. Oltyx shook his head in incomprehension.

			‘Can you see?’ he asked, turning to the ruined scion in his arms. 

			‘Not so well. But I am grateful, now, that’ – his voice cut into a buzz – ‘our architects saw fit to’ – bzzz – ‘distribute some ocular function across the necrodermis.’

			‘They might have done with yours,’ said Oltyx, in mock affront, as he scanned the necropolis anxiously for the canopteks he had ordered. ‘I have only ever had the two in my faceplate.’

			‘Is that so?’ croaked Djoseras. ‘I am surprised, then, you have not operated them competently enough to register those’ – bzzzz – ‘drop pods.’

			The Lystraegonian had passed over now, with its engines flaming like a battery of malevolent new suns through the haze. But below its receding silhouette were a swarm of smaller specks – thirty-two of the things – already streaking down on searing chemical rocket plumes. They were coming down right on top of them. He waited for Djoseras to give the command, but the kynazh was having some kind of seizure as he tried to rise. It was down to him. 

			‘Fire!’ roared Oltyx, broadcasting on all frequencies, before mastering his desperation, and remembering what level of awareness he was dealing with in the troops under his command. Thinking more clearly, he transmitted the interstitial coordinates of the incoming pods, so they knew what to fire at.

			There were just a few clusters of shots at first, from the more advanced troops among the remaining legions. But as the rest caught on, the hail of gauss fire intensified. A few of the wall’s smaller sentry pylons were coming online again too, now, and though their targeting arrays were still barely functional, they would pick up accuracy rapidly.

			One pod was struck, and spiralled down into the outer city, where its fuel detonated on impact. But before another could hit there was a whooshing scream, and a grey shape soared past, just half a khet above the tomb rooftops. Faceplate snapping right, Oltyx found his hostile engagement suite had painted more than five hundred new targets in the eastern sky, coming in low out of the mountain dust cloud. A huge wave of Imperial atmospheric aircraft – transports, apparently, but manned only by their pilots. What was the point? he thought. They held no troops, and were flying nearly wing to wing, as if they wanted to lose as many as possible. 

			But of course, he saw now, that was the point. As they flew over the necropolis wall, they rotated to present their wings to the defenders, peeling upwards at the same time to form a wall of flimsy steel, and screening the pods from ground fire until the last moment. It was enough – while dozens were consumed by gauss fire, only another two drop pods were shot down, and one of those landed with but a dull thud, over the rooftops in the direction of the gardens. 

			Just half a second after the last of the transports flew past, the first group of pods landed – a smaller vessel, flanked by two larger, crashing into the tombs at the very edge of the wall, and smashing stones that had stood in peace for aeons. An even larger pod came in next, and to Oltyx’s shock, smashed right into the wall’s gatehouse itself. The corner it hit was crumpled concave by the impact, but the gate fared little better, the already weakened noctilith cracking down one half, and falling away in jagged slabs. Through the breach came another damnable cheer. 

			They were too close to the landing site – and already, more pods were thumping into the temples of the Symorrians all around them. They were about to be overwhelmed. Oltyx needed to move Djoseras back to a new vantage, and buy time for him to recover. To his relief, one of the more self-aware praetors under Djoseras’ command was already coordinating a retreat by the troops at the gate, before he had even asked it to, so he was free to run schemata of the city through his memetic buffer, looking for the best spot to relocate to. 

			There, he thought: on the outer edge of the ring of ancestral tombs, there was a deep canyon between two massive structures, overlooked by a colonnaded platform – it would force a choke point of sorts, and could be held easily by what troops were available, at least for a time. 

			‘Scarab,’ he broadcast, as he hoisted Djoseras’ thrashing form onto his shoulders, ‘I know you are already occupied, and this will not be a pleasant task, but I am in dire need – take the schemata I am sending, and see to the demolition of enough masonry to block all other routes around the choke point identified. I know they are sacred structures, but they will serve us best as a wall now.’ 

			‘If that is what needs to be done,’ said the combined voice of the subminds, and without a word of further complaint they set to the task. 

			Oltyx ran towards the heart of the city. The pods were opening at the gate now, and although his interstitial node was too damaged to scry properly, he was able to cycle through low-resolution image captures from the warriors at the front, as they retreated. 

			Heavy weapons opened up from within the drop pods the second their exit gates fell down, and laid into the necron ranks with a storm of iron. Then the smaller pod unfurled in front, and a figure charged out in bulky red armour, trailed with a flapping black cape and raising before itself a sword wreathed in red light. On the warrior’s pauldron was emblazoned an image of a drop of blood, flanked with black wings. 

			The sword fell, in an unmistakable signal to charge, and Oltyx no longer needed the scry, as he could hear the roar of the humans in response. A tide of boots hammered on rubble as they rushed the gate, and despite the wall of gauss weapons they faced, it was as if the red figure from the pod had stripped all fear from them.

			‘All gaps are sealed as requested,’ said the scarab sorrowfully, as a series of booms echoed across the necropolis. ‘We are also coordinating the retreat of all remaining troops and war engines available to the tombs you have specified. Part of us insists on informing you that we have twelve thousand, six hundred and forty-three soldiers still functional, plus four thousand, three hundred and twenty-five active canopteks, and sixty-three war engines. Plus a pair of reanimation constructs and a spyder waiting for you at the defence point.’

			‘Good,’ said Oltyx, his core-flux vibrating with the effort of remaining ­rational amidst the chaos of the retreat. ‘All of you. Act as you see fit, now, and let us hope Djoseras’ exodus vessel arrives soon.’ 

			When they arrived at the choke point, a group of warriors had already begun to drag fallen stone into an improvised barricade, and Oltyx laid his elder down behind it, before gesturing the waiting constructs to come and repair him as best they could. After a few moments, the kynazh came out of his seizure with a burst of distorted static from his vocal actuators, and looked weakly around at their dismal command post.

			‘Unorthodox,’ he whispered, before tilting his head. ‘But impressive. I suppose I would have committed to the fight at the gate, and I might… have been wrong.’ As viridian light washed over him from the constructs, he found a little more strength, and hauled himself to his feet, before doing his best to straighten himself. The retreating warriors were marching backwards towards them now, firing as they came, and the bark of the Astartes’ guns was not far behind. 

			‘My thanks, Oltyx. I shall’ – bzzt – ‘take things from here. The exodus vessel is as close as it can get without entering the fray – here are coordinates for the translation locus. Now go, and… do whatever you’ – bzzzzt – ‘can, with what remains. I wish you luck.’ 

			The coordinates filtered into Oltyx’s mind, and he stood awkwardly as Djoseras turned to the retreating warriors, his mind already fully committed to the fight. But he could not let that be the end of it all.

			‘Djoseras… elder… I’m. Sorry.’

			‘A royal is never sorry,’ said Djoseras, imperious and didactic once again, without turning. ‘He merely proves himself’ – bzzt – ‘to have been right all along. You always insisted to me that we might fare better if we were’ – bzzzzt – ‘not so determined to uphold the old ways. Well, now you have the chance to prove your hopes for a new way were never in vain.’

			‘I…’ Oltyx trailed off, not knowing what to say. But then Djoseras turned, and though his discharge nodes were still cracked and blackened, the faint trace of pride washed over those that remained. And on their tail, the glimmer of a signifier-pattern so rare it was considered obsolete followed: affection.

			‘Go, Oltyx,’ he said, soft as wind but heavy as lead. 

			‘I promise you–’ 

			‘Do not’ – bzzt – ‘promise me, Oltyx. Promise yourself.’

			Oltyx stood, and let the words ring in his executive buffer. He would not let Ithakas down. He would not let Djoseras down.

			‘I will not let myself down,’ said Oltyx out loud, with a calm he had never felt before, and in perfect unison, the scarab used its old link to his buffer to speak into his head as well.

			We will not let you down.

			Djoseras nodded curtly, then began to turn back towards the retreating troops again, before making a noise of mild irritation, and relenting. Using precious seconds that could have been used to finesse the crude defensive position, he embraced Oltyx, for the first and last time in sixty million years. 

