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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 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 cruelest 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.
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			PROLOGUE

			


			Ghost ship, they called it. 

			It tore itself out of the warp, its blunt prow punching back through into realspace. A wolf’s head of grey steel, scarred and fanged, a splinter ejected from a raw wound. Miles followed in its wake: gun batteries, launch bays, slabbed metal armour hammered into the hide of a hunting howl-bearer. 

			Ghost-light clung to the flank plates. Corpse-flame. Warp-burn. For a heartbeat the wound hung open. A glowing tear of unlight. A glimpse into the Othersea. Sickening. 

			Wrong. 

			The Geller field guttered out. Fenrisian runes of warding flared white-hot against the dark and the tendrils of warp-fire writhed, then snapped back, stung and sucked back to unreality. 

			The ghost ship was home. It turned its prow as if it remembered. 

			The Wolf’s Eye burned along the exile’s keel. Cold white light washed along its iron hide. A chill welcome for the Ironfang returned. Even at such a vast distance, the giant star cast deep shadows. The wolf’s head prow snarled, every scar and fang cut out in sharp relief. On its flanks, the well-carved marks remained. The wolf of the Vlka Fenryka. The company sigil of the Ironwolves. The personal badge of Gunnar Forkbeard, Foundchild of Fenris. 

			The runes gave its name: Ingvar’s Spear.

			The saga gave others: Star-Steed. Dark-Sea Keel. Fist of the Foundchild. Wolf-lord’s Sled. Sky-Drake. Void-Wolf Hunter. 

			The moon-wake cutter had last been seen in the skies above Cadia, centuries past. Gunnar Forkbeard and his ship-company had fought there, battling the World-Breaker. 

			The Doom-Sower. 

			The Warp-Clad Champion. 

			Oath-bane. 

			Arch-heretic.

			Abaddon the Despoiler.

			No one thought they had survived. The warp-jarl and his crew had sailed the moon-wake into the long-dark. 

			The ghost ship answered no hails. The wolf’s head knew its way home. It turned, slow and deliberate, towards the star fort, grav-anchored alongside the Wolf’s Lair. Shields down. Guns cold. 

			And waited for welcome. 

			Atmund Ironhide was tall, even for a Space Marine. His beard was bound with rune-etched iron rings. Shoulders like an anvil. A warrior bred for the shield wall. He had never met a threat that made him pause. Never known a danger he did not want to plunge into. 

			But this corpse-keel was different. It taunted him. 

			A challenge laid by fate. 

			He hungered to prove himself. Better than the rest. Confirm himself leader of the pack. But battle had taught him wyrd-sense. His scars were runes of wisdom. He would not rush in needlessly. 

			‘It still ignores all protocols,’ the wolf-thrall stated. The gunnery officers wanted sanction to fire first, question later.

			Atmund shook his head. ‘It would be a poor welcome for this star-steed. The Lone Wolf has returned, come through the Otherverse. I’ll not be remembered as the one who fired upon Forkbeard’s own warship.’

			His face was fixed on the picter before him. The mystery gnawed at him. He could not resist. He would go, he decided. Cautious as a hunting wolf. Smell out the truth. 

			‘Summon the pack,’ he commanded. ‘I shall lead them.’

			The Stormwolf assault craft was a blunt-nosed ram. Simple. Brutal. Unstoppable.

			Atmund Ironhide led his pack aboard with swagger, power axe resting easy upon one shoulder. None of his pack was alike. War-coats marked with tribe and totem. Knotwork, snarling wolf heads, etched wards. Wolf furs draped across plate. Battle-trophies hung in clear view. Each bore scars and heirloom weapons with equal pride. They did not speak. The loading chamber sounded with the low hum of power units. The whine of armour. The measured tread of killers. 

			One by one, the Space Wolves stepped into place. Mag-clamps clunked, locking them fast. Grav-generators whined as the ramp slammed closed. Mag-propulsion slammed them out into the void at a speed that would have broken the necks of mortal men. Atmund barely noticed. His twin hearts quickened, veins constricted. His body answered the G-force without thought, his attention fixed on the helmet’s visual feed. 

			Close up, Ingvar’s Spear was mauled. Scarred. But the hull was still intact. Systems active. It was silent. Always silent, despite the repeated welcoming hails.

			Alongside him stood the Blood Claw Hrutur. The young pup was like fire made flesh: his eyes yellow, his hair the colour of blood, fierce enough to make him reckless. Since the Canis Helix had first burnt through him, Hrutur Redmane had never known rest. His hunger was constant. Not for meat or ale, but for battle. For blood. To prove himself the match of any Grey Hunter. 

			‘No sign of corruption,’ Hrutur growled, voice thick with dis­appoint­ment. 

			The others said nothing. They were older, steadier, tempered by years he had yet to endure. 

			‘Learn patience, pup,’ someone muttered. 

			Hrutur snarled as he stared at the helm-feed. Even now his hand twitched about his chainsword’s grip. ‘Will the ghosts fight?’

			No one answered. They all remembered what it was to be a Blood Claw. Too many teeth and not enough sense, the hall-joke ran. 

			‘I wish it was full of foes I could cut into pieces,’ the Blood Claw went on, fangs bared, already imagining the bite of his chainsword in enemy flesh.

			Atmund rumbled, ‘Ghosts don’t fight, Redmane.’

			Hrutur growled. His chainsword nagged at him. The savage weapon was as eager as its master.

			Atmund flashed a smile. ‘Save it for the foe, pup. There’ll be enough, in time.’

			Strobing shadow marked their progress through the fanged maw of Ingvar’s Spear. Grey chevron boarding lights pulsed, guiding them into the prow hangar bay – a vast cavern yawning wide to the void. Retro thrusters flared, yellow and blue, as the craft screamed to a halt. It slammed down hard, deck plates shuddering. 

			The ramp clanged down before the engines had stilled. Hrutur Redmane was the first out, bolt pistol in one hand, chainsword in the other, the handle’s exhaust coughing fumes into the dead, stale air.

			Targeting runes danced across his visor. Red outlines leapt, flickered, died. 

			No heat.

			No motion. 

			The chamber was still. 

			Too still.

			Hrutur snarled, his fury thwarted. 

			Only the dull blink of cogitator banks lit the gloom. Rows of servitors lay slumped in place at their stations, withered husks long since rotted, their silence deeper than any corpse-field.

			There was a watchfulness. Hrutur’s skin prickled. He salivated for the kick of the bolt pistol. The bite of his chainsword. But the wall-mounted servitors were nothing but mouldering skulls, eyeless sockets staring into the dark. They sagged forward on bent spines, corpses held upright by the tangle of nutrient tubing and neural spikes stretched taut in their housings.

			With a hiss of pressure, Hrutur tore off his helm. He trusted his senses more than any helm-reading. One breath filled him with the scent of the ghost ship. Stale fyceline. Stale yak-felt matting. The tang of sour promethium.

			And beneath it all, the stagnant reek of rot.

			He stalked forward, lashed out in frustration with a gauntleted backhand. The nearest servitor’s skull snapped free from its rotting neck, clattering against the decking. 

			Kaspr Doomganger, Wolf Guard, could not stop himself. ‘Stay your hand, Redmane,’ he said. ‘Breaking bones doesn’t make you a warrior.’

			The rest of the pack spread into the chamber. Veterans all – battle-stained, blade-wise, killers tried and tested. Calm and assured as the Blood Claws were eager. Atmund strode towards the main hangar void-door, power axe balanced on his shoulder. He shot a glance at the cogitator screens as he passed. Scrolling runes, status reports. Nothing untoward. Nothing arcane. The machine spirits were not hostile. 

			He punched the door-stud and a low grind of hidden gears rolled through the deck. A crack of light burned along the seams, sketching the outline of a wolf’s head. The heavy iron door split and slid into the wall recesses. Iron wall-sconces lit the way ahead. Flagstone flooring stretched into shadow. 

			He paced deeper inside, the vaulting walls lined with banners and blades and shields hung in rows, their scars cut deeper than runes. Niches held fine blades, edges still sharp. 

			These were famous blades and trophies with great sagas and triumphs to their name: the long blade of Harek Frostborn; the gold helm of Brandr Skull-Splitter, still wearing its wolf-head hood; pelt-cloak of Odr Blackfang, stitched from the hide of a great ice-wyrm – the Frost-Gnasher of Fenris. 

			The ancient treasures were as silent as headstones. There were no whispers. 

			No heartbeats. 

			No laughter to fill this hall. 

			Only the hush, and dust, and echo of footsteps. 

			And yet… 

			Something was awry. Quicksilver flickers in the corner of their eyes. Reflections of faces upon polished steel. The banners stirring, where no breeze moved. The tomb-breath cold upon their skin. 

			The air was alive. Awake. 

			Watching. 

			‘I thought we’d find answers,’ Atmund said, his voice a low growl. ‘But this night-riddle only darkens.’

			Hrutur couldn’t bear it. ‘Enough of riddles!’ he shouted as a challenge. ‘Come out into the open!’ 

			His voice echoed back at him, loud and jarring. And the shadows stirred, whispering as if he had woken something deeper within. A sword scratched against the wall. A shield rattled as if clutched at by an unseen hand. 

			This time Kaspr’s voice was hard. 

			‘Still your tongue, pup.’ 

			Ingvar’s Spear was primed for war, bristling with the detritus of battle. Yet there was nothing. No crew. No thralls. Not a single soul alive.

			The pack divided to search for facts. Atmund sent Hrutur deep into the magazines. He cursed and swore, striking at shadows, chainsword snarling in his fist. He pressed on through yawning bulkheads, past drifts of spent shell casings and rusting projectile cartridges. Faulty shells loomed, each as tall as a tank set on end. But there was no sign of wolf or foe. Only greasy heaps of yak-felt padding, thrall-dorms rank with lines of mouldering fur bedding. Just echoes and dust. 

			A low groan of metal came from somewhere deep below. Not a voice, not machinery… 

			Hrutur shoved through into the thrall-canteen. Benches empty. Air stale. Brief vox-chatter crackled in his ear, reports from the others. Short. Clipped. Never more than a sentence. The Wolves did not waste words. 

			‘Movement,’ Hrutur snarled. He gripped his chainsword, eager to slash and bite and kill. 

			But it had been a trick of his mind. 

			‘Gone,’ he had to admit, grip on his chainsword tightening. 

			He wanted to be as cool and taciturn as the Grey Hunters. The battle-hunger burned too hot within him. 

			At last he spat, ‘Level eighty-four, empty.’ His frustration bled through as he moved up to the eighty-third level. 

			At that moment the vox rasped to life. 

			‘I’ve found him,’ Kaspr reported. The Wolf Guard’s voice had no boast. No triumph. 

			His words fell heavy as stone. 
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			I

			DRAUMR – THE DREAM TIME

			Limbless as the whale, Bjorn swims, body flexing beneath the frosted ice floe, old as the mountain, weary as the rock crushed beneath it. He drifts through a sea rimed with memory, vast and glacial, swilling and colliding like ice-packs herded by the tide. 

			So many battles. 

			So many brothers. 

			Most memories have settled, like sediment, to the darkest depths of the Worldsea, too deep to sound. Yet some rise – fragile bubbles of recollection breaking upwards through the dark. 

			He is there, sprinting across the ice-packs of Fenris, breath a mist as he sees a star fall from the dark vault. 

			Pyramids beneath a dome of blue. 

			Ruins of the Imperial Palace under a night-black sky, dust-painted warriors as ephemeral as ghosts. 

			Each moment rises, breaks, vanishes. 

			Some of Bjorn’s memories are not even his own. 

			They are gifts stolen in the press of slaughter – torn from dying throats, carried in blood. A spray from the chainsaw’s bite – a mere fleck catching his lips in the midst of battle. Another splattered hot against his bare knuckles as he rips the blade free, smearing across his mouth when he wipes spit from his fangs. 

			He is a ganger child in the slum-chasms of a rotten honeycomb of a planet, rockcrete crumbling beneath his fingers as he scrabbles for a shard to ward off the closing gangers. Their voices jeer, the scent of hunger is thick in the air. He is alone, until a hand grasps his wrist. A shadow at his side. 