			‘None of this is permanent any more, Oltyx,’ he said gravely, as he withdrew, leaving one hand of reassurance on his younger’s shoulder. ‘The stones will be broken. All that is permanent now will be in you, and the people with you. Expend all you need to protect them, Oltyx. Expend everything, to preserve the honour of the ages. Burn all you need to – burn yourself, if you must! – to keep that flame alight, and stave off the cold.’ He straightened, and took on his most formal tone, before speaking again.

			‘Today, I am the wood that must be burned.’

			And with that, he turned off his recall mechanism, just as Neth had done, and summoned his voidblade to hand. The reanimation constructs skittered up to offer him further aid, but he shooed them away. 

			In front of him, the last of the stragglers from the necron retreat were limping towards the refuge of the command post. Behind them, a squat, red-armoured machine, wider than it was tall, bellowed in rich tones of fury as it stamped awkwardly forward. A Dreadnought, Oltyx recalled, from one of Mentep’s lessons. That must have been what had landed in the largest of the pods. Behind it, ranks of armoured shapes were advancing through the smoke, led by the figure which had signalled the charge with its blade. It lowered the sword at Djoseras now, as the last of the warriors passed by their leader, and it seemed a duel was inevitable.

			But Djoseras had one last trick to play. Flickering translation lights shimmered across the whole of the wide plaza before the choke point, and the last of his Immortals – his personal guard, which he had spent the long years polishing – appeared behind him. While most of Djoseras’ legions had been spent far earlier in the defence, clearly these had been held back until the last moment. 

			‘Remember us!’ he cried, voice elevated in passion for the first time in his existence, and raised the crackling black blade above his head. As he did, all along their ranks, the Immortals lit up with core-fire that shifted from green to brightest gold. And it shone not from rows of blank nodes, but from an intricate web of etchings, that told the stories of their lives. 

			Djoseras had never been cleaning them, after all. He had been inscribing them, with scrimshawed carvings of impossible detail. Every feat of every individual soldier, recorded with painstaking effort across their bodies, as their commander had acted in replacement for the minds they had lost. Djoseras had remembered their deeds for them. Oltyx knew he would never understand why. But if he had to guess, he would have said this was his elder’s way of paying silent penance for those legionaries who had died, in that training yard all those years ago, to teach his younger brother that life held no value. 

			One last time, Djoseras was admitting his mistakes. 

			The voidblade fell, and the Immortals opened fire, their guns accompanied by a single cry of defiance from their vocal actuators. It was possibly the first sound the soldiers had made since they had possessed throats of flesh and blood. But before the echoes of the shout had faded, Oltyx had started running.
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			CHAPTER TWENTY

			LONG LIVE THE KING

			Oltyx had thought the city was in a grim state the last time he had travelled to its heart. But now, it was devastated – blasted, burned, and clogged with the rubble of its monuments. 

			It was still, this close to the palace, and utterly deserted. But it was not silent. However hard his footplates pounded as he sprinted over the drifts of shattered history, he could not drown out the sound of the fight at the barricade. 

			The ugly gunshots and energistic crackles pursued him through the emptiness like a beckoning song: a deceitful enchantment, ever imploring him to turn back in case he missed the blow that felled Djoseras. But luckily, the scarab was there too, droning along beside him, and reminding him every few seconds not to pay any heed to the noise of the eldest scion’s last stand. 

			Whenever his memetic buffer tipped towards the notion of turning his head, he felt the scarab’s interstitial grip take hold of his kinetic actuators, and anoint them with seals to block their wavering. Oltyx was grateful, for he knew his subminds were right. If he stopped to look behind him, even for an instant, he would not be able to resist charging back to the barricades, and into the fray. 

			He was so busy trying not to think about looking back, in fact, that he almost ran into the Adeptus Astartes in front of him. There were three of them: one heavily wounded, and the second supporting them while the third ranged ahead, with their weapon held ready. They were walking in his direction down one of the long avenues between the old tombs, and Oltyx wondered where they had come from, until he remembered the pod that had crashed in the gardens. 

			In all fairness, they should have seen him. But by pure luck, they were looking in the other direction when he rounded the corner, with their weapons raised, speaking to each other in harsh, clipped barks. 

			‘We can just make out their dialect of the Unclean speech,’ said the scarab, already pressed to the ground as Oltyx leapt behind a low pile of rubble, and ran a triple set of obfuscation protocols. It was lowering its voice on instinct, even though it spoke inside his mind. ‘They are trying to decide whether they had heard something move behind them.’

			Oltyx found his memetic buffer bubbling with the urge to rush the Space Marines while they were looking elsewhere – crouching in the rubble felt like the action of a coward. But while he had become accustomed to filling every moment with action, for fear the stillness would fill with the whispering of the dysphorakh, he had conquered that phantom now, down in Hemiun’s prison. Or subdued it, at least. He alone was in control of himself, and so for Djoseras’ sake if nothing else, he resolved to stay still.

			Two solid days of fighting had put a strain on his system, and although the scarab had done an astonishing job of returning him to something like optimal performance following Hemiun’s mutilations, it was not a perfect job, and the patched-together pattern arrays were beginning to unravel. Until he could undergo proper reconstruction on all levels, he was in no fit state to guarantee victory against three Space Marines, even if one was wounded. 

			But already the Astartes were on the move, ceramite armour scraping rhythmically as they marched down the passageway, and they would be on him in moments. The protocols would conceal him and the scarab at range, but once the transhuman fighters were right on top of him, he would be revealed. And if he ran, they would definitely see him.

			And yet, as emaciated shapes began to flicker in the darkness behind the warriors of the winged blood, it dawned on Oltyx that the Astartes were, themselves, being hunted. For the sacred city was not half as deserted as it had looked. The black-glass ghoul from the garden – or at least a creature much like it – was prowling silently behind the Space Marines, looming over their bastion shoulders even though it walked bent halfway to an animal crouch. Slinking behind the needle-toothed apparition, like hideous shadows in the smoke, came at least two dozen more ghouls, at various stages of degeneration. 

			The sight of them made Oltyx’s hands rise to the solid cabling of his throat, wondering why his breath was not flowing into his chest. It made him want to wet his parched lips, and sent his mind on a brief, frantic search for his tongue. But once more, he reminded himself that those terrors had been mastered. They could have no voice now. All that was important was that he stayed still. And so he waited, and counted the footsteps of the Space Marines. 

			When they were maybe thirty kubits away, the spindled horror behind them rose to its full height, and rotated its neck, clotted with rags of skin, to stare directly at Oltyx with its snaggled, fused-jaw smile. It saw him. The ghoul’s distended mouth seemed to grin even wider, as if it felt it was sharing a joke with him, and as its tapered claws rose to strike, it first extended one to its lipless mouth, in horrible parody of a gesture of silence. 

			Oltyx should not have watched, when the flayed ones fell on the Space Marines. But it felt important to him that he prove the subjugation of the dysphorakh to himself. And indeed, even as the Astartes vanished under the writhing mound of wretches, there was nothing but cold appraisal of their demise stirring in his flux.

			When he was sure the Astartes weren’t getting up, he rose, and walked past the pile of ripping, tearing, twice-dead with autonomic vigour, doing all he could to not look at their feeding. But those long black claws were waving in the corner of his vision, trying to get his attention.

			‘Don’t look,’ said the scarab, ashen in its tone, but it was too late – he had looked. 

			With claws caked in fresh blood, the blackened creature had daubed a sigil on the wall – the same one, now he saw it completed, that it had tried to daub on his thigh during his last journey through this district. He did not want to consider the meaning of the sign, but his analytic functions could not let the anomaly go.

			Oltyx might have overcome his horror at the behaviour of the Cursed, but his disgust remained, and his flux churned with it at the sight of that weird sigil. No good could come of it, and so he turned and increased his pace to a run, building speed until he tore through the empty streets with the wild pace of an orkish war vehicle. He did not slow down until the wet gulps and slithering scuttles of the flayers were far behind him, and he stood in the shadow of the royal palace.

			But there was a problem. At some point during the fighting, whether through the assault of the Lystraegonian, a stray Titan munition or the relentless quaking of the ground, a huge section of the ziggurat’s lower tier had collapsed – including the wing of the palace which bore the translation chamber. He had staked everything on boarding this outlandish exodus ship of his elder’s, and now his only way there had been crushed, by yet more wretched ancestral stone. Previously, he would have split the night with oaths and curses. But he had resolved to blaspheme less during his time beneath the palace, and so he transfigured his urge to take Szarekh’s name in vain into physical force, kicking a fallen block of stone with such force it split in two. Frustration blasting through every duct in his body, he sat heavily on one half of it, with his head in his hands. 

			That was it. The grand, desperate second chance for Ithakas was over before it had even started, thanks to some rocks. Or rather, if he was honest, thanks to his own inadequacy. His failure had already doomed the kingdom once, as he had fallen short of snatching away Hemiun’s stave, and only Djoseras’ intervention had allowed him a second chance. But now, after millions of warriors fallen, dozens of ships burnt to atomic shrapnel and Djoseras himself resolving to die for him, it had all come back to Oltyx, falling before the most trivial hurdle.

			He gave up. Stretching out his worn, pitted limbs, still riven with cracks from the ravages of his ordeal in the palace, Oltyx lay down in the debris of his ancestral home, and waited to die. When the Astartes came he would not lift a finger as they hacked him to pieces in the name of their bizarre god-primate.

			Then there was the faintest crackling from his interstitial node. A voice, from further away, almost, than his damaged receivers could pick up. It was distorted, and kept dropping out – probably some war-broken ship, broadcasting its death throes on all frequencies – and so he turned it off. But it came back, on three different carrier wave channels, and this time the scarab was picking it up too.

			‘What’s it saying?’ wondered the canoptek, as it played the messages out loud in the ruined royal plaza. Oltyx laugh-clicked bitterly, as the near-random sounds in the distortion played tricks on him.

			‘Sounded like Yenekh for a moment there, didn’t it? Rest easy then, scarab, the great Razor of Sedh is here to save the day.’ Then any resemblance to his friend’s voice was gone, and the transmission had reverted to random squirts of static that played out as Oltyx lay and stared bleakly up at the smoke-filled sky. 

			‘That’s odd, though,’ remarked the scarab.

			‘What?’

			‘The signal. It’s coming from the same translation locus coordinates as Djoseras gave you.’ 

			‘The exodus vessel?’ Oltyx sat up, core stirring.

			‘I… think so. Part of us is checking the numbers. Yes. Oltyx, it’s the ship, and… Szarekh’s sores and blisters.’

			‘What?’ demanded Oltyx again, the possibility of hope bearing down on him with a gigaton freight of dread on its back. 

			‘It’s the Akrops.’ 

			Oltyx leapt to his feet then, feeling suddenly as if he could have leapt into the void under the power of his own legs, and commanded the scarab to slave its interstitial receivers to his, in order to boost the signal.

			‘Yenekh?’ he transmitted, barking the word aloud as he forgot he did not need to speak at the same time. ‘Yenekh!’ he shouted again, as only clicking interference came back. 

			‘–ltyx?’ came a tinny, distorted voice in reply. But there was no doubt – it was the Razor. ‘Well,’ said the high admiral, ‘this is a mess, is it not?’ He spoke with the sanguinity of someone faced with the prospect of a refrenated canoptek, rather than the death of their empire’s heart. 

			‘Yes,’ said Oltyx. ‘A terrible, ruinous mess. I think it is time to leave.’ 

			Minutes later, Oltyx was climbing up the half-collapsed face of the ziggurat towards its top level, with a vigour that overrode all the damage and fatigue accumulated in his form. Of course Yenekh had thought of a way out. Being the voidcraft enthusiast he was, he could not believe that Oltyx had forgotten about Unnas’ personal craft, the Accipitrine Aeon, which was berthed in a hangar on the top level of the ziggurat. The admiral had joked that he was more invested in Oltyx stealing it for him, as he had coveted the craft for millennia, than he was in the escape of the scion himself.

			The Aeon was no decorative trinket – it was essentially a scaled-up Night Shroud bomber, with room inside for a small throne room behind the pilot’s compartment, as well as barracks for a detachment of lychguard, and a small private chamber for the dynast themself. But more important were the singularity-forged adamantine threads woven through its gold-coated armour, the energy core powerful enough to supply a Jackal-class raiding frigate and the obscene battery of heavy weapons slung under its liquid-smooth crescent hull. 

			It was a one-off of extraordinary design, and the odds were good it could make it out of the atmosphere past the guns of the human ground force, especially since they would not be expecting a single aircraft to be headed out of the city. How it could possibly break through the orbital blockade, however, was another matter.

			After the Lystraegonian had smashed through their formation, the last few necron ships holding position above the capital had finally been forced to withdraw, surrendering the sky to the humans at last. Now, he would be flying up into a wall of hostile capital ships. But Yenekh said he had the situation in hand, and Oltyx was happy to trust him and have one problem taken out of his mind, at least for now. 

			This was so long as Hemiun hadn’t melted the Aeon down to sell for meat over the centuries, of course. But he would find out soon enough. Oltyx had elected to climb to the hangar via the outside of the palace, partially because the palace’s entrance had been concealed by rubble, and partially because after the demise of the Astartes in the alleyway, the last thing he wanted to encounter was more Flayed Ones in the crumbling labyrinth of the interior. 

			Still, it was not without its price to pay. As Oltyx scaled the broken stones, he could hear Djoseras’ long last stand playing out behind him, and the urge to look was almost overwhelming. Once again, he was reliant on his subminds, hovering beside him, imploring him and his actuators both not to turn back.

			He could hear the booming of the last remaining serapteks – either in death or fury, he did not know – but from the distant rattle of the human guns and the relentless, crashing sizzle of the Immortals’ weapons, there was no way to tell how the battle was faring, only that it still raged. As close to the reconstruction vaults beneath the tomb district as the choke point was, it would be replenished with reassembled troops virtually immediately, so the humans had a phenomenal struggle on their hands. But there was still, he reminded himself, only one potential outcome. 

			Despite this he did not look once. And eventually, he hauled himself over the lip of the hangar door, and rose to his feet. There was the Aeon, sure enough, its surface still perfectly reflective, in stark contrast to the faded state of everything else in the palace. Its boarding ramp was even down, inviting him into the pristine interior. The only problem was that in between him and the ramp, stood a wall of twelve lychguard.

			They raised their weapons wearily, and took a step forward, lowering their crested heads towards him and staring with oculars that had been fixed on a throne room wall for centuries, as they had waited for duty. And as the echo of their clanking footsteps clattered around the recesses of the hangar, it was superseded by the horrible, furtive noises of something trying to eat. 

			It was the creature that had once been Unnas – the Eater – squatting on the ship’s ramp in a cloud of flies, and hunched obsessively over a chunk of half-liquefied meat. Clearly, the lychguard had tried to evacuate the failed god, and the creature’s diseased, childlike mind had gone along with it to a point. But somewhere on the way up the ziggurat it had lost its train of thought, and had not even had the heka to make it all the way up the ramp without succumbing to its need for another sad, shameful meal. 

			The face of Ithakka was in a horrific state now, soaked through with juices and writhing with carrion feeders, with most of it hanging off the Eater’s faceplate by a single sinew. The metal beneath was being mashed against the chunk of flesh, and the Eater whimpered in frustration and fear as its face only shredded the meat, unable to consume any. Oltyx felt a moment of sickening gravity as he wondered whether the flayers had moments in which they realised they had no mouths, and it nearly made him step back a pace. But he had to stand firm before the challenge of the guards.

			Oltyx was tired. His odds against twelve royal protectors – and not just any, but the hard-bitten few with the mental fortitude to have kept their discipline though centuries at the heart of an empire’s decay – were virtually non-existent. But they stood between him and the dynasty’s future, so what other choice did he have, but to try? The choice became rapturously easy, when he thought of it that way. Burn yourself if you have to, Djoseras had said. So Oltyx exhumed his glaive, and with no enthusiasm at all, but too exhausted to hesitate, took a step towards the guards. 

			Then something happened he would never have thought possible. The guards’ captain – a royal warden, of a grade much higher than Neth’s – raised its hand, palm out, to stop him. Oltyx looked at the guard quizzically, and the royal warden turned its head to him, fixing him with a look of unknowable pain. It shook its head. As the exchange went on, the Eater was still not even aware of Oltyx’s presence. 

			He was confused. If the praetor wanted to block his progress, it had weapons for that. But as those ancient, patient oculars bored into him, he knew there was something else to the situation. 

			No, he thought, surely not?