			Not alone, after all. 

			He is a pit-fighter, hands stripped to the bone, replaced with stab-blades. Across the sand-pit a vast shadow looms. The spotlight slashes him in white fire as he steps forward, the whine of buzz-saws rising to a scream.

			He walks the insane coils of damned minds. Maze-memories of the non-human. 

			Each step tests the borders of sanity. 

			These moments last centuries. 

			There has to be a pattern. 

			A meaning. 

			A straw to grasp. A guiding light in the darkness, like the harbour flame, calling longships through the seas to safety.

			Bjorn remembers a tale told in his youth: of a man of Fenris, lost to a wyrd blizzard, who had stumbled home to find that a hundred years had passed. As a child he had wondered what it would be like to be that man – adrift, returning to find all he knew had gone. 

			Memory flips. 

			It is a double-faced coin. And he knows what it is like to be the family left behind. Scouring the snow for a trail, desperate for a sign, a body, an ending. 

			He knows those long years of waiting without word. The slow grind of hope, wearing down the heart as millstone crushes grain. Bjorn knows what it is like to watch anniversaries stack up, century after century, like snow on the highest mountain peaks sliding, slow and inexorable, into a river of ice. 

			The snow that fell when Russ departed has made its way down the Fang and now breaks loose from the glacier’s heart, tumbling at last into the ice-blue waters of the Worldsea. 

			Russ will return, Bjorn knows as surely as he breathes. But the wait has hollowed him – throwing back echoes of the primarch into the world. And sometimes, in the dream, he turns his head, and the shadow of Russ is there, close enough to touch. 

			Close enough that he can feel the weight of Russ’ hand upon his shoulder.

			Close enough that the Wolf King’s breath brushes his ear, speaking low words no one else will ever hear. 

			Bjorn was not old then. He was not broken. 

			In his dreams he is whole. 

			Flesh, spirit, bone – gifted from his ancestors, remade by the Wolves of Russ so, so long ago. Gene-forged, anvil-tested, tempered as iron is hammered into steel. 

			His body is scarred, sutured, wounds and tokens of countless battles he has braved and fought and won – but it is hale, unbroken, entire. 

			His body is a wondrous thing! 

			Lungs inhale deep breaths without care or conscious command. Muscles move before thought, fibres coiled like steel cables, hand-grip fast upon the sword hilt. 

			In his dreams he is a young cub, waiting for his father. A brother holding fast to the shadow of one who has gone.

			There are even older memories still. Older than the scar tissue, older than the slabs of muscle, older than the scars, older than this armoured torso. Beneath them all lie the memories of a human child – a tiny knot of experience sunken at his core, the hard kernel about which the shell of centuries has formed. 

			He slips into it now, into that brief, brief time – older than the Imperium of Man. An age before this burden. Before the endless weight of a Legion upon his shoulders. A time when he was not the one who bore, but who was borne. 

			The memory is soft as down plucked from the breast of the snow goose. He sinks into it, safe in the knowledge that his tribe is his pack, and as with the wolf pack, each guards the other. 

			He is just a man-pup, wrapped in furs and carried by his tribe through the wilds of Fenris. He feels the sting of cold in his nostrils, the steady motion of steps, warmth pressing against his small frame, the rhythm of breath and heartbeat pressed against his cheek. 

			Young, old, sick – the tribe care for each other. Their world, the hunting grounds that stretch from Hollow Rocks to the Black Cleft. A wolf-child carried upon someone’s back. 

			He is that child, wrapped in wolf skins and strapped like a power pack to the back of a woman of his tribe. She feeds him, carries him, lets him suckle at her breast.

			She is life to him. 

			He knows the name of that woman. A word forms upon the flayed remains of his lips. It is a word from the dialect of Bjorn’s tribe from ten thousand years before. A clan’s tongue long since buried. Gone, like smoke in the storm wind.

			Within his sarcophagus, fleshless lips strain to shape that word, to force it into sound. 

			‘Mother.’

			His father’s name was Leman Russ. 

			The Great Wolf, Breaker of Shields, the Wolf that Stalks Between Stars.

			The last time Bjorn saw his father was an age before and yet the moment cuts sharp as chiselled ice: Russ summoning his ship crew, voice like a storm breaking through the halls. 

			His prey – traitors and oath-breakers, broken and hunted, the last dregs of a fallen brotherhood. 

			Russ had boasted that he would flush them from their holes, chase them across the night-lands and moor-paths, drive them screaming into the death-hollow – banners to rot, corpses left as carrion for the crows. 

			Bjorn has stayed behind. He has refused to die. 

			The thread of his life is a twisted rope, strands of other men’s lives knotted into his own – wound thick and ancient, like the steel hawsers that hold the voidships moored over the mountain fastness of the Fang. 

			He dreams, he fights, he tells the sagas. He spends the centuries as a prisoner might pace the yards of his cell. He does not know why he remains, he just knows that he must. 

			Two truths guide him. The only facts that bear him on. 

			Russ will return. 

			And Bjorn will be there.

			Often Bjorn dreams about his father’s return. 

			He has imagined it many times: Russ as a dot in the sky, the world’s helm, marching across the void. At first only a pinprick beneath the star-hall, but Bjorn knows it is him. He would know his father anywhere – at any distance. 

			Anytime. 

			In any light. 

			It is bone-deep. 

			It is a feral instinct. 

			The hunt has aged his father. 

			Russ marches towards the Fang, and Bjorn awaits in the hall-silence. 

			Time is an enemy to all things. It grinds flesh and steel alike, as surely as it grinds the lofty mountaintop to sand. 

			Bjorn has seen worlds reduced to dust. 

			His dreams of Russ’ return follow the same pattern: he waits in a vast hall, seated alone on the carved benches, firelight flickering up onto his scarred features.

			Bjorn has forgotten how big Russ is. 

			Russ’ shadow darkens the hall doorway; he sees his father stoop to pass beneath the lintel. 

			Russ is the sky-lord. He takes two strides where others must take twelve, drags the bench up with one hand – a seat for ten men – and the ironwood groans under his weight. 

			Massive as the mammoth-bull. 

			Faster than the lightning bolt. 

			Fierce as the storm-flecked seas. 

			Braver than the bear that guards her cubs. 

			Dreadful as the rockfall down the mountainside. 

			Russ appears as if he has only been away for a week. Or a day. 

			Eight thousand years has given Bjorn time to imagine what he will say. A thousand beginnings. A thousand endings. He wants to strike, to drive a fist into the face of this bastard who led his pack into the Eye without him. His muscles knot, veins stand out like cords, but he cannot move. He cannot rise. 

			It is as if the Fang itself has been set upon his shoulders. Russ sighs as he sits upon the bench. Silence hangs between them until Russ breaks it with a single breath, a single line.

			‘I’m back.’

			Or: ‘Is that you?’

			Or: ‘What’s wrong?’

			Or, most truthful and cutting: ‘Bjorn… What have they done to you?’

			Bjorn stands upon the crown of the rugged massif called the Fang. The mountain’s head thrusts into the void, its roots sunk deep beneath the planetary crust. The Fang is mountain, fortress, star dock – dominating Fenris as the Imperial Palace dominates the ­Imperium of Man. 

			Here, at its ice-clad peak, there is only stillness. The silence of the void. The hush of a barrow-tomb. Vast voidcraft cling to the mountain flanks, like leviathan parasites clamped to the belly of a Fenrisian ice whale. They sleep in their docks, cold and waiting, while Bjorn alone keeps vigil.

			He is sentinel against the dark. 

			Watching for any evil. 

			Watching and waiting for Russ’ return. 

			Bjorn’s dream self sinks, slowly, endlessly, through the moored craft and miles of docking platforms. He drifts past the bulwarks of void shield generators, bristling hedgehog arrays of defences, arterial routes that plunge down into Fenris’ storm-wracked skies, where the winds howl with Wulfen madness. He cannot say how long the descent takes. There is always more time. 

			Time is his curse. 

			Bjorn sinks through hallowed halls and gun chambers, through the echoing vastness of the Fangthane, where armies once marshalled in uncounted ranks, warbands dwarfed by the chambers about them. He passes drill halls and weapon garths, muster yards and echoing vaults that remember footsteps no longer heard. 

			Deeper.

			Through smithies choked with smoke, through chem-labs and sanctifying chambers, through the hiss of purifiers and the reek of oils. He falls through vac-chutes, lower and lower till he reaches the level of Sunrising Gate and Bloodfire Gate, each well-wrought portal shrouded in the cough of piston-smoke and forge-flame. 

			Deeper yet. To where the secrets lie. Past Borek’s Seal, where the thunder of geothermal reactors beats like a buried heart. Into caverns where the walls blaze with the lava-glow of molten steel. Dark chambers where the dead lie in alcoves and carved biers, flesh rotting away till the warrior’s bone-house remains – the remains that crumble beneath the millstones of time. 

			Their battle done, their struggle ended, 

			Waiting for Russ to return, 

			His horn to summon them back to battle. 

			But not Bjorn. 

			It is not Bjorn’s fate to moulder to dust. 

			He endures, impervious to the years. 

			His dream self sinks miles beneath the planet’s skin, through winter-old vaults of the Underfang – deeper still, through cold caverns gouged millennia past by magma’s fury, the volcanic blood of Fenris, burning to the crust. 

			Centuries have passed since he last walked this deep. Stalactites have risen, fused, broken; shaken loose as war and millennia and the shift of land have bent the rocks to their will. Their fragments lie on the cavern floor, broken tusks scattered in their thousands, like the graveyards of ice mammoths, revealed only when the earth heaves, when mountains settle, when the brief Fenrisian summer melts the shroud of ice. 

			Here the air is rich with sulphur, searing his throat with every breath. He passes through old chambers, the walls daubed with soot blown from human mouths: stark handprints, black upon stone; shapes of beasts long extinct, remnants of forgotten hunts. Here, once, rune singers gathered in the long dark, in winters that never ended. They sheltered their kin through the hunger years, telling tales to carry the tribes through the endless night. 

			At last Bjorn hears it: a chant, rising from the rock. Women’s voices, harsh, discordant. 

			None have been this deep since the time of the Wolf King. This is a cavern older than the Imperium itself, never once touched by the light of Fenris’ sun. Only instincts guide him, animal sense as keen as the wolf’s, the dull pulse of runes carved by Russ’ hand glowing in the dark. Still they hold their power, leading him deeper.

			The song grows louder. 

			Light shivers ahead of him. He pushes forward till the rockfall blocks his way. He squints through a narrow gap, and sees it.

			A vast chamber. 

			A loom set upon the stone, ninety by ninety yards. 

			And before it, nine women weaving. 

			The weights of the loom were Space Wolf heads, hanging by plaits of beard and hair.

			Weft and warp were grey stretched guts, criss-cross backing for the pattern to form, 

			Spears the spindles, the shuttle a sword, sliding through the stretched fibres.

			The reels were bolt shells, slick with blood, that corpse-blue colour. 

			The Wyrd Sisters wove. 

			Gunnr was one, the bringer of war. 

			Göll another, hammer of sword-strokes, cries of the slain.

			Hrund and Hrist, swift-stroke and stabber, shield-crash and shaker. 

			Róta, the battle-storm, the roar of the bolter, 

			The explosion of flesh and the splatter of blood, blasted across the faces of friends. 

			Sigrdrifa, granter of victory to those for whom it was fated. Skalmold, the sword-time when death was most brutal; 

			Toe to toe, trading blows, the closest of killers. 

			Sanngrithr, the testing of will when the shield wall was broken, 

			The enemy press in, and warp-fire is summoned. 

			Thögn, the dread silence when the battle has ended; 

			Wounded cry out as carrion descend. 

			Sharp beaks stab into empty eye sockets.

			Drawing the dead in upon her spear-spindle. 

			The defeated, the stubborn, 

			The brave Wolves of Fenris, finally brought home. 