			‘Look at its patterns,’ said the scarab, which still listened in on his thoughts.

			He did so, focusing closely on the warden’s cartouche, and seeing the clumsy signifier-pattern drifting across it. It was faint, and nothing like as sophisticated as the communications enjoyed by the nobility. But the signals were unambiguous, as they represented the concepts of ‘to want’ and ‘to serve’. 

			Well, of course it wants to serve, he thought. It’s a lychguard. 

			‘I think the question here,’ said the scarab – possibly Xenology, whose remit as Oltyx’s expert in unsavoury things had often included comprehension of the lower classes, ‘is who it wants to serve.’ 

			Oltyx let the signifier-pattern for ‘self’ bloom across his thorax, accompanied by a questioning-flash from his oculars, and the praetor nodded, with rusty slowness. With a single gesture, the captain signalled its fellows, and they each took two paces outward from the centre of their rank, leaving a corridor for Oltyx to walk through. 

			If it was a trap, it was a bizarre one, when the guards could easily just kill him where he stood. But if it was real, it meant he had finally discovered just how much it took to test the loyalty of a lychguard. Oltyx took one final look at the praetor, one look at the Eater-of-Gods, and raised his weapon to attempt – for the third time in his strange existence – the business of regicide. 

			One more try, then, remarked Oltyx to himself, and stepped forward. The lychguard did not stop him. Just a couple of paces from the Eater, he wondered if he was doing the right thing. He was certain he was – but it was easy to doubt even this surety, now it was the basis for kingslaying. But once he looked down at the pool of the flayer-monarch’s leavings – that slurry of organic rot – he could doubt no longer. This degeneracy had no place in Ithakas. And the only instrument by which the dynasty could be cleansed was his own blade. So he lunged. 

			His glaive thrust into the Eater’s chest before it even looked up to notice someone approaching, and it was the easiest kill of his long, long career of killing.

			Core-flux gusted out, no longer green, but stained with the mouldering brown of ancient blood. And although he was certain it was just some glitch in the patterns of his overworked mind – because it could not have been real – he could have sworn he heard faint, cruel laughter rising from the body as it outgassed. Either way, the husk was left empty enough – royal as the Eater still technically was, there was no way the translation relays beneath the palace would accept a pattern so tainted with the curse for reconstruction. 

			It was done. At last, he had committed regicide, and the past, like his father, lay dead before him. 

			As he turned away from the carcass, the dust and the smoke beyond the hangar door parted for just a moment, allowing the sinking sun of Antikef to blast through with its full strength for one final, glorious moment. 

			He was so fatigued, it took him much longer than it should have done to notice that it was not just the sunlight that had tinged his vision with gold at its edges. Even when he noticed the new telemetry glyphs – also gold – alongside the others in his visual field, he was simply perplexed. In the end, Doctrinal had to point it out to him.

			‘Look, Oltyx – the royal guard.’ Oltyx looked at the twelve solemn constructs, but he could not see what the scarab had meant, until he noticed. Their heads were bowed, and they were kneeling. 

			He was the dynast. At last, he was king. 

			This was the moment his entire existence had been working towards. And yet now it was here, Oltyx would have given every drop of gold in all the stars, just to be able to shed a single tear. Because if the crown had passed to him when Unnas had fallen, then he had been next in the succession. Which meant…

			Oltyx just stared, as blank as the most absent of warriors, as the sun glared pitilessly back at him through the hangar door. 

			He fell to his knees, mirroring the pose of his new guard, and felt as if it was all he could do not to sink through the floor. He could feel the truth building in his core, like he would explode if he did not say it out loud. 

			‘My brother is fallen.’

			It took a moment to gather his strength to stand, but stand he did. And his first command to his subjects was to follow him to the lip of the hangar door, and take one last look at Antikef beneath its sacred star. 

			The city was overrun. Tides of humans had poured through into the ­necropolis, and then into the garden circle after that. There were still pockets of resistance – Oltyx watched a shrinking knot of scrimshawed Immortals fight back to back against a horde in a shattered courtyard, and the last of the serapteks crash to the ground under the guns of a full armoured ­regiment. These last, stubborn fights would not turn the tide: the battle was over. Soon, the first armoured boots would be crunching on the steps of the palace, and soon after that, they would be in here. But Oltyx would be long gone by then.

			Of the place where Djoseras had fallen, only a shattered wreck of stone remained. He would not have so much as a headstone in the desert to be remembered by, and the plain tomb he had built for himself in the far desert would lie forever empty. 

			‘Or to look at it another way,’ said the scarab, gently, ‘maybe this moment is his tomb. But it is as heavy as any edifice of stone – and it is you, Oltyx, who must carry it with you, to whatever comes next. It is a burden you will never be free of. But that means it will persist, long after all of this has crumbled.’ 

			Oltyx only nodded, as he could not find words.

			‘If it helps, we have scripture?’ continued the scarab, but Oltyx still could not answer. 

			And so the canoptek, and his emancipated selves within it, did what they thought best, and quietly opened a link with his vocal actuators, before branching out to the rudimentary equivalents in the faceplates of the lychguard. And in one voice, they all spoke the rite of the commendation of the dead, which was as old as the necrontyr.

			Divine and dreadful star

			Giver of curses and blessings

			Djoseras returns to you 

			In essence indestructible 

			May you cross the sky 

			United in the dark 

			And rise in brightness 

			Over those who remain.

			As the last of the guards’ dry, rattling voices made it to the end of the verse, the smoke rolled back in over the sky, shrouding the face of the sun again. The returned gloom seemed twice as thick, somehow, and it was as if a terrible chill had descended on the hangar. 

			‘Come,’ said Oltyx, now that his voice had been found for him. ‘Antikef is fallen. There is nothing for us here. Come with your king, and help him find our kingdom.’ 

			Not even wishing to look at the corpse on the ramp, let alone touch it, Oltyx stepped over it like it was a piece of waste, and boarded the golden ship. 
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			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			THE BLINDING OF THE GIANT 

			As Oltyx powered the Aeon through the roiling smoke above the city, already tearing ahead of the flock of crude fighter craft that had been scrambled to intercept him, the ship’s interstitial module thrummed to life, with Yenekh’s voice. 

			‘Good news,’ he said. He did not sound anxious, precisely, but neither did he sound entirely like someone who had good news. ‘I have thought about it long and hard, and came to the conclusion that, as skilled a pilot as I am sure you are–’

			‘I am adequate,’ stated Oltyx, as he wrenched the golden warship into a twisting dive that dodged three incoming fighters, before spitting fire down the flanks of a descending transport ship out of sheer spite.

			‘I don’t think there’s any way you can make it through that blockade and reach us. So I have decided to come to you.’ 

			‘Unorthodox,’ said Oltyx, as it’s what he imagined Djoseras would have said. To bring the Akrops into orbit was, in any way one chose to look at it, an insane decision. Any way but via the traditional necrontyr philosophy, he supposed, in which risking the most powerful remaining asset of an entire dynasty to save an individual was a perfectly reasonable thing to do, so long as that individual was the king. 

			‘The space around Antikef is carnage,’ he continued, as the transport split apart behind him, spilling hundreds of packed troops from its belly into empty sky. ‘Mighty though the Akrops is, you would be flying into the heart of an invasion, in space barely contested by the shreds of our fleet.’ 

			‘With respect, Oltyx,’ said Yenekh, with something of his old swagger, ‘that was the sort of thing I used to do to begin each day, back in the days of Szarekh’s great war.’

			‘Those times are gone now, admiral. We should really consider alternatives.’ Then, as he remembered the gold that now framed his vision, he rephrased. ‘I command you to consider alternatives.’

			‘And I would loyally comply,’ said the Razor, ‘if I had not already done ­otherwise. We are brushing the upper atmosphere now, in fact. Your excellence.’ He added that last with genuine embarrassment, as he had clearly forgotten his friend was a king now. 

			‘Very well. But save the honorifics for now, admiral – we can begin with all of that once I am aboard and we are free of this.’

			‘Well, we should have you on board in a minute or so at most – it will be getting back out that will be the problem.’