			Fanged teeth etched with runes, 

			Runes on her nails, slick with blood. 

			Runes in her eyes, red as coals. 

			Picking him out as he stood in the shadows…

			‘Not you, Little Bear,’ Thögn calls, voice rasping as stone scraped on stone. ‘Only the dead may pass. Now is not your time. Your shoulders bear the burden of the Legion.’

			But that is not what Bjorn hears. 

			Not her cackle, nor her age-cracked rasp. 

			What he hears is a man’s voice – the Wolf King’s voice – rolling through the cavern like thunder in the deeps. It is harsh and resonant, as if the mountain itself speaks. 

			A voice that has echoed through Bjorn’s bones for ten thousand years, chasing him back to the light. 

			‘Not you.’

			Not you. 

			Not you. 

			Bjorn has rehearsed the moment many times, across the millennia. He has rehearsed what he will say. Those words have changed, over the ages, but they are always simple. 

			No great speech. No saga. 

			His first line will be: ‘You bastard.’

			Or: ‘You took your time.’

			Or: ‘I held the Legion together.’

			Or: ‘Did you find them?’

			Or: ‘It’s been too long.’

			Or: ‘I didn’t die.’ 

			Or: ‘I knew you would return.’

			Or: ‘Ten thousand years…?’

			Russ sits before him and Bjorn tries to speak. His muscles are taut, straining to tear the words from his chest. But nothing comes. 

			Then suddenly it bursts out: ‘You bastard!’ 

			It is not his voice. It is an augmetic monotone, flat, mechanical.

			With that sound comes the stab of memory. The image flashes across his mind, his own body stretched on the Apothecary’s slab, alarms screaming, Wolf Priests fighting as death drags him under. The last thing he remembers is pain. The face plate lowered, the drill whining as it is sealed, the darkness closing in. 

			The beginning of his entombment. 

			Bjorn floats in his whale-sea of amniotics. 

			He hangs within a sarcophagus, his ruined torso slung from fibre-bundles, entombed beneath the intricate gold knotwork of the Dreadnought’s outer armour. 

			It always begins the same. 

			Iron Priest incantations echo through the hall, rites of awakening for the Eldest. His iron housing floods his veins with stimms. The amniotic sea trembles as the thermic reactor coughs to life. His sutured stumps spasm; ghost-circuit sockets seep blood and pus into the soup. 

			Pain is the first truth. It arrives before consciousness. Limbless, faceless, his body jerks and writhes in the blood-flecked waters. Then the flood of consciousness comes, terrible as fire. Awareness of the ruin, understanding of the iron coffin that is both prison and life. 

			The pain is the proof that he endures. Real and phantom alike – burning stumps, stabbing nerve-endings, the cramps of amputated limbs. The agony of what has been cut away; the agony of what is left. 

			Bjorn clings to his dreams, where he is still hale. 

			Little Bear running over the snow.

			Pride of his tribe, chosen of his people.

			Hunter. Warrior. Sky-born of Fenris. 

			He dreams himself poised on toes he no longer has, leaping where the living could follow. 

			He runs, he leaps, he grips his brothers’ open hands. 

			Chems shunt his body back to life. 

			Fibre-bundles spasm as they kickstart his hearts, the remains of his lungs bubbling with breath. The protective fluids tremble while the auto-loaders cycle through their arming rites. Summoned from long sleep, Bjorn feels his eyelids scrape backwards, his mouth drag for breath – but there are no eyes. 

			No eyelids. Only fibre-bundles plug the sockets. 

			No mouth. Only sheaths of corrugated pipe. The shock of consciousness hits like a hammer blow; pain floods in, the jagged impact of the neural tether biting deep as the torpor loosens its grip. 

			How long? 

			Decades? 

			Centuries? 

			Longer?

			That voice follows him from the dream-sleep. ‘Bjorn. What have they done to you?’

			Light and sound flood Bjorn’s mind, sudden, blinding. Lurid colours harden into greens and black. Not sight, not truly – false-colour echoes through the optical relays, targeting runes sparking to life, clicking red sigils over potential foes. 

			Scent and sound bulge down the cranial tethers. Bjorn flexes the ruined muscles of his torso and the fibre-bundles answer, twitching with unnatural strength. His slabbed shoulders swing slowly, ponderously, burdened by mass, as if the mountain itself has been hung upon his shoulders. 

			His old body labours in silence – hearts beating, lungs drinking air, liver cleansing the blood – all without song or protest. Now he lives with constant noise: pistons pumping as his iron bulk shifts, the grind of gears as his square torso turns, venerable bearings groaning under strain, the whine and clunk of metallic tread. 

			His life moves to this machinery dirge. Every motion of shoulder, hip, and waist is stiff with age, hulking with weight, accompanied by the clunk and whine of hydraulics and gears. A hymn of oil and steel where once there was breath. This forged sarcophagus is almost as familiar as flesh once was. Its narrow range, its stiff cadence of movements, are second nature. He advances, twelve tons of rune-worked adamantine straining forward, systems hissing as servos grind. 

			Trueclaw hangs heavy on his left, a massive fist with razor talons, underslung heavy flamer coughing smoke as its pilot light flickers alive. On his right the assault cannon growls, auto-loaders feeding shells into place with a steady thud, six barrel cylinders cycling. The sound reverberates through the wyrd-sea where his body drifts, each gear’s complaint matching the grumble of his mood. 

			Then he sees them – the ones who have drawn him back from sleep. Battle plate. Steel grey. The unmistakable musk of the wolf pack. 

			He is back within a heartbeat. 

			He is no longer Bjorn. He is the Ancient One. 

			First one Space Wolf, and then a second. 

			Then the whole pack takes up the cry; a ragged chorus, the rising-falling note of the wild. The wolf pack calling the lone one back to the fold, voices echoing from the high rafters. 

			It is a wild and joyful sound. 

			Bjorn surfaces into the light, and he remembers.

			The draw of breath, deep in his chest. The release, long and mournful. The voice of the wolf rising from his lungs. 

			His movements now are stiff, square, inhuman. 

			He looks down upon the pack as they throw their heads back and howl. Fangs gleam in the firelight as voices shift from lament to joy. The sound swells, the welcome of brothers for one long thought lost.

			His brothers need him now. But he has no hands to still them. No hand to grasp. No arms to hold. Only weapon-limbs and targeting runes between his sarcophagus and the living.

			He answers in the only way left to him. 

			A foghorn blast tears from his vox, shaking the timbers of the hall, vast enough to split stone, to match their howls with even greater power. It is the howl of the alpha – a call that strikes fear into the enemies of the Imperium of Man. It shakes the rafters, rattles the bones of the star fort, audible even in the furnace hall of the plasma generators. There Chapter thralls pause in their labours, heads lifting. For a moment they smell the cold wind of Fenris over the ice-flats. They feel their burdens lessen, the load of their years eased. 

			He brings strength to their souls. 

			Bjorn is vast as a monster striding out from the barrow-shade. He moves like a god of iron. He is the giant now, as his father once was: a steel colossus, pistons for muscle, hydraulic blood hissing through his veins. 

			He gazes down upon the assembled pack. His call lifts their hearts and silences them all. The youngest of the pack cannot help themselves: a few scattered howls break from their throats, eager, raw, emboldened.

			They lift Bjorn’s hearts in turn. 

			Yes, he thinks, taking them all in. I live. 
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			II 

			MORKAI – THE TWIN-HEADED WOLF

			It was nearly a thousand years since Kaspr Doomganger had first watched the Ancient One stirred from slumber, roused to speak the sagas of the Chapter. Back then he had been a raw Blood Claw, body being remade by the gene-seed of Russ. Now, only five of his pack endured, old, scarred, marked by centuries of war. Together they formed the honour guard escorting the Dreadnought’s carriage from the deepest vaults of the Aett, right up through the mountain-fortress. 

			Now, Kaspr had precedence. Of the five, he was the eldest. His beard fell in heavy braids across the broad breastplate of his armour, runes and fetishes knotted into his hair, trophies and teeth and lucky battle-charms. With him were Hoskuldr Murderweaver, Haraldr the White, Thjorolf Greyhame, Ulaf the Standfast. Names as old as any saga. 

			The Wolf Guard mixed with the Blood Claws, young and old together. Two of the young ones stood among them. Their armour was still unblemished, their manners too eager, uncertain in the long silence. Kaspr could feel them dying to ask, and at last one did. 

			‘Have you been there?’ 

			The speaker was Hrutur Redmane. Kaspr eyed him, his voice a growl, heavy with memory. ‘Where?’ 

			‘At the Great Feast. When the Ancient One wakes.’

			For a moment Kaspr said nothing. Then he gave a slow nod. ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Many times.’

			The young whelp swallowed. ‘What is he like?’

			Kaspr did not answer at once. The pup, eager and unthinking, filled the silence himself. He whispered the riddling names for Bjorn as though they were charms, each title a relic on his tongue. There was power in speaking the names aloud, and he felt the battle urge upon him.

			‘The Ancient One. Bjorn the Fell-handed. Eldest, Revered One, Last of the Company of Russ, Winter-Mane. Hoariest of all the Vlka Fenryka!’

			The words had a weight all of their own. Kaspr let them linger. He thought for a long time before he spoke, his voice a low growl. 

			‘He is very old.’

			‘Does he speak of Russ?’ the Blood Claw ventured. ‘Of the days of the Allfather? Of the great battles the Wolves of Fenris have waged?’

			‘Sometimes,’ Kaspr said at last. He did not look at the cub. His gaze was fixed ahead, as if looking into the long past. ‘He knows all the sagas. He is the saga.’

			He offered no more.

			The silence grew, heavy and solemn. One by one, each warrior let it settle over him, and their thoughts turned inward, to Russ, to sagas, to the mantle of ages draped over the mountain-fortress. 

			Hrutur shifted, a question burning within him. Fear of the Wolf Guard’s wrath kept his tongue still. They stood unmoving, the old warriors, beards braided and weighted with charms, looming like statues hewn from mountain stone. 

			At last Hrutur could not hold it in. 

			‘Are they waking him because of the ghost ship?’

			‘Yes,’ Kaspr said, his reply simple. 

			The Blood Claw’s eyes flickered at each of their age-marked faces. They gave nothing away. Again, he could not hold himself back. 

			‘What will he say?’

			Kaspr’s mouth twitched into something that might have been a smile. ‘I wonder…’ 

			He let the thought hang, gaze distant. 

			‘I think we will soon find out.’

			Wolf Priests and Iron Priests moved with solemn precision, voices thick with half-growled litanies as they completed the last of the rites. Auspexes hummed. Sacred oils smoked. Sigils burned faintly on the air. 

			Kaspr watched in silence, his mind pulled back across centuries to the first time he had seen the sarcophagus stir. The first time Bjorn Fell-handed had spoken, his voice booming from the ancient vox-grilles. Even now, the memory sent a shiver through him. Bjorn was no mere warrior. He was a relic of an age that only lived in saga and song: the Great Crusade, the fires of the Kin-slaying, the days when the Allfather still walked among men. When Russ led the Rout. To stand in his presence was to stand in the shadow of legend. 

			Kaspr remembered the Dreadnought at war. An iron giant striding through bolter fire and flame, implacable as winter itself, foes breaking like surf upon a cliff.

			A deep clunk echoed through the chamber, long-hidden gears grinding into life. With a hiss of venting pressure, seals broke, and the titanic doors began to slide. Shaped cunningly in the form of a wolf’s head, the gates parted and the pale daylight spilled across the vault flagstones. The light fell across Kaspr’s scarred features. His pupils shrank to slits. His yellow eyes caught the gleam as the shadows fled, and the shape within was revealed.

			In the grip of its winter-old carriage lay the Dreadnought sarcophagus of Bjorn the Fell-handed. Around him gathered the honour guard of the Vlka Fenryka. Rune Priests hissed their songs, Wolf Priests chanted their mantras, and thralls scurried with censers and dataslates. The chanting filled the vaulted chamber, discordant voices rising and falling. Each sang a different melody, yet together they wove into one vast, echoing harmony. It was like the howling of a great pack across the ice wastes of Asaheim. 