			As he shot out of the thick blanket of war-smoke and into Antikef’s mesosphere, Oltyx saw that Yenekh was right – it was utter pandemonium at the edge of the thin shroud of air around the planet, with Imperial ships packed seemingly hull to hull as they descended to the looting of Antikef’s carcass. As soon as he became visible to them, he found himself flying through a sky darkened with munitions – even with the extravagant power of the Aeon beneath him, there was no way he could push through this for more than a minute before the ship was reduced to a cloud of angry particles. 

			But he would not have to. For coming down behind the shoals of iron-grey warships was a great shadow, crescent wings spread like an angel cast in black steel: the Akrops, plummeting almost vertically through the fray as it swooped to swallow up his craft. It was already damaged, he saw: as the cliff face of its belly descended, scars as wide and deep as the streets of the necropolis became visible. But it was shrugging off gigatons of ordnance like warm rain, and those Imperial ships not quick enough to escape its descending bulk burst across its hull like droplets of molten metal.

			Oltyx fed a last pulse of the Aeon’s core-flux to the engines, accelerating towards the sky-filling battleship through the chaos of human voidcraft, getting within three microseconds of striking its hull himself, before ­ratcheting the craft into a ninety-degree turn and soaring along its underbelly, under the protection of its turrets. 

			When a hangar bay opened up before him, he threw the Aeon’s drives into reverse polarity, killing his speed instantly, so the golden ship arced into the mouth of the bay and smashed into the flight deck with a mighty clang. What the landing lacked in elegance, it made up for in speed, and he had signalled the Razor to begin his ascent even before the Aeon hit the deck. 

			As he stomped down the ship’s ramp flanked by his new guards, he wanted more than anything to find somewhere to rest. But there was no time for that now – and besides, the second he stopped moving, he would be forced to think about everything that had happened, and he was in no hurry at all to reflect on that. 

			Oltyx knew well he would be the most talked-about person on the whole of the ship, and after Yenekh’s evacuation mission around the worlds of the dynasty, he imagined it would be packed with new passengers. He would deal with his people in time, but for now, he had no patience for the idea of being stopped every five kubits on the way to the bridge by fools wanting to ingratiate themselves with the new king in the midst of a battle. 

			And so he made for the bridge via the maintenance ducts through its armoured keel, where he encountered only a few repair canopteks. To his immense relief, when he did arrive there, the only figure present – not counting the bridge crew, that was, who were all mercifully incapable of speech – was Yenekh. Clearly, he had decided to conduct the battle free from the contributions of Sedh’s many, many tactical experts. 

			Through the khet-high viewport he had last looked through with Mentep, around Sedh’s moon, was a scene of mayhem. There seemed to be more ships and wreckage beyond the windows than there was void, and what little there was seemed entirely filled with weapons fire. What remained of the necron fleet was now scattered and beset from all sides by Unclean warships, so that the sky was divided into dozens of pitched duels, lit by the rage of broadsides at point-blank range. 

			And in front of all this destruction, Yenekh strode across the deck with a swordfighter’s grace – equally in command as Djoseras had been on the ground, but with the kynazh’s quiet precision replaced with expansive, space-filling passion. The Razor bellowed for status reports he could just as easily have plucked from their bearers with his mind, and cursed the enemy’s ships, as if shaking his fists could increase the potency of the particle whips. 

			The specialised warriors of the bridge crew laboured away at targeting consoles and core-flow distribution panels, their interstitial capabilities boosted by overhead field generators as they laboured to enact Yenekh’s will on the ship’s cantankerous systems. Immortal deck officers paced between them like echoes of the high admiral himself, monitoring their efficiency. 

			All in all, it was a tonic to see Yenekh blazing, at least for now, with the vigour of days gone by. The curse might have been irreversible, but it had not taken him yet, and the ferocity of the decans since they had parted seemed to have brought the best out of his friend. But Oltyx knew him well enough to see the strain underneath it all – the heaviness he was carrying. The mantle of the old hero returned to form at last was, he could see, a draining mask to wear.

			‘Well met, Oltyx King,’ said the admiral, following up with a quizzical look at the scarab, which Oltyx had forgotten was sitting on his shoulder. 

			‘Well met, Razor,’ he replied, with an ocular pulse that implied it would be best not to ask about the canoptek just now. 

			They exchanged a ripple of nodal patterns, as each acknowledged that there was too much to say to attempt any meaningful conversation just yet, and they set straight about their business. In truth, it was a relief to bypass talk – at that moment, leaving the ship and fighting the Imperial fleet with his bare hands would have been preferable to summarising the tribulations he had been through since their last meeting.

			‘They’re hemming us in,’ said Yenekh, patching through an auspice-enhanced scry from the hull onto one of the bridge displays. On the screen Oltyx could see that one of the human craft – a huge ship designated as a grand cruiser – and a flotilla of smaller capital ships had accelerated into the space above the Akrops, and spread into a wide net, to keep them pressed against the upper limit of the atmosphere.

			The smaller ships darted constantly into any gaps that opened up, so their quarry was left with no room to ascend into a higher orbit. They were like a pack of oceanic predators, surging along in the wake of a harried sea-beast, and darting above it to keep it from surfacing for air. 

			Manoeuvrability was the Akrops’ one great weakness – it had been designed for cataclysmic duels on the scale of entire star systems, and just wasn’t built for this sort of cramped brawling. In this instance, the sheer primitive simplicity of the human way of war was impeding them just as well as any superweapon from the dawn of time might have done. 

			‘Full power to ascent,’ suggested Oltyx, ‘and batter them out of the way?’

			‘We are not built for ramming upwards, alas. We would take a pounding from their ventral batteries on the way in, and then end up nudging them gently out of the way as they filled us with munitions and boarders.’

			‘Particle whips?’ 

			‘The debris here is so thick, the effective range of our whips has been cut to a fraction. Our best bet is to maintain acceleration until we can nudge up ahead of them and head out at a shallow angle, under most of their fleet. The Akrops takes a while to get up to speed, but once it’s really clipping along, they won’t be able to catch up with us – in fact, since…’ Yenekh fell quiet as he received another report. 

			‘What?’

			‘This.’

			Through the bridge’s windows, Oltyx watched as a huge rift opened in space, bathing them in the sickly purple glow of the warp that lay beyond. A vast shadow grew against the unreal light, and then the geologically scaled bulk of the human flagship was being disgorged, right in front of them. Oltyx knew little of the warp, or the desperate means by which the humans cheated the speed of light through its use, but he knew the risk involved in jumping in so close to a planet necessitated either insanity on the part of the captain, or a pilot of phenomenal psychic power. Either way, the gargantuan vessel was directly in front of them, and they were closing on it by the second.

			‘What a time for that to make an entrance,’ rasped Yenekh, as if it were little more than an annoyance. ‘We will have to either turn, losing our momentum, or head past it, far too close on either side – we will take an almighty broadside.’

			Of course, said the scarab, in Oltyx’s mind, we have another option… 

			‘Yenekh,’ he asked briskly, after he had heard it out, ‘how convincingly can you make it look like the ship is dying?’ 

			Minutes later there was – supposedly – a catastrophic explosion in the engine decks. In reality, that was the last way a vessel like the Akrops would fail. But it was a simple enough disaster for the humans to understand. With the help of Xenology via the scarab, they constructed a series of distress messages that were not in any form of real necron communication protocol, but would look as if they were to the Unclean, and were designed specifically to be decoded. As the false messages told it, the Akrops had ‘blown its main reactor’, and was now sinking towards the planet’s surface, back end down, like a water-vessel sinking. To help the illusion, they killed the lights over the whole vessel, inside and out, so it appeared to be dying. 

			As they waited for the bait to be taken, Oltyx flicked through scries of the ship’s decks – in the halls and the corridors of the voidborne city, lit only by the dim glow of their own core-fire, millions of necrons waited in expectant silence. 

			The grand cruiser above had paused in its bombardment – evidently, they were worried the Akrops was on the brink of rupture, and if Xenology ­understood the humans, it knew they would be thinking hard about how to salvage and loot their ship for their bizarre machine-cult, or at least prevent it falling right on top of their newly acquired planet. 

			It was a masterful piece of deception, and Yenekh had always enjoyed the orchestration of a good trick. They were in free fall, leaking what the humans probably thought was reactor gas, but was in fact just a charged swarm of pico-chaff, programmed to glow fluorescent green. It wasn’t even the right shade of green, but it would be indistinguishable to barbarian eyes.