			A sound to raise the hackles; a sound that carried the weight of ten thousand years.

			Kaspr drew in a slow breath and held it. The Fell-handed was about to wake.

			The warriors of the honour guard did not march in ordered step. They moved like hunters on the prowl, heads low, senses stretched taut, as though scenting prey across the endless ice-steppes of Fenris. 

			At the fore stalked Wolf Priest Oddr. He was a gaunt giant. He had a skull of ridged bone and old scars, and a predator’s face shaped like a battle-axe. His hair had once been the gold of Fenrisian summer. Now it was white at the roots, like hoarfrost creeping over stone. His fangs were long, glinting when he drew breath. From beneath that iron brow, his eyes shone. They were blue. Not the blue of sky or sea, but the cold, hard blue of Fenris itself. The blue of the frost-fall under a clear sky, the skirts of the Fang, the Aett’s Awning; blue as cold as the pack sea-ice. 

			Oddr did not waste words. He raised one hand in a single, commanding gesture and the pack drew forward. 

			Light spilled across the chamber as the shadows receded, and the vast shape of the Dreadnought came into view. Held within its gilded cradle, runes glowing faintly across its adamantine hide, the form of Bjorn the Fell-handed loomed – an iron warrior from the dawn of the Imperium.

			The sight of Bjorn’s Dreadnought always stole Kaspr’s breath. It was the same shock he’d felt the first time he had seen the Fang itself – when the clouds had been torn away and the mountain revealed its true height, vast beyond reckoning. That same sense of scale. That same crushing weight of history, pressing down on him until he felt himself a pup again, small before something so hoary and immovable.

			Bjorn’s housing had a weight to it that no other Castraferrum Dreadnought could match. The weight of history, the sagas, the wisdom of ages, the unyielding will of the Ancient One within. 

			The scale of the housing was daunting, even for a veteran. It did not simply stand, it towered, a fortress of iron, radiating threat; the rotary barrels, heat-stained and burnished to silver, and taloned fist – each blade as tall as Kaspr – promising ruin. 

			But what was astonishing was not the scale, nor the weapons, but the craft. 

			The Dreadnought’s hide was wrought with a skill beyond any artificer that Kaspr had known. Armour plates were traced with knotwork filigree, curling runes that seemed to move in the firelight. Some were familiar: the wolf, the fang, the rune-signs of Fenris. But others were older. Company marks? Tribal script? Cryptic instructions etched by hands from the dawn of the Imperium, when Russ himself strode at their side? The meaning was lost, worn smooth by the centuries. 

			Kaspr did not need to know. It was all seithr to him, the magic of the Rune Priests. 

			He remained standing as the carriage thundered into the voidcraft’s hangar. The cradle came to rest locked into place, hard points secured with rune-inscribed shackles. 

			The Dreadnought stood in silence. Sleeping. Unhearing. No spark of life. The Ancient One was not merely asleep; he was buried deep, as if entombed in the deepest hibernation, a little bear sleeping through the darkest time of Fenris’ orbit. 

			Each warrior was born with a store of luck. Heppni, the skalds called it. Kaspr Doomganger had been born with plenty, a great store that had carried him through a thousand battles. But now he was Wolf Guard, he knew most of his hoard was spent. He’d burned a great share of it on Cadia, when he had lost part of his fang, and almost his life with it. 

			Worth it, all the same. 

			When the last of his heppni was gone, so would he be. That truth held no fear. Only cowards lived long enough to die in bed. But how much luck had Bjorn been born with? Kaspr wondered. The Fell-handed had endured the Great Crusade, the Traitor-Hunt, ten thousand years of spear-din and bolter-bark… His store seemed inexhaustible, as if it was a cup fed by the Worldsea. 

			Hours passed in silence. 

			The Wolf Guard’s mind wandered as he stood vigil. His mind journeyed back through memory: battles fought, sagas told, the faces of his packmates now long gone to time and war. He recalled the first tale that Bjorn had told him, a thousand years ago. It was the tale of King Herlag, who had locked himself in his barrow-tomb rather than face defeat. 

			Kaspr closed his eyes, and drew in the gravity of the moment. 

			Oddr the Wolf Priest stepped out of the shadows. His narrow face was half-lit by the flames and his eye gleamed glacial blue. His lips were pulled back to show fangs, long and cruel, filed with curls of tiny runes. 

			‘Bring him to the ghost ship,’ he snarled. 

			‘Is it safe?’ Kaspr demanded.

			Oddr laughed. ‘It’s not like you, Doomganger, to worry about such trifles…’

			‘But this is the Ancient One.’

			Oddr turned away, drawing his wolf-cloak about him. ‘Only the Ancient One can bring the Foundchild home.’
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			III 

			THREE CUT THE THREAD

			The machine spirits strained against their leashes, like hounds catching the scent of prey. Targeting runes flared sharp green across Bjorn’s vision. They focused in on the Wolf Priest’s face: hatchet-thin, eyes sunk deep. 

			He had known that fate. The slide. Flesh subsumed by steel. The spirit drowned, or worse – corrupted, twisted, turned daemonic. The nightmare of the machine devouring the man.

			But that was not his fate. Not Bjorn the Fell-handed. 

			His will was stronger than the iron itself. 

			He slapped the yelping pack of machine spirits down. Not here. Not now. 

			Fiercest were the weapons, Trueclaw and Helfrost. The bellicose machine spirits simmered into silence, though still watchful, still hungry. Bjorn’s will held them. His was the voice of command, within and without this iron tomb. Tons of iron and ceramite obeyed his every impulse, a war machine chained to his thought alone. 

			Bjorn knew the Wolf Priest before him. He had been there, at the last waking, before the Fell-handed returned to sleep. The name drifted at the edge of memory, like wreckage from a broken voidship…

			It would come to him.

			Bjorn no longer spoke with his own flesh. His words came through the Dreadnought, a voice remade by augmetics and iron. It was not a voice for nuance. It boomed. It commanded. The sound of it rolled through the chamber, shaking the stone, setting teeth on edge. It was a deep and resonant voice. The voice of a mountain speaking. Like the Fang itself finding words. 

			A shiver ran through the gathered Wolves as the Fell-handed’s gaze swept over them, and fixed on the one who had woken him. 

			‘Wolf Priest Oddr. Greetings!’ 

			The Wolf Priest raised his fist. Bjorn answered in kind, bringing the three great blades of Trueclaw together to a single point. Fist to fist, iron to flesh, like brothers in arms. It was an old greeting. One he had traded with a dozen Wolf Priests and Iron Priests across the centuries, their faces blurring in the saga of his memory. His torso ground as it turned, sensors sweeping the gathering, from the raw-blooded to the Long Fangs. 

			‘Two wolves make a pack,’ Bjorn intoned, his voice rolling like thunder. ‘And the pack hunts.’

			The answer came: ‘Not this time, Ancient One.’

			‘No?’ Hydraulics whined as the Dreadnought turned its bulk. ‘I know this place,’ he growled through his augmetic voice box. 

			He was in the Wolf’s Lair – the star fort that stood guard over the system’s second planet of Frostheim, the outermost bastion of the Fenris System. He did not know why he was here, or when. Such things seldom mattered. What mattered were the foes ranged against them, the state of the Rout, and the tales he had to tell them. Usually, in that order. 

			When Bjorn spoke next it was by vox-link. The sound carried differently through the helmet’s earpiece. It was less monotone, less thunderous than the Dreadnought’s amplifiers. The hearers imagined the voice was Bjorn’s own voice, even the vox-rasp of an entombed warrior. 

			‘It has been a long time since I was here. The Ironwolves were here, in the time of Egil Silverhand.’ 

			The hall fell storm-hushed. 

			Some Chapters stored their knowledge in books – parchment, ink, chained grimoires in cavernous libraries, gilded tomes too heavy to lift. The Wolves of Fenris were not a studious lot. Why sit alone and read a book when you could line the hall benches among brothers, drink deep, and hear a tale being told? Their book-hoard was the mead-hall and the spoken word. And Bjorn – Bjorn was their oldest tome, their most precious archive. 

			There was little he had not seen, fought, or slain. And they sensed a story.

			‘Vorek Gnarlfist was just a pup then,’ Bjorn rumbled, ‘sitting with the Bloodclawed, waiting his hour.’ He drifted in memory, then turned, augmetic bulk creaking, towards the Wolf Priest. ‘I am eager for battle. Are there no foes to crush?’

			‘Not yet, Ancient One. It is something stranger…’ Oddr lifted a hand. A hololith shimmered into being, casting green light across the hall. The flickering light danced on Bjorn’s frame. The warriors fell silent, eyes drawn to the Dreadnought. 

			Bjorn stilled, focusing. The green light uplit his vast bulk, the trophies and trinkets that had been hung from his carapace, the hard edges of the gold panels worked with curling filigree, looking tarnished with age.

			Then he thundered, ‘Ingvar’s Spear! That was the Foundchild’s craft!’

			‘It was,’ Oddr said, his chiselled features remaining fixed on the images before him. ‘And he has returned to Fenris.’

			Bjorn straightened, pistons hissing. ‘Where is the old rascal?’ 

			The Wolf Priest’s face was taut as he wondered how to break the news. ‘Follow me.’

			Bjorn knew the route to the boarding bays. 

			Thousands of years before, his boots had thundered down this very corridor. Now only iron feet beat the stone. It was not natural for a Space Wolf, to be locked and caged in iron. He yearned for the lost texture of life. 

			The sprint of the hunt. 

			The clasp of a brother’s hand.

			The rough embrace on the bench.

			The burn of mjod in the throat – balm of all torments, soothing draught, destroyer of dignity. 

			The list of things he missed went on in his mind: 

			The hard trigger-metal, worn smooth by his forefinger.

			The stink of plasma. The fizz of ozone. 

			The sly grin. The flashing warning glance.

			The crush of the wolf pack, shoulder to shoulder, jostling, laughing, snarling. 

			The laughter of the feast when battle was coming. 

			The laughter of the feast when battle was done. 

			Skin on skin, a brother’s hand-clasp. 

			It started and it ended with that. 

			The hand-clasp. Skin on skin. 

			They led him over the boarding ramps, deck-plates shuddering beneath the Dreadnought’s weight. Bjorn’s iron feet struck cold steel, each step ringing out, rolling away into the dark corridors and feast-halls. 

			And the ship awoke. 

			Echoes came back from the ghost ship, something between voice and low howl, as if the Spear, roused from long slumber, was calling to him in return. Each man felt it: Ingvar’s Spear remembered.

			They led him to the great hall. Their footfalls slowed as they approached. 

			‘Carrion flies,’ the Wolf Guard named Hoskuldr said. The dead flies lay ankle-deep, a brittle carpet softening the Dreadnought’s weight. 

			There was nothing heretical about carrion flies. Not by themselves. Bjorn remembered Fenris. The long winter, a family starved, their bodies lay untended. The flies came, fed, and died, filling their cave with black. 

			The doors to the feast-hall stood open beneath an arch of whalebone, carved with spiralling serpents, scored and scuffed by centuries of passing warriors. Kaspr Doomganger pushed the doors wide for Bjorn to pass, scraping an arc of brittle carrion husks across the flagstones.

			Bjorn stepped within.

			The Dreadnought halted with a hiss of hydraulics, bulk settling as he took it all in. 

			For a saga-beat, none spoke. They drank in the sight. Even Bjorn was silent. No growl. No thunder. Only the hiss of pistons, the groan of his frame, the slow, returning echo of their footsteps. 

			Bjorn had seen many strange things in his long years of war. 

			But never this.

			A mound rose where the benches once stood, where the warriors drank and sang. Now there was only the wreckage of war: broken blades, shattered armour. 

			The feast hall was drowned beneath a cairn of the dead. 

			The mound buried the benches and butted up against the walls. The walls pressed tight with ruin. The heap rose high, spilling with rot that lapped up against Bjorn’s feet: a mound filled with a great quantity of time-gnarled weapons and body armour – carapace helmets with the skulls inside, hollow eyes staring out through empty sockets. 