			The flagship, at last, was the ship that took the bait. It alone among the human ships was large enough to haul the Akrops out of Antikef’s gravity well, after all. And as its huge beaked prow dipped down towards them, crowned with its effigy of a deformed hunting bird, Oltyx came to appreciate how large it truly was. 

			Their rear end had sunk into atmosphere now, silent engine vents licked with re-entry flames as they arced slowly towards the smoke-wreathed capital. This was no tax on the Akrops’ structure, but if the human flagship got much lower, it would begin to break up under strains it had never been built for. Unable to descend further therefore, Oltyx had been expecting it to deploy some sort of gravitic manipulation beams to lift the Akrops. But yet again, he was astounded by the sheer, brutal crudity of human technology. 

			Chains – actual chains, their individual links dwarfing the smaller ships that swarmed around the monster’s belly – were extruded from hatches in the flagship’s ventral flank. They began extending down into the gravity well, towed by banks of sputtering, building-sized chemical rockets, until their heads clamped on to the Akrops with colossal, primitive ­electromagnets. Once they were secured, each one fixed to their hull with a thud that reverberated through the ship’s bones, rows of furnace-like thrusters ignited along the length of the human flagship. They began to shunt it upwards and backwards, towing it and its prize towards a higher orbit.

			As the flagship took the strain, it dipped towards them, and its prow loomed before the bridge windows once more. As it did, Oltyx saw the ship’s name at last, written in human script half a league high across its axe-like rostrum. 

			‘Polyphemus,’ read the scarab. ‘The name of a vicious giant, in one of their myths.’

			‘So,’ mused Yenekh, ‘our enemy has a name.’

			‘Ramming speed,’ commanded Oltyx, in a tone as cold as a star’s final ember winking out. 

			Their engines ignited at once, ramping up to full power within seconds. To the insect-like armies of the humans below, it must have seemed as if the oculars of a terrible god had lit up in the sky. Already, they would be bathed in lethal torrents of radiation, and exposed skin would be blistering in the heat. But they would not have time to sicken, or even to burn. 

			As the Akrops began to accelerate upwards, the Polyphemus’ chains slackened, and then were jettisoned, as the vessel tried to shift itself out of the path of the rising giant. It was an attempt made in vain. The human ship could stay out of their reach for a short while, but the Akrops’ engines were far more advanced than its own simple fusion drives, and the Polyphemus had no hope of turning fast enough to escape their path. There was worse news to come for the flagship, however. 

			‘Sails,’ said Oltyx, with a note of imperious satisfaction. ‘And then, the pulse.’

			With funereal solemnity, Yenekh nodded to one of the bridge Immortals, who stood before the panel linked to the Akrops’ star pulse generator. It was a weapon of dire strength – a dimensional appendix, containing an artificial stellar body with a mass far too great to sustain its own combustion, but soothed by the unnaturally forgiving physical laws of the pocket reality containing it. When it was brought into baseline reality, the ­pseudostar would explode instantly in a controlled, small-scale nova. 

			Usually, it would be used to clear swarms of smaller craft from around a beleaguered capital ship, directed by phase-fields so as not to damage the vessel that fired it. But as well as sheer energy, it also threw out an enormous wave of physical matter. And if that happened close enough to a solid surface – for example, a planet – the reflected wave would provide an astonishing secondary effect. 

			As the star pulse was being prepared, Yenekh extended a great fan of graviton sails around the aft curve of the ship, fanning out in readiness to catch the reflected wrath of the weapon. And then, with a regal nod from Oltyx once those magnificent wings were outspread, the captured star was released. 

			For a fraction of a second, Antikef was bathed in the most perfect sunlight it had ever seen. Then the atmosphere ignited. The capital was stripped to its component atoms, along with every structure across the hemisphere below them. The invasion forces still on the ground vanished in an instant, and even the deepest tombs of Ithakas were soon boiled away under the fury of the pulse. Nothing would survive. The shockwaves racing through Antikef’s mantle would be sufficient to reliquefy the planet’s long-stilled core, and within days, the surface would be submerged under an ocean of magma.

			The stones will be broken, said Djoseras’ voice in Oltyx’s mind. All that is permanent now will be in you, and the people with you. Expend all you need to protect them, Oltyx. Expend everything, to preserve the honour of the ages. Burn all you need to.

			Antikef burned. And as the shockwave bounced back from its core, ravaging the pulverised remains of the surface for a second time, it hit the Akrops’ graviton sails, speeding the ship forward as if it were pushed by enormous hands. The shockwave carried the battleship’s mountain-heavy disc up into the exosphere like a petal on a storm wind, accelerating it at speeds that would have liquefied the inhabitants of a mortal ship. But Oltyx and Yenekh just looked at each other calmly under the inertial suppression of the interior, before turning to view their prey.

			Their strike had been perfectly aimed. The Polyphemus had done its best to back out of their path, but once the pulse had been fired, it had stood no chance. Streaking up from the last wisps of the blazing atmosphere, the Akrops had smashed right through the armoured prow of the Polyphemus, with a crack like a fist breaking the jaw of a god. The leagues of armoured hull had barely slowed them, and they came away now in a glittering spray of debris, as the ship behind them was engulfed by the firestorm of the reflected pulse.

			Only when they had thundered all the way to Antikef’s second lunar orbit, hurtling past the rest of the human armada far too quickly to even be targeted, did Oltyx notice their acquisition. As they had shot through the front of the Polyphemus, they had torn that primitive golden effigy right from its prow, and it had lodged on one horn of the Akrops’ crescent hull. 

			‘A fine trophy,’ marvelled Yenekh, with a shiver of exhilaration-patterns, and Oltyx could not help but agree. It was not the revenge they deserved – it had barely even bought them their escape, and he had no doubt the Polyphemus would survive its wounds. But it was a start. 

			One last time, Oltyx fought down the urge to look back, and the Akrops left Ithakas forever. 
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			Before the being called the Emperor revealed Himself, before the rise of the aeldari, before the necrontyr traded their flesh for immortal metal, the world was born in violence.

			And despite everything that would happen, this violence was more terrible than any the world later witnessed. For sweeping battlefronts are nothing compared to the torture of geologic change, and no warhead – no matter how large – can equal a billion years of volcanic upheaval.

			It was a nameless world, for no one yet lived there to name it.

			Ice sheets tall as a battle cruiser expanded and retreated. Tectonic plates ground continents together, their collision pushing up mountain ridges like teeth in the gums of a child. In the world’s great ocean, an undersea volcano spewed white-hot magma into the darkness of the oceanic floor, gradually building an island. Then another. The oceanic plate moved across the hotspot, carrying the created islands north-west as the volcanic boil continued to vent itself into the cold, black water. A long archipelago formed, like the dot-dash of an ancient code running across the jewelled blue of the sea.

			The first civilisations rose around these islands, in a manner of speaking.

			Microorganisms ruled the warm waters, their battle for survival as worthy as any that would come after. But their struggles, their triumphs and their cannibalisms went unremarked – even by the organisms themselves. Sentience was an unneeded complication. 

			Then came the great city-builders. Colonies of coral polyps that erected great funnel towers, branching architectural lattices in green and magenta, cities full of life and activity.

			And like every great civilisation, they built upon the skeletons of those that had come before. Layer upon layer, each generation withering and ossifying, so the living stood unthinking upon a vast necropolis of their predecessors.

			Perhaps the fish that weaved through these great reefs were the first sentient beings on the world. They had little emotion other than fear, pain and hunger, yet their arrival presaged a new era – no longer was life there a march of unfeeling organisms that existed in order to exist. They could now perceive.

			When the great lizards emerged from the water, the struggle became one of legs and muscle and hearts beating blood fast through strong chambers. And though these great lizards were little more intelligent than the fish, they felt. They felt the pleasure of hot blood on their tongues, the agony of a festering wound, and maternal protectiveness. They died in great numbers, rotting corpses ground and crushed by geological processes into the diamonds and crude oil that other beings would, in time, murder each other to possess.

			And a few, just a few, would enter a state of deathless preservation. Trapped in silt and unable to fully decay, the calcium of their bones replaced atom by atom with rock until they were but stone skeletons. Immortal in form, yet with nothing of their bodies remaining. A mockery of the vital living creatures they once were.