			Bjorn stood in silence. His engines dulled, as though he held his breath. 

			He knew this ship, and its owner, and the wolf pack he led. In his mind the chamber was full. Warriors laughing. Drinking. Songs rising like storm-winds. The heat, the laughter, the stink of sweat and spilled mjod. He remembered the voices raised in song, fists pounding on tables, the old sagas carrying through the smoke. 

			A palimpsest of moments, memory layered over memory. 

			But now there was only the silence of this heaped grave, collapsing into itself like a corpse left to rot. 

			The dead had been fresh once. Still warm, the bodies had been dragged here, heaped as a trophy. Each suit of armour was scarred. Blades had cut them. Bolters torn them. Bones were cracked. Shell fragments rusted in ribcages, lodged like splinters of memory. 

			Among the wreckage lay the armour of oath-breakers. Distinct, and unmistakable. The vanquished, reduced to blackened ceramite and splintered bone. Tangled together in a knot of death, arms locked with arms, horns snagged in spines, limbs fused in ruin. Marks of their creed lingered on them. Heretical texts cut into steel. Oaths of moment scored deep, sworn to the powers that had abandoned them. 

			Bjorn’s gaze raked over them. This was no charnel pit, or accident of war. The dead had not been discarded. They had been brought here with care. Placed. It was a monument. A throne raised from the corpses of traitors. 

			A triumph. 

			A glory. 

			A great honour. 

			And at the crown of the pile, a seat had been placed. 

			A conqueror’s throne: the heavy, dark-grained ironwood carved with runes and swirling knotwork. The handles were worn, the filigree scuffed with scrapes of ceramite armour. Once it had sat at the head of the trestles, the seat of the pack leader. The Wolf Lord. High Jarl of the Rout. War-sire.

			Upon it sat a giant. 

			Even by the measure of the Space Wolves Chapter, this shape was vast. Steel-grey plate. Mark III Tactical Dreadnought armour carved with warding sigils and deep-cut rune-lines. Upon his shoulder, the wolf head of the Ironwolves glowered. The power plant on his back still lived. A dull ember, refusing to die. 

			But the warrior inside was long dead. 

			The skin had mouldered away to a few dark scraps. The skull was exposed. Plaits of beard and hair hung from thin skin, each braid weighted with charms of bone and brass. The jaw sagged open, slack in death, fangs fixed in a wolf’s-end roar of defiance. 

			He sat, vast and terrible, entombed in his armour. Hands held out before him, resting upon the hilt of an heirloom sword.

			The banner told the rest: kill marks, battle honours, runes of triumph embroidered into the faded cloth. A wolf head and a name, stitched in gold. 

			They all knew him.

			His name. His deeds. The saga of that famous blade. 

			It was called Fafnir – war-tooth – older than any living skald. Its edge bore the scars of a hundred wars, each notch a victory against the heretic foe. A wolf fang cut from the bones of history, heavy with the weight of sagas. 

			There was a sigh of hydraulics, then a long silence. 

			At last Bjorn’s vox growled, low and heavy. 

			‘So he is dead.’ 

			Firelight played on the gold-worked filigree of Bjorn’s armoured housing. The Space Wolves looked up to him. There was no face to read, no flesh to show expression or grief, yet melancholy bled from him all the same.

			The great slab of iron seemed to tilt forward, as if in mourning. 

			‘Gunnar Forkbeard,’ he said. ‘Star-child, his tribe named him. Foundchild to others. Tiger-slayer before he saw his thirteenth birthday. From the stars he came… and to the stars his warband trusted him.’

			The world seemed smaller without a warrior like Gunnar within it. The hall-joy diminished. The laughter less uplifting. A fount of great tales had finally run dry. 

			‘Last seen on Cadia?’

			‘Aye, lord.’

			Bjorn said nothing. His silence was heavy as the years. 

			‘Bring him home,’ Bjorn ordered finally. His voice filled the hall. ‘Feast him one last time,’ he commanded. ‘And tell the sagas of his deeds.’

			They laid the Foundchild upon a grav-bier, his ruined plate gleaming faintly in the fire-glow. Together they bore him, and Bjorn led them, each step echoing like a drumbeat of war. 

			The ghost ship echoed as they bore Gunnar away. The banners stirred, metal moaned and the flames guttered out once they had passed – as if the ship had died with the Foundchild’s departure. 

			At last, the forge-born void-gates groaned shut, the star­craft’s iron jaws clamping closed. Oddr carved runes of warding upon them. Chains were drawn. Sigils marked. 

			Ingvar’s Spear was sealed shut behind them. 

			An empty tomb. Left to the ghosts, to the guttering flicker of lumen-flames, to the whisper of the shadows that feasted within. 

			None of them looked back as they went. No one saw the flicker of cold light within the ship’s chambers, the pale faces watching, nor heard the faint echo of armoured tread, the low chant of long-dead voices. 
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			IV 

			THE WINDS OF FENRIS

			They carried the Foundchild home.

			Through the echoing vaults they marched, towards Välhal, the Hall of Oaths, heart of the Wolf’s Lair. All the while they chanted, a song for the fallen. A song that cut deep into their warlike souls. 

			Bjorn’s voice led them. More than vox. More than machine. 

			Thunder made litany, a saga given iron breath. 

			To hear him was to hear the Vlka Fenryka themselves. The living memory of the Allfather. The Last of Russ’ Company. 

			Bier of broken mail

			Drake-skulls, oathless slain

			Heaped in honour, 

			The Wolf Lord lay. 

			Foundchild returned,

			Faithful hound, to the hearth-star.

			They brought Gunnar into the hall, the firelight playing on the long-fanged skull. Shadows flickered over the dead features, as though he still moved, as though the feast-fire sought to give him back life.

			The Fell-handed’s tread made the whole chamber shake, rattled the mjod-horns, filled them with a storm of brewed-water. In Bjorn’s mind the chamber was full of immemorial feasts, rowdy memories all jostling for attention. The Wolves fell still as he passed, all eyes upon him as he came to a stop before their fallen brother. They looked on with awe as the Ancient One loomed over Gunnar’s corpse. 

			Stillness held the hall. Then came the sigh of gyros as the Dreadnought’s squared torso angled, servos whining. 

			Trueclaw extended, its three blades as long as a warrior was tall, each edge honed, cruel as an eagle’s talon. Yet there was no threat in the gesture. No rage. No threat, no fury. With impossible care, blades that had torn giants and monsters apart now cradled the dead warrior – throne and all – and set him down at the hearth’s head with the gentleness of a she-wolf carrying her cubs in her jaws. 

			The talons brushed Gunnar’s cheek. They lingered for an oath-breath, a touch of parting, before the Dreadnought straightened. Gears clanked, pistons hissed as he stepped backwards – one, two, three paces – until he stood apart once more. 

			‘I fought with him many times.’ 

			Silence stretched. The warriors listening could almost believe it was Bjorn’s own voice, not that of the iron shell that carried him. 

			Then, at last: ‘He was a great warrior.’

			For the Wolves of Fenris there was no higher praise. No greater epitaph. The words fell into them like oil onto fire. Each knew that they would carry this hour to the grave. All aspired to earn such praise. 

			The Ancient One stood in rune-quiet vigil as Kaspr and the other Wolf Guard joined Atmund’s wolf pack on the benches. 

			It was Kaspr who began, his voice carrying the first tales of Gunnar’s youth, of the days before he set sail for the Eastern Fringe. 

			‘He was the biggest of talkers in his youth,’ Kaspr said with a chuckle. ‘His tongue ran faster than his thought. But such is the way of the young – the Blood Claw’s boasts oft speak louder than their deeds.’

			The older heads laughed at the pup’s expense, and Hrutur spilled his mjod as he leapt to his feet, bristling as he spoke for all the Blood Claws. 

			‘Last time we fought, it was the Blood Claws who were first to battle! Such is the way of the long-beards – old feet come last to the shield wall.’

			Shouts and insults were flung across the hearth, youth and pride battling to the rafters. They did not cease until Bjorn stirred. 

			‘Sit, young Hrutur! You speak right, but the wise wolf waits where the pup rushes forward. It is good to start reckless. Just one word of warning – don’t swing the axe before choosing your tree.’

			The feast-hall filled with words and memory, and Bjorn stood unmoving for the most part. Thinking and listening. A bulkhead. A wall. Part of the hall itself. As much a fixture as the great beams overhead or the fortress roots of the Fang, on distant Fenris. Only the firelight moved, painting the Dreadnought’s iron frame in shifting gold. 

			One by one, the warriors raised Gunnar’s name, their voices loud and proud, words weaving the tales of his life. From the Foundchild’s discovery to his ascent to the Chapter, the tales of Gunnar’s rash youthfulness provoked fond laughter from the older warriors and the pups alike.

			As the stories wove on, Bjorn remembered Gunnar in truth: not as the corpse enthroned before the fire, but as the arrogant cub he had once been. Sitting at benches, voice bright with laughter, telling his sagas as if the galaxy could hear.

			Those memories were clearer than anything his present senses gave him. The Dreadnought’s augurs dulled the world, robbed it of texture. Vision was stained green. Hearing was muffled, as if through water. Touch reduced to pressure readings.

			Of all the sons of the Allfather, it was the warriors of the Rout who lived by personal touch. Laughter, feasting, brother’s hand upon brother. The fierce grip, hand to wrist. That life-blood was lost to him. He felt its absence like a wound. He was conscious of his size and bulk. A slab of living metal, the star fort shuddering with the burden of his footsteps. 

			Of course, he was not alone within this box. He shared the Dreadnought with a host of machine spirits. Some were faint things, providing minor services, insignificant as birdsong. Others were greater, older, more wilful. Predatory spirits whose strength could crush the mortal psyche, grinding lesser men down till nothing remained of the man.

			They were his wolf pack now.

			Fierce as brothers in the shield wall 

			Savage as the storm-wolf

			Relentless as the winter sea

			Baleful as the beasts of Asaheim. 

			He was ever wary, of course. Hands, he no longer had, yet his will clenched like iron. His grip had never slackened. He was lord of the war machine, lord of the iron-hall, lord of the Rout itself. Machine spirits bent to his every impulse. 

			But only two he called brother. 

			Trueclaw on his left, where once, many lives before, his augmetic arm had hung. 

			On his right he carried many other weapons. Plasma cannons. Lascannons. Snarling death-hails. But he had his favourites. Two brothers of battle, like Freki and Geri, Russ’ twinned battle-wolves, eager as wolf cubs at the scent of prey. 

			One of these favourites was a Helfrost. A weapon wrought from Fenris itself, flame and frost bound into one. Its heart was a core of rare crystals, mined from the mountains of his home world. In battle it burned cold, casting enemies into tombs of ice. His Helfrost was for the press of men, for shield wall and breach, for the thunder of war fought at arm’s reach, standing nose to nose with the enemy. 

			For the long-range fire fight he favoured its ferocious twin: an assault cannon, brutal and unrelenting. A snarling, growling beast of iron, spitting storms of solid rounds. Barrels had discoloured where the machine spirit’s fury had burned too hot. It spoke not with a single voice, but in a thunderous torrent of shells that tore flesh and armour alike. A raking howl that rose to a scream when the barrels spun, spitting an ice-hail of death against any foe. 

			Faithful and fierce beyond measure. 

			But the machine spirits were not flesh and blood. They did not drink, or laugh, or boast. They did not fill your mjod-horn, or slap your shoulder. They did not laugh at the feast-bench, nor clasp your hand before battle. They had no sagas of their own. No voices to add to the bench-songs and hall-laughter. 

			They were less than men. Shadows only. Echoes. 

			And yet they were all he had left. They obeyed. They killed. 

			Bjorn’s mind wandered back to the present moment as he took in the Space Wolves sitting on the benches before him. 

			Flesh and blood, scarred and grinning. Brothers with mjod in their hands, sagas on their tongues, ready to fight and feast and fight again. 

			‘You’re a fine-looking pack!’ he boomed suddenly, his voice carrying the gravity of an oath. ‘As fine as any I have seen.’

			His words had the ring of well-forged steel. The Wolves roared at his praise, fists drumming on the benches. He felt their fire, their mirth, the living bond that bound them all. 

			‘Such swagger! Such warlike faces!’ 

			His Fenrisian rolled with an older accent, heavy as verse, half-song, half-saga. Their answer was a ragged howl. 

			‘Russ will be proud of you when he returns!’ Bjorn thundered, and their cheers became a cacophony. 

			It was a slogan that never failed to raise a storm. Every son of Russ dreamed of that day – when the Wolf King would stride back from his long hunt into the Eye of Terror, arms heavy with trophies, tongue ready with sagas the like of which the galaxy had never heard. 

			‘Hoskuldr – I remember you!’ Bjorn boomed out. ‘Step up, lad! Let me see you. You didn’t have that scar last time I saw you!’ 

			The scar was a cruel one, running across one eye, from scalp to chin. The scar tissue had paled to a puckered line, the missing eye replaced by a ruby augmetic that glowed like a coal. 

			The five Wolves of Hoskuldr’s pack pushed and jostled. The one-eyed warrior grinned at their mocking voices. 

			‘It’s a long story.’

			‘Save it for after the feast!’

			Next was Kaspr. His beard was thick with plaits that fell across the chestplate of his armour. His hair was bound the same way, each braid wound with teeth, bones, and charms of luck. His fangs had grown so long they reached into his beard. One was broken.

			‘Doomganger – what happened to that fang of yours?’

			Kaspr laughed, a deep growl from the gut. ‘For all I know it’s still in the chest of the Black Legionnaire I fought on the plains of Cadia.’

			‘You got him with your teeth?’ Bjorn rumbled. 

			Kaspr bared his grin. To kill an Astartes – faithless or not – was no small thing. To do it with teeth was rarer still. You had to draw them close, tear the plate apart, get at the soft flesh… And none was softer than the throat. 

			‘Killing a heretic with your bare teeth is a rare pleasure.’

			‘It is!’ Bjorn remembered, loader rattling like laughter. ‘Remember Nerine?’

			‘I do.’

			‘You were a Blood Claw earning your name, and we fought the aeldari in the ruins of the Grand Manufactorum.’

			‘Ghost warriors,’ Kaspr remembered. ‘The wraithlord’s sword opened Njal Twoblade from collarbone to waist. You took that strike upon the shoulder.’

			In his mind’s eye, Bjorn saw it again. The wraithlord’s long, smooth head turning, elegant blade rising for the backswing. 

			Bjorn had stumped forward into its path. There had been no thought of escape. He had wanted that blow. Wanted to draw the undead down upon himself, away from the pack.

			‘You broke that world-shaker,’ Kaspr remembered. ‘It crumpled under the power of your fist.’

			Auto-loaders rattled with Bjorn’s laughter. He remembered that moment with clarity: stance wide, feet set square, braced like stone, talons of the war claw around the wraithlord’s slender throat.

			A twist of his torso. 

			The crack of alien bone. 

			Bjorn chuckled and remembered as if it was yesterday. In many ways, for him, it was.

			‘The weak point is always the neck,’ he growled, and Trueclaw spun a quarter of a revolution upon its wrist axis to prove the point. The wraith-thing’s neck had broken like a yard-fowl’s, and the thing that was not alive died. 

			Within his sarcophagus, Bjorn’s muscles tugged at the memory of a smile, pulling at what was left of his lips. That expression tripped biological systems. Glands flooded human neurotransmitters through what remained of his body; more arcane hormones as well – the gene-enhanced inheritance from his primarch father. 

			Sometimes the memories felt more real than the now. Sometimes they were too real. Even here, in the feast-hall, with brothers at his side and firelight on his armour, he felt apart from it all. 

			Bjorn’s gaze turned towards the air-lock looming behind them. ‘Do you fear the dead, Kaspr?’

			‘I fear nothing, save shame,’ came the snap of the reply.

			‘Not even ghosts?’

			The benches stirred. A few of the younger warriors barked laughter. Others spat on the floor, making the sign of the Fang. One of Kaspr’s pack growled low, a sound meant to ward off spirits.

			‘The dead cannot harm the sons of Russ,’ Kaspr said at last, voice rising above the mutters. ‘We drink to their memory, we sing their names. They walk with us still, but the blades of ghosts do not bite.’

			The Wolves answered with a ragged howl, half-mirth, half-defiance, the sound rolling through the hall until it seemed to shake the timbers themselves.

			Bjorn was with them, but never of them. A Wolf, still, but a Wolf set apart.

			A watcher at a distance.

			The feast went on, the sagas falling one upon the other in a tumble of great deeds. Those present told tales of the Foundchild’s later years. They told of battles won and victories bitterly bought. Many had been there – had bled, had watched, had survived. The stories continued, deep into the night. 

			Bjorn drifted as they spoke. To the others he was a slab of iron, but within that tomb he walked the shifting maze of memory. A hall of countless paths stretched before him, hung with shades, echoes of once-familiar voices calling out to him. 

			Gunnar Forkbeard’s remains sat at the end of the hearth, facing Bjorn across the flames. Runes crawled across Bjorn’s sight, outlining armour weak points, Gunnar’s skull plates; mapping the hollow sockets, lingering on the fanged mouth, the scraps of flesh and hair hanging from bone as if refusing to surrender. 

			Bjorn envied the dead warrior. Gunnar Forkbeard was gone to the Allfather’s hall, his battle done, his saga ended. The weight of responsibility had passed. 

			Bjorn kept silent as the feast went on about him. Hours of boasting and drinking and laughter.

			Suddenly, he said, ‘You’ll cut me free when my end comes.’

			The words fell heavy. None of them answered. 

			The fire popped. The hall breathed, but no one spoke. They had faced daemons and tyrants without fear, yet at those words they sat hushed as pups. The silence in the hall was sharper than any blade. What vow could answer such a thing?

			Bjorn’s optics swept the benches, fixing them all in turn. 

			‘Cut me out of this box.’

			They sat in silence. In their minds Bjorn the Fell-handed would never die. He could not die. He had to endure, iron-bound and unyielding, until the Allfather called them all to war.

			Bjorn’s optics glared. 

			‘When I fall, cut me free. That’s an order.’

			‘Aye,’ Oddr called out at last.

			‘Good. And don’t let the Iron Priests do it. It will take them hours to find the right spanner.’ Bjorn’s voice crackled with a low rumble, with an edge of his dark humour to soften the blow. ‘Cut me out with an axe blade. Make it clean. Don’t leave me lying with a box bolted to my back. I won’t have it said Bjorn died like a turtle!’

			The Space Wolves grinned at their old leader as he went on. 

			‘And pour mjod down my throat. And put my fangs back in. I don’t want to go toothless to the Allfather’s hall!’
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			V

			STARS OF THE WOLF PAW

			Deep within Ingvar’s Spear corpses stirred, armour groaning as they dragged themselves upright. Without words they came together, a troop of dead warriors marching without breath, without a howl, only the weight of iron boots on stone as they fell into step. 

			The wards did not stop them. 

			Their tread filled the corridor like a dirge. 

			The dead, summoned to the feast. 

			Within the hall the klaxon rang. 

			It tore through the laughter, and suddenly the doors swung open and the flames hissed low. A wind blew, as sharp as frost. It carried with it the distant scent of death. The warriors’ laughter died.

			The hall-cheer fell to silence. Every ear turned to the dark as the dead marched.

			Slow. Steady. Wrong.

			Frost crusted the benches. The chill was not of this world. It was cold that entered the marrow. 

			Hrutur’s hand was already on his bolt pistol. Oddr the Wolf Priest put his hand up in warning as a flickering light made its way towards them.

			‘Still!’ Atmund growled to the others, but his voice was unsure. 

			The hearth-fires were spitting, weak and low. The Wolves bristled, hands on blades, teeth bared as the unquiet dead marched into the chamber. 

			Their brothers were long fallen. The pale skulls, dark sockets, scraps of dry skin and wolf tails were stiff with old rot. Each bore the marks of their own death upon them. Shattered war plate, scorched mail, broken helms. One had taken a bolt to the side of his head. The next’s armour had been ripped open, and his withered lungs could be seen clinging within the cage of ribs, once storm-strong, now shrunken to brittle leather. The third carried his severed head in the crook of his arm. 

			The company marched in. Bolter rounds had chewed through them. Blades had hacked off heads and limbs. But still they came, step after step, silent as snow. Grim-faced. Fearless. Long-striding wolves. 

			Many of the living made the sign of the wolf against the warp, muttering oaths. Hrutur’s finger reached for the trigger, but Oddr’s hand shot out like a striking serpent.

			The Wolf Priest’s eyes were hard. ‘These are Gunnar’s company.’

			‘They are dead,’ Hrutur spat. The closing word was flung like a curse: ‘Draugr!’

			Hrutur pulled his bolt pistol free, but this time Kaspr pushed him away. 

			‘But this is sorcery!’ Hrutur hissed. 

			‘Hold your weapon!’ Kaspr whispered. There was a reason these warriors had come all this way, beyond the gates of death. ‘Look! They are not warlike. They stand about their old lord.’ To a hoary-headed ghost, Kaspr called out, ‘I know you! Bardil Frostmane! Speak! Or has death robbed you of your tongue?’

			Bardil Frostmane did not move, save for the faint flicker of frost upon his ruined lips. The fire’s crackle seemed to dim around his words, as if even the hearth leaned close to listen.

			‘We were loyal,’ he rasped, voice like ash ground between old bones. ‘To the very end.’

			His head tilted, the motion slow, unnatural, like a marionette dragged upon its strings. The pallid eyes fixed on Gunnar’s corpse, then swept the hall, one by one, marking every face.

			‘We stood beside him in the shield wall. We swore, as sons of Russ, that none would pass while we yet drew breath. And so he fell. Crushed by iron. Burned by warp flame. Torn by claws that were not of this world.’

			The draugr shifted restlessly, as though their armour still carried the echoes of those wounds. Plates rattled where they had been shattered; helms hung in tatters, black blood clotted like tar.

			‘I saw his soul tear free in the blaze,’ Bardil rasped. ‘I thought that Russ would call us all to the Allfather’s hall. But first…’

			The silence that followed was suffocating. The Space Wolves stared, some in awe, some in terror. Hrutur’s hand trembled against his pistol, though he dared not lift it again.

			Bardil’s eyes flared, pale coals in the frost-rimed ruin of his face. ‘We were bound to his fate. Bound to his name. We brought him home. Returned him and his blade to the hearthworld. Brought him back to give this warning…’ 

			The draugr lowered their heads then, as though in prayer around Gunnar Forkbeard’s husk, and the fire spat, sending sparks into the rafters. None dared move, none dared speak. The hall was heavy with wyrd, and every man there felt the shadow of this moment.

			Bjorn’s frame shifted, steel groaning like a glacier. 

			‘And beyond the end,’ Bjorn boomed. ‘You march in death because you cannot rest. We are alike, you and I. Bound to oaths that will never loosen. Bound to brothers we can never rejoin. But your mission is done. The Forkbeard is home. And we have raised his name.’

			Bardil raised his ruined hand in answer. The pallid fingers swung, not to Bjorn or the gathered Wolves, but to the corpse at the hearth.

			Gunnar stirred. 

			At first it was only a stiffening, a groan of bone and sinew where no life remained. Then the Foundchild straightened, armour plates grinding, fangs bared. 

			Hrutur’s voice was a hiss of awe. ‘He is greeting his battle-brothers…’

			But Gunnar did not turn to him. Not to Bardil or Atmund, or any of the others. His skull lifted, empty sockets staring towards the far side of the hall, where trophies hung, the plunder of centuries – heads, weapons, the armour of foes long slain. Slowly, terribly, the corpse raised one ponderous arm. Joints creaked like cracking ice. A finger stretched out. The breathless jaws moved without voice.