			Life on the nameless world continued this way for billions of years, unheeded by the rest of the galaxy.

			Then one night, a saurian scavenger sniffed the wind, sensing something had changed. Pointing her long snout towards the sky, she took in a sight that had never been encountered there before.

			New stars burned in the rainbow smear of the sky. Points of light that clustered together with unnatural regularity. Lights that glowed with balefires, green as the island canopies, and moved across the sky as clouds did.

			To the scavenger’s rudimentary brain, strange visual information like this could only be a hallucination brought on by consuming one of the island’s poisonous plants. Her body triggered a purge reflex, vomiting egg yolk and root plants before she darted for the twisted labyrinth of ground trees.

			As the scavenger watched, judging the threat, the lights descended. The creatures were large, with great sickle wings swept forward and bodies so black they barely stood out against the night.

			Like any who survived on the island, the scavenger knew a predator when she saw one.

			Cold emerald light spilled from the creatures’ bellies, and the scavenger detected the foreign scent of sand baked into glass.

			Two-legged creatures stepped out of the emanation, feet shattering the plate of fused beach. Starlight glinted off their bodies like sun on the sea, and their eyes burned the same green as the lights on the flying predators.

			The world would be nameless no longer.

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWO

			 
 

			Aeldari World of Cepharil, Eastern Fringe
Ten Thousand Years Before the Great Awakening

			Ancient stories, passed from the lips of spirit-singer to spirit-singer, held that anyone who touched the stone would burn.

			Thy hand shall curl and turn black

			Thy back-teeth glow white-hot

			Thy bones crack like fire-logs

			For I have drunk from elder suns

			The songs held that the gemstone was a meteorite. Wandering, semi-sentient. Absorbing the energy of each star it passed. During the War in Heaven, it was said that warriors had used it to channel the gods themselves.

			Trazyn, however, had learned long ago not to believe the absurdities of aeldari folklore. Ancient though their race was, they were still given to the follies of an organic brain.

			Trazyn had travelled the galaxy for so long he’d forgotten what year he’d started. Collecting. Studying. Ordering the cultures of the cosmos.

			And one thing he’d learned was that every society thought their mountain was special. That it was more sacred than the mountain worshipped by their neighbouring tribe. That it was the one true axis of the universe. 

			Even when informed that their sacred ridge was merely the random connection of tectonic plates, or their blessed sword a very old but relatively common alien relic – a revelation they universally did not appreciate, he found – they clung to their stories.

			Which is not to say there were not gods in the firmament, of course. Trazyn knew there were, because he had helped kill them. But he’d also found that most of what societies took to be gods were inventions of their own, charmingly fanciful, imaginations. 

			But though he did not believe the gem channelled ancient gods, that did not mean it wasn’t worth having – or worth the aeldari protecting.

			Indeed, the sounds of a siege echoed through the bone halls.

			Trazyn allowed a portion of his consciousness to stray, if only to moni­tor the situation. Part of his mind worked the problem at hand, the other looked through the oculars of his lychguard captain.

			Through the being’s eyes, Trazyn saw that his lychguard phalanx still held the gates of the temple. Those in the front rank had locked their dispersion shields in a wall, each raising their hyperphase sword like the hammer of a cocked pistol. Behind them, those in the second rank held their warscythes as spears, thrusting them over the shoulders of their comrades so the entire formation bristled with humming blades.

			Perfectly uniform, Trazyn noticed. And perfectly still.

			Exodite bodies littered the steps before them – feather-adorned mesh armour split with surgical-straight lines, limbs and heads detached. His olfactory sensors identified particles of cooked muscle in the air.

			Another attack was massing. In the garden plaza before the temple, where five dirt streets converged, aeldari Exodites flitted between decorative plants and idols carved from massive bones.

			In the distance, he could see the lumbering form of a great lizard, long necked and powerful, with twin prism cannons slung on its humped back. Trazyn marked it as a target for the two Doom Scythes flying a support pattern overhead. 

			Shuriken rounds swept in, rattling the necron shields like sleet on a windowpane. One disc sailed into the ocular cavity of a lychguard and lodged there, bisecting the grim fire of his eye. The warrior did not react. Did not break formation. With a shriek of protesting metal, the living alloy of his skull forced the monomolecular disc free and it fluttered to the steps like a falling leaf.

			Trazyn looked at the pattern of it through the captain’s vision. Circular, with double spiral channels. A common aeldari design, not worth acquiring.

			He sensed a change in the air and looked up to see the first Doom Scythe streaking down in an attack run. At the last moment the great lizard heard it, rotating around its serpentine head to stare at the incoming comet.

			A beam of white-hot energy lanced from the Doom Scythe’s fuselage, tracing a line of flame through the lush undergrowth. It passed through the creature’s long neck and the top third of it fell like a cut tree branch. The great body staggered, heeled, stayed upright. Then the next Doom Scythe lanced it through the midsection and set off the payload on its prism cannons. Cascading detonations tore the creature apart, the purple energy blast throwing the weapons crew hundreds of cubits away.

			Pity, Trazyn thought as he watched the carcass burn. I wanted one of those.

			But he had no time for such side projects. Conch shell horns sounded across the rainforest-girdled spires of the city, and already he could see more great lizards lumbering towards the temple. One rotated a twin-barrelled shuriken cannon towards the sky and began spitting fire at the retreating Scythes. Though they were primitive, once the Exodites marshalled their numbers his small acquisition force would be overwhelmed.

			Cepharil was awakening to defend its World Spirit.

			Trazyn left the lychguard captain’s body, rejoined his consciousness, and focused on the task at hand.

			Before him stretched a long wraithbone corridor, likely salvaged from whatever craftworld these fundamentalists had used to begin their self-imposed exile. Bas-relief carvings depicting the society’s exodus, fashioned from the bones of the great lizards, decorated the walls.

			Trazyn had been scrying for traps, detecting pressure plates and a huge mechanical fulcrum hidden in the masonry. Beyond that waited the cyclopean gates of the inner chamber.

			He finished his calculations and saw the way through.

			Trazyn picked up his empathic obliterator and strode into the corridor.

			Eyeholes in the bas-reliefs coughed, sending clouds of bone darts clattering off his necrodermis. Trazyn snatched one out of the air and analysed the tip: an exotic poison derived from a local marine invertebrate, unique to this world.

			He slipped it into a dimensional pocket and continued forward, sensing a stone shift and sink beneath him.

			A piece of masonry, hammer-shaped and weighing six tons, swept down at him like a pendulum. Trazyn waved at it without stopping, the stasis projection from his palm emitter halting its progress mid-swing. He passed it without a glance, its surface vibrating with potential energy.

			Finally, the gate. Tall as a monolith, it was decorated with exquisite carvings of aeldari gods. A vertical strip of runes laid out a poem-riddle so fiendish, it would stop even the wisest if they did not know the obscure lore of the–

			‘Tailliac sawein numm,’ intoned Trazyn, turning sideways so he could slip through the gates as they ground open.

			Normally, he would have put some effort into it. Solved it by thought, then performed a textual analysis. Trazyn enjoyed riddles. They revealed so much about the cultures that shaped them. But a noemic notice from his lychguards suggested that the Exodites were pressing harder than anticipated. No time for amusing diversions.

			He hadn’t paused to process the meaning of the runes, just fed them through his lexigraphic database and cross-referenced double meanings, inferences and mythological connotations. Even now, he could not have explained what the answer to the riddle was, or what it meant. It was merely a linguistic equation, a problem with an answer.

			An answer that had brought him into the presence of the World Spirit.

			The chamber swept up around him like a cavernous grotto, its upper reaches lost in the echoing vaults of the ceiling. His metal feet sounded off a causeway, its wraithbone marbled with veins of gold. Filigreed balu­strades on either side mimicked the corals of the ocean depths, for Cepharil was a world of warm seas and lush archipelagos. On either side of the walkway, pools of liquid platinum cast watery light across the walls.

			‘Now,’ he muttered to himself. ‘Where are you, my lovely?’

			Before him rose the World Spirit.

			It curved ahead, inlayed into the vaulted surface of the far wall. It too was made of bone, but rather than the old, inert wraithbone of the walls and ceiling this sprouted alive from the floor, branching like a fan of tree roots that had grown up instead of down.