			There, amidst the piled relics of blood-soaked years, something glowed. Not with the reflection of the fire. Not with any forge-light or rune-ward. It glowed with its own cold power, pale and summoning. 

			The draugr did not move. The living did not breathe. All eyes fixed on that light, now revealed by the corpse’s pointed finger.

			Bjorn’s brooding frame shifted. Targeting runes stuttered, clicked and locked as the glow bled brighter, a pale witch-light pulsing like a wound. It leaked from between the hanging trophies – the skulls of xenos beasts, the rusted blades of heretic champions, the hides of things that had howled once beneath alien stars. Machine spirits growled in static as targeting runes traced and retraced the shape, unable to catalogue it, failing to render it as any artefact the Chapter had sanctioned. 

			Oddr’s breath steamed in the cold. His voice was hoarse, strained as he spoke the truth aloud. ‘A cursed relic…’

			‘Wyrd-craft,’ Kaspr muttered, and his voice trembled. 

			The fire sputtered, the shadows leaned long, and Oddr surged forward, shoving aside a cracked shield to reveal what lay hidden behind.

			It was a helmet. The plundered trophy of some battle-beaten traitor, nailed to the wall long ago and left to rot. Its surface was warped and eaten away, its face plate blackened, but inside its hollow had been carved cunning runes – veil-rend sigils, etched in lines of blasphemy that cut across reality itself. The glyphs writhed even as the Space Wolves stared at them, as though unseen claws were gouging them fresh with every heartbeat.

			‘This is nithing work!’ the Wolf Priest shouted.

			Bjorn was the oldest, but he reacted first, assault cannon singing its ripping death-song. A stream of fire gusted forth, burning bolts of iron that sent up a spray of sparks as the rounds hammered the hall walls. 

			Too late.

			The sound turned to a wet slap as the wall turned from steel to a kind of rotten flesh. A sudden stench rolled through the hall like a tide. Warriors gagged, eyes watering, hands raised to ward their faces. 

			The wound was like a sphincter, a gaping orifice, a raw wound through which pushed a bloated figure. 

			XIV Legion. Death Guard.

			The armour was a ruin. Rust had devoured its edges. Mould crept in the joints. The ceramite was split and buckled where the bloated flesh beneath had forced its way out, pus leaking from the seams like sweat. The thing’s tread was heavy, ponderous, each step sinking into the flagstones as though they softened beneath his bulk. The reek of diseased meat hung about him as he stepped towards them. Every footfall left the flagstones beneath blistered and warped – pustules rising and bursting in his wake, a trail of suppurating ruin leading back to the warp-maw that had birthed him.

			The figure stopped before them. Carrion flies swarmed in a halo about him, their droning a constant dirge. The face was a blasphemy of flesh. Eyes, mouths and broken noses jutted from folds of infected meat, scattered and misaligned as though drawn by a child’s hand, then stitched into place by a lunatic. Some features grinned, some wept; others merely sagged, half-swallowed in swollen fat and necrotic tissue.

			Across his broad shoulder he rested his weapon – a pitted power axe, its blade rimed with rust and filth, humming faintly with corrupted energy. He bore it with the ease of a man holding nothing more than a woodsman’s tool.

			He grinned in welcome. 

			‘Stop there, nithing!’ Bjorn thundered. 

			The creature turned towards him with a chuckling laugh of cancerous filth. ‘I am M’purk Bloatlung. I speak on behalf of Khalpax Vigorex, Warden of the Carrion Nebula. I’m here for barter. Wolven gene-seed for my own. Shall we trade, Ancient One?’

			Bjorn’s vox roared, joined by the voices of the pack. Hrutur’s defiance was sharp and immediate, but Bjorn’s denial drowned them all, a thunderclap of rage.

			‘Never!’ 

			Bloatlung’s grin split wider, mouths opening across his cheeks and neck, each one grinning and dribbling as if it had heard a private jest.

			‘A challenge!’ the Plague Marine said, dripping axe held on his shoulder. ‘You strike me… then I shall strike you! A fair exchange, yes? No?’ He laughed, a sickly, bubbling sound that rattled like phlegm in drowning lungs. A laugh that carried the sound of tumours bursting, of rotten meat slewing from the bone. 

			Kaspr’s voice was a hiss. ‘It’s a trick.’ 

			‘Of course it’s a trick!’ Bloatlung mocked, chins shaking with mirth. ‘And yet… here you sit. Cowed by a simple game! Wolves or hounds? What would your father say?’

			With a howl of fury, Hrutur vaulted the benches, chainsword screaming, spittle flying from his teeth. But Atmund was faster. The grizzled warrior sprang like a hunting beast, war-axe blazing in the firelight, a thunderous bellow tearing from his throat. The two Wolves hurled themselves at the Death Guard, one with the rage of youth, one with the seasoned fury of the wise. 

			Bloatlung laughed and held his arms out wide. 

			There was a crackle of blue lightning as Atmund’s power axe struck home. The blade bit deep into the damned one’s neck. It cleaved through rusted ceramite and the putrefaction beneath. Flesh parted in a burst of stinking fluids. 

			With a single blow, Bloatlung’s head spun through the air in a spray of filth, striking the floor with a wet splat of foul ichor.

			‘There!’ Atmund growled, wiping the filth from his axe. ‘The game is done.’ He kicked the head and it skidded across the floor, leaving a thick, putrid smear in its wake. A slug-trail of corruption. 

			But the body did not fall. 

			Bloatlung’s hulking frame remained upright, swaying but unbroken, armour holding the obscene carcass together. Filth bubbled up from the gaping neck, a fountain of pus and rot where no breath should be. His arms jerked as if to strike a blow in return. Muscles moved without command. 

			Atmund snarled and planted a boot against Bloatlung’s chest, and shoved him backwards. The corrupted figure staggered but remained standing. 

			Then came the buzzing. 

			From the gaping wound, from the rents in the armour, from every seam and leaking joint, a storm erupted. A plume of filth. Black clouds of flies and winged maggots poured up from the stump of Bloatlung’s neck, a torrent, boiling out of him. 

			The hearth-fire vanished first, the flames smothered by a storm of wings. The banners went next, the colours swallowed in the churning dark. Wolves raised fists, swatting, shielding, but the storm grew thicker until the sound filled the chamber, even drowning out the warriors’ shouts. It was like standing in a snowstorm, the whiteout transfigured into black. A blizzard of carrion that battered armour, crawled into eyes and mouths, filled every gap in plate and hair. It coated each warrior in smothering black. 

			Hrutur gagged and choked. His chainsword filled the chamber with the stench of rotten meat. Every breath was ripe with the reek of rot and grave-dirt, of gangrenous wounds too long untended. He was blind, but about him he heard the roars of wordless defiance. Angry and raging voices, carried through the storm. 

			Only Bjorn moved with purpose. 

			He was buried under a carpet of flies, which were crawling across his lenses, but they could not choke him. They could not still his fury. Sensors struggled to remain clear. Static crackled his rune-sight, but he saw where mortal eyes failed. 

			His vox roared, cutting through the gale. 

			‘Rally to me! Wolves, to my side!’

			Through the blizzard of corruption his weapons whined to life, barrels spinning, shells loading. The storm of flies pressed closer, thicker, as though to drown even the Ancient One. 

			‘Stand aside!’ Bjorn thundered. 

			The assault cannon roared, and a storm of bolt shells hammered into the swollen carcass. The foul body ruptured, armour splitting like old bark. The fat figure toppled backwards, bursting as it struck the flagstones. Gallons of putrid filth poured out across the floor, a flood of green sewage swill alive with the writhing shapes of maggots. 

			Hrutur was at Bjorn’s side within a blade-beat. He surged ahead, first of the Blood Claws. A blow crashed into his side. He wheeled, boltgun barking, blade plunging into wet, cold flesh.

			The swarm pressed tighter, wings battering like hail against armour, until shapes began to emerge within the storm. 

			At first they were like men, twisted, malformed things: skin of flies, bones of wriggling maggots. They clawed their way forward with hands that were still forming, their length and movement all wrong. But stranger shapes followed. Hulking silhouettes with too many limbs, or heads, or mouths, faces peeling open and taking flight on wings of chitin and filth. 

			Kaspr’s ice-white blade spat as he swung backhanded, cleaving a half-born thing back into the Otherverse. There was a screech of laughter as the edge cut through it – the lower half flopping to the stones as the torso was hurled across the hall with the force of the blow.

			The backswing cut down two more. A vertical strike howled through the fly-swarm and split another from crown to crotch. At his flanks fought fellow Wolf Guard, Ulaf and Haraldr the White. The long-fanged warriors moved with the seamless precision of a war engine. Each turned to guard the other’s exposed side, overlapping arcs of death cutting a path to where Bjorn stood like an unyielding monolith. 

			Through the clash of battle came the grind of gyros. Sacred mechanics growled with Bjorn’s fury. He had never known such a heresy as this within the Wolf’s Lair. The Ancient One was filled with wrath. 

			Runes scrolled through Bjorn’s visual feed. His armoured sarcophagus answered, flooding his ruined body with stimms and counterseptics. Sealed within amniotics, systems switched to purified oxygen, carriage vents sealed, waste conduits locked. 

			Vox-amplifiers thundered as his torso rotated on the waist axis. One massive arm extended, talons unfurled like a steel blossom, and the underslung flamer roared. Fire engulfed the heretics from greaves to helm. It seared sores shut. Purged weeping vents. Cauterised corrupted flesh. Shattered eye-lenses, blasting them inwards. 

			The drone of the fly-swarm rose to a scream. The living cloud of rot and stench moved as one, a black fist of wings aimed straight at him. 

			Bjorn answered with purgation. 

			The underslung flamer roared again. Liquid promethium ignited mid-air with a sudden whoosh. Smoke and grease thickened; the swarm crisped in an instant, the fist ripped apart, collapsing to the stones in hissing debris. 

			The corrupted fell back. 

			White light flared as Trueclaw closed upon the enemy. Savage blades snapped through flesh and power armour. Cooked meat clung to the talons as Bjorn shook it free, flames licking out in raging torrents. 

			He advanced like a slab of iron fury, shoulders grinding. Diminishing clouds of flies were burnt to cinders. Maggots burst beneath his tread. The assault cannon swivelled, barrels spinning with that dreadful roar. 

			His vox-amplifiers boomed with a battle-howl older than any living Wolf. Benches splintered beneath his advance. In his shadow, the sons of Russ gathered, the Ancient One a bastion of fire and steel. 

			The loom weights were Space Wolf heads, hanging by plaits of beard and hair

			Weft and warp were grey stretched guts, criss-cross backing for the pattern to form. 

			Spears the spindles, the shuttle a sword, sliding through the stretched fibres.

			The reels were bolt shells, slick with blood, that corpse-blue colour. 

			The Wyrd Sisters wove. 

			Hrutur raged as he fought to reach the Ancient One. His magazine was empty, but he used the bolt pistol as a club, hammering with the hilt as his chainsword hacked and splattered rot across his face. 

			He had to prove himself. Always had. As a whelp he had lived in the shadow of the sagas – of the Sky Warriors, the Sons of Russ, the Giants of the Fang, the Sky-Folk, the Star-Speakers, the warriors who crossed the Sea of Stars. The Canis Helix had demanded everything: strength, fury, life itself. He was Blood Claw, the headstrong spearpoint driven into the foe’s throat. 

			Kaspr cut his way to him, antique blade in his hand crackling with storm-light. 

			Bjorn was always a step ahead of them both, locked in battle. Foes swarmed him, hacking and clawing at the armoured tomb, but the Ancient stood, vast and wrathful.

			Alarm runes flared across Bjorn’s sight. Gun barrels glowed red, steam venting as the auto-loaders clattered fresh belts of ammunition into place. 

			A screaming terror barged forward. Bjorn knocked it sideways with his storm-looming bulk, crushed it beneath twelve tons of weight. 

			Targeting runes flared as a Traitor Space Marine in Terminator armour stepped before him. Bjorn’s cannons shrieked, salvoes hammering the traitor. Flesh split. Armour succumbed. Beneath, the flesh was weak. Arms, ribcages, legs, heads; all dislocated, human forms disassembling and replaced with lumps of steaming pulp splattered across the deck. 