			No, Trazyn corrected, that was not quite accurate. His oculars stripped away the outer layers of the World Spirit, refocusing on the veins of energy that ran through the psychoactive material. Arcane power pulsed to and fro in a circulatory system, racing through arteries and nerves as it travelled to the highest forks of the network and back to the floor. Not roots, then – antlers. Yes, that was it, a great set of antlers, large as a mountain, the points of its forks curving away from the wall. Here and there it sprouted buds, fuzzy with new growth.

			Exquisite.

			Stepping closer, Trazyn appraised the object. The substance was not wraithbone, he noted, at least not entirely. This was a hybrid, a substitute, grown from the skeletons of the great lizards and interwoven with the psycho-plastic wraithbone salvaged from their crashed ship. A gene-sequence scry failed to find where one substance began and the other ended, no points where the ancient craftsman had fused or grafted the two materials together. This was a seamless blend, nurtured and shaped over millions of years, wraithbone woven between the molecules of reactive, but lower quality, dinosaurid remains. A masterwork by one of the finest bonesingers in the galaxy, an act of artistry and devotion that was at once temple, mausoleum and metropolis. A place for the souls of his slain aeldari ancestors to be at rest, united and safeguarded from the hungry gods of the aether.

			Trazyn carried towards it on tireless legs, craning his hunched neck to see where the highest forks disappeared in the darkness of the vault. Once, his own kind had been able to accomplish works such as this. But the process of biotransference, the blighted gift that had moved their consciousness to deathless metal bodies, had also burned away nearly all artistry. His kind were no longer artisans or poets. Those few that retained the knack found their powers diminished. Now they forged rather than created. A work that took this much care, this much love, was beyond them.

			Such a shame he could not take the whole thing.

			Given time he could extract it, perhaps even lock the entire temple in a stasis field and transplant it whole to his historical gallery on Solemn­ace. To have the gemstone in its original context would be a rare coup. But somehow these primitives had sensed the coming of his acquisition phalanx, and there was no time. In truth, he had broken protocol by waking even thirty of the lychguard before their time. Doing so had damaged their neural matrices, making them little more than auto­matons that followed tactical programs and explicit commands.

			But if they could not remember this expedition, so much the better – Trazyn was not supposed to be here anyway.

			He approached the base of the World Spirit – the chamber was a full league across – and beheld the true genius of its creation.

			The structure sprouted from the skull of a predator lizard twice Trazyn’s height, its lower jaw removed and sickle-like upper teeth buried in the wraithbone floor. A glow, like the orange light cast by wind-stoked embers, emanated from the cavities of the creature’s eye sockets.

			Trazyn’s vision stripped away layers of bone and he saw the gemstone embedded in the predator’s fist-sized brain cavity.

			‘A carnosaur. Astonishing.’

			He brushed a metal hand over the skull’s cranium, an emitter in the palm casting electromagnetic radiation through its core. 

			It was old. Older than he had thought possible. Indeed, perhaps Trazyn should have tempered his dismissal of the aeldari tales, for it was indeed a meteorite, and one of extreme antiquity and unknown make-up. He reviewed the spectromantic divination results manually, to confirm its findings. Given the age of the components, their degradation, and the style on the beam-cut faces of the gem, it was entirely possible that it dated from the War in Heaven.

			A delicious shiver passed through Trazyn’s circuitry.

			‘Well met, my dear,’ he said, his cooing tone offset by the hollow echo of his vocal emitter. ‘It is not so often that I meet a thing as old as I am.’

			He was so entranced, in fact, that he did not see the dragon riders coming.

			Deep focus tended to dim his circumspection protocols, and the beasts’ footfalls had been masked via training and sorcery.

			And for all his inputs, scryers, protocols and diviners, the movements of the empyrean were muffled in his senses. When it came to warp sorcery, he was like a deaf man at a dinner table, able to make out words through dampened sounds and lip-reading, but unable to even notice the voices behind his back.

			An interstitial alert flashed in his vision and he wheeled, dialling back his chronosense to slow the world and give himself time to calculate a microsecond decision.

			Scales, claws and sawtooth fangs were about to break down on him like a wave – twenty cavalry riding knee to knee in tight formation, wraithbone lances braced, tattooed swirls on arrowhead-sharp faces. Scrimshawed charms dangled from the halters of their raptor mounts, each leather harness crisscrossing a scaled snout that ended in flared nostrils and hooked teeth. The raptors – underwater slow in Trazyn’s enhanced vision – swung their avian frames low, shifting weight to their bunched haunches in preparation for a final lunge.

			One lance came at him so directly, its tip looked like a circle in his vision.

			Minimal options, none attractive. But his proximity to the World Spirit had at least given him a moment to act as they pulled their charge, afraid of smashing into their venerated ancestral tomb.

			Trazyn slid left, past the first lance tip.

			Before the warrior could swing the long weapon around, Trazyn gripped the haft and tore the tattooed Aspect Warrior from his saddle. He watched the rider’s face twist as he fell from the mount, long hair flying free and hands sheltering his face as he tumbled to the bone floor.

			Trazyn, who is called Infinite, a voice said. It was not audible speech. Nor was it telepathy, to which he was immune. Instead, it was a wavelength of psychic pulses pushing on his auditory transducer to mimic language. One of these riders must be a farseer.

			He ignored it.

			The riderless raptor struck at him, jaws closing on the place where his ribcage met his hooded neck. Trazyn had overcommitted himself and could not dodge.

			You will not keep what you seek.

			Hooked teeth met the cold surface of his necrodermis – and shattered.

			Trazyn channelled kinetic force into his fist and punched the dinosaur in the throat.

			Vertebrae popped, cartilage tore. The raptor went down with the noise of a bugle player experiencing sudden and unbearable agony.

			Listen to the song. This world sings for the blood of Trazyn.

			And it was true – even through the syrupy haze of slowed time he could hear the keening chants of the knights. That he did not have blood was no matter, these aeldari wanted it anyway.

			But their formation was not optimised to deal with a single opponent. It was jumbling, folding as the knights tried to get to him. And he had just created a gap.

			As the unit tried to wheel on itself, Trazyn slipped through the hole in the line – making sure to step on the fallen warrior on his way through.

			Behind him, riders collided and mixed.

			‘Aeldari,’ he scoffed. ‘So old and wise. You are children to us.’

			This World Spirit is our ancestry, Trazyn. Our culture. Our dead. And it will wither without the Solar Gem. 

			That’s when Trazyn saw the carnosaur. He’d missed it before now, his focus overwhelmed by the charging raptor riders and senses clouded by witchery. It reared above him, its well-muscled chest protected by a breastplate shaped from dinosaurid bone, twin-linked shuriken cannons emerging like tusks from its chin. Serrated blades fashioned from the teeth of aquatic predators studded the armour plates clamped to its feet and spine. A calcium scythe capped its lashing tail.

			And on its back, the farseer – her willow-thin face half-covered by the mask of an unfamiliar god, graceful frame armoured in mother-of-pearl, and pink hair gathered into a topknot.

			We have long known that you desire it, but if you take it, the World Spirit will die.

			‘If you knew I was coming,’ Trazyn said. ‘You should have made a contingency plan.’

			I know you will return, the farseer said. But I will still enjoy this.

			The carnosaur bit down on him at the waist, his whole upper half trapped inside the wet darkness of its mouth. Nine-inch fangs – even now, he could not stop analysing, cataloguing – sank into the tough tubes and pelvic ambulation structures of his torso. Vital systems tore and failed. Emerald sparks erupted from the wound, lighting the interior of the carnosaur’s mouth with baleful flashes. He felt his legs separate.

			Trazyn channelled his diminishing reserves into a fist and reshaped it into a brutal spike. He stabbed at the carnosaur’s lashing tongue, hot reptilian blood spurting over his oculars. To his annoyance, his systems autonomously ran an analysis of the genetic make-up.

			He marked it to read later.

			The muscular tongue flipped and rolled him to the side. He sprawled, saw a sawtooth strip of light as the jaws opened.

			He regretted slowing his chronosense as he watched the row of jagged teeth close on him, puncturing his oculars, driving through his neural fibre spools and crushing his skull.

			Click here to buy The Infinite And The Divine.
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