			Bjorn’s fury was fell to behold. It seemed he was Fenris given voice, the growl of the storm, the bite of the wolf-beast. Storm-claw, iron-heart, the great Fell-handed! 

			The enemy came apart before the wolf-fortress’ wrath. The air was filled with torn flesh. Yet still more wyrd-shunned poured in, hurling themselves upon him. Bjorn drove forward, each step thunder. Blood-oil pounded in his veins as blows hammered against his armour. He plunged deeper, as though he craved pain or wounds. As if he craved proof of life. 

			Then the air shifted. A presence stirred within the mist and filth. 

			Something vast. 

			Bjorn felt it through the haze of filth. A presence. A swollen thing. Corruption made flesh. It bulged and cracked, popping, festering, bloated with putrescent gases, swelling as if it would burst. It grew in size as he strode towards it.

			Blows rained upon his hull. He shrugged them off. His anger was loosened. His joints warmed up. The stiffness of waking bled away. What had been a lumbering relic now moved with a fluidity that was in total contradiction to the smelt-born frame. Ball joints, pistons, gyros – all moved in unison. The ungainly war machine was transformed into a fluid thing of monstrous mass and speed and power. A looming relic of sudden grace. 

			Fluid. Fast. Inevitable as death. 

			The transformation was terrible.

			Bjorn struck like an avalanche. Forests flattened. Mountains torn. 

			He was tomb-shaker. 

			Storm-howl. 

			Saga-maker. 

			The plague-born broke beneath him, crushed under his tread, ripped by Trueclaw, smited and scattered like chaff before the gale. 

			Bjorn laughed with grim humour. They wanted to stop him, but he was a contrary soul. It was what had undone him upon Proxima. He would fight like this until the very last. It was his nature. No more changeable than the wolf’s grey pelt.

			His rotary cannon was a shriek of steel. A hail of rounds hammered into the swelling flesh-thing. Alarm runes flared. Impacts rocked his hull. Blades grated along his flanks. He ignored them. Scratches. Scars on paint. Cracks in pipes. Shattered lenses. Damage seen, not felt. 

			His wounds were older. Deeper. The kind that never healed. 

			It now filled the end of the chamber. A swollen mass of rot and pus. Rusted armour clung to its bulk, fused into the diseased flesh, hacking blades trailing filth and gore. To fall into its grasp was to be smothered, drowned in its reeking embrace. 

			Bjorn marched towards it. 

			A Terminator lurched to bar him. It was a shambling, massive creature in pustule-studded armour, each sore weeping. A rusted blade swung wide, spraying foul blood. 

			Trueclaw closed with a crunch. It squeezed life from the dead thing. 

			Bjorn lifted the corpse, hurled it across the hall. It smashed against stone and slumped down the wall, a ruined mess. 

			Then the thing was upon him – a bloated lump of depravity, saw-toothed maws snapping like serpents. Its ponderous bulk moved with obscene grace against the stiff grind of his frame.

			His iron hand caught the creature’s side. Gears shrieked as he twisted, and the creature screamed as he tore a slab of rotten muscle from its body.

			The fist-mounted flamer roared. Fire washed over it, lumps of cooked flesh sloughing off in dripping clumps. Steam hissed upwards as blood and viscera boiled into noxious clouds of putrid gas. 

			The chamber shook with his vox-amplified bellow – a war cry older than memory, words once shouted by Russ himself as he led the pack across the ice-flats, hunting the foes of Fenris. 

			‘Russ!’ the pack shouted, voices joined in one savage cry. 

			Bjorn turned with them, torso grinding on its axis. Trueclaw spun, talons snapping shut about the monster’s shoulder. Servos rattled as he wrenched at it, and the limb tore free in a gout of rot. From the ragged hole maggots spilled as another hand clawed out, birthing itself from rotted flesh. 

			Bjorn’s flamer answered once more. 

			Bjorn planted his stance and caught the creature’s slathering head. Within his sarcophagus his tendons strained like cables, wrestling against the unholy strength before him.

			It was will against death. 

			Steel against rot. 

			Life against the endless grave.

			The creatures went for Bjorn’s sarcophagus. Maws snapped at cabling and pipework. Corrosive fluids hissed across his hull, eating channels through his armour. 

			It was a wild, ferocious battle, but Bjorn was implacable. Trueclaw’s rending blades cut the beast apart. The fist struck with the force of Mjalnar. Scything talons shredded putrid flesh, hooked bone, dragging the bloated frame from side to side. He hauled it like a beast on a ring, his strength ripping the monster down. The head tore from the body. Yet still it writhed. 

			Trueclaw snapped shut, splitting its torso into strips of foul meat. It groaned, bubbling rot as the decomposing body began to disassemble. At last, nothing remained but a broken frame of ribs and spine, legs torn away, a mannequin of carrion collapsing into filth. 

			Bjorn hurled the carcass down, his rotary cannon shredding the remains to pieces. 

			Through the haze, something moved.

			It was Bloatlung’s severed head. The slug of a tongue dragged it forward, a haze of flies buzzing about the raw wound. 

			Bjorn stamped and ground it beneath his foot. 

			In his mind he was a warrior again – boot smashing a skull, blackened brain matter splattering his legs. He trampled it into a smear, as the Fenrisian mammoth crushes the snow-tiger.

			At last the Dreadnought halted. His augmetic voice, edged with an old accent, was heavy with humour. ‘Is it dead?’ 

			‘It was a long time ago,’ Atmund told him. 

			‘Sure?’ the war machine boomed. 

			He stepped back, giving his optics space. A fleshy gobbet still writhed. The flamer clicked, roared, roasted it. 

			‘There,’ the augmetic voice boomed. ‘Meat for the crows.’
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			VI 

			THE VLKA FENRYKA

			The chamber was wrecked – banners torn down, walls pocked by bolter fire, blood and gore slick on the stone. The joy of battle was soured. 

			And at its centre, a brother lay wounded. 

			Hoskuldr Murderweaver was not quite dead, not yet. But the pox gnawed through him, eating him alive, his gene-forged strength failing against the corruption. Kaspr knelt next to him as the other Wolf Guard gathered close. About him lay three Plague Marines, corpses testament to Hoskuldr’s fury. 

			‘My luck ran out…’ Hoskuldr hissed through the foaming blood that flecked his lips. 

			‘You did well, brother,’ Kaspr told him. ‘You have slain many traitors.’ 

			The Murderweaver nodded weakly, and tried to speak, but a tremor ran through him. His ruined hand reached for the wound in his neck. 

			Kaspr drew it away. Hoskuldr’s gene-seed had been stolen. Kaspr held his brother’s hand down. He did not want his life to end with this shame. 

			‘Cross the threshold. Be ready for the Wolftime,’ Kaspr murmured. ‘Until then, sleep.’ 

			Huskuldr’s voice broke, and a bubble of bloody froth took his words. 

			Kaspr raised his head and loosed the grief-song. 

			It was raw, torn from his chest, a sound closer to beast than man. 

			It was the sound of losing a pack-brother, of an empty place on the bench. The Wolves of Fenris answered, one after another, until the feast-hall shook with their grief and fury. 

			It was the voice of a pack bereft. A cry that made the air tremble. Within the howl was the wind in pine forests, the groan of glaciers, the cracking of sea-ice. It was Fenris itself, mourning one of its sons. A note that struck terror into the heart of the elk-herd, made the wild beasts of Fenris freeze. Even the snow-lions and bears, savage and fierce, bared their teeth and turned away. In their nests, the ice-drakes and wyrms stirred uneasily, dreams soured by the wolf pack’s grief. 

			The song swelled higher, a towering crescendo that filled the roof timbers and rolled along the access tunnels and through blast doors and bulkheads. The whole wolf-stead carried the sound, and only the void stopped it spilling into the stars. 

			Hoskuldr the Murderweaver tried to add his own howl to the chorus, but his eyes rolled back, his breaths faltering, until one exhalation left him, and that was his last. 

			He was gone. 

			Bjorn stood above them all and let the song fill him. The Dreadnought tilted back his leviathan frame, loosing a howl of his own. It was the Eldest’s, a time-worn melancholy, vox-augmented, ancient, heavy with loss.

			Bjorn had outlasted them all. His howl carried the sorrow of countless packs, every brother lost, every friend fallen. It was the saddest song of all. 

			But there was anger too. 

			His rage burned hotter than phosphex. Like an angry wolf, his thoughts circled the slights. The voices of the pack joined his, twinned as one. The howl filled the voidcraft and pushed beyond, out into the dark. 

			It was grief. It was wrath. A warning. 

			A curse upon the Death Guard. 

			The promise of vengeance. 

			But it was also a beacon. 

			The call of the pack to the lone wolf. 

			The voice of the lost, calling for their lord. 

			To bring Russ back at last. 

			The Wolves used their own furs to wipe the rune-marked sarcophagus clean. They slapped the armour as if it were a shoulder, grinning up at the old warrior as they cleared the hall of bodies, setting the benches back along the hearth.

			When all was in order they rolled down fresh barrels of mjod. For a time they drank in silence, till their humour started to kindle again, like a flame gently coaxed from embers. 

			Only Atmund remained apart. He sat with his head bowed, axe across his lap, lips moving, the words a curse, not a prayer. Battle fury had got the better of him. 

			He had seen Hrutur leap, and had wanted to beat the Blood Claw. He had wanted to claim the Death Guard’s head. 

			He had wanted to win the game. 

			Ambition had tipped him into the Death Guard’s trap. Pride had leashed him like a dog, not a wolf. Wolves were far cannier than any hound. 

			Kaspr clapped Atmund’s shoulder. ‘Here!’ he said, passing him a horn. ‘Don’t take it so hard. Hoskuldr’s luck ran dry. But he knew his fate as much as any of us. Better to die in battle, blade in hand.’ There was a long pause. ‘On Fenris, only the coward dies in bed.’

			The veteran warriors around them nodded. The silence was marked with the crack of logs. Kaspr wiped the spark from the furs that hung from his belt. 

			‘And Hoskuldr was no coward,’ Ulaf growled.

			More sparks flew. 

			Atmund hissed, ‘They stole Hoskuldr’s gene-seed.’ His hand tightened on his axe-haft. ‘Gunnar’s ship-company came to warn us,’ he said. ‘You told me not to strike, and I did not listen.’

			‘Take Gunnar Foundchild’s blade,’ Bjorn commanded.

			Atmund refused. 

			‘That blade was not fated to hang upon a hall wall. It needs a hand to bear it. Take it and make your oath upon it.’

			Fafnir, war-tooth, glimmered as Bjorn spoke, a faint crackle of burning white ice.

			There was silence as Atmund walked to where the dead hero sat. He lifted Fafnir with reverence. The blade glowed upon his face. He felt his blood run hot. 

			‘I shall hunt down those who stole Hoskuldr’s gene-seed,’ he promised. ‘I shall find Khalpax Vigorex, Warden of the Carrion Nebula, and we shall bring wrack and ruin to his hall, and repay him threefold!’

			The Vlka Fenryka roared their approval, horns refilled as they added their own oaths to Atmund’s vow. 

			After the oath-making, the smoke settled. The Space Wolves gathered around the timeless Ancient as he spoke of old battles against the sons of Mortarion. His thunderous voice echoed from the hall timbers as he told how they had once laid siege to Barbarus itself, bringing axe, bolt and blade to the traitors on their own world. 

			At the end of the tale, they pressed a horn into Trueclaw’s talons. There was a long pause, as the gyros whirred and the Dreadnought took a step forward. His front was a wall of expressionless iron, yet they felt the fierce joy of the warrior entombed within, splashing the beer down his sarcophagus. It ran down his armour in shining streams and Bjorn gave a grinding chuckle. 

			‘Well done, brave Wolves! I have outlasted kings and killers. I have kept oaths older than memory. Feast well! When you call me I will rise again. Wake me when you find that Khalpax. I will walk at your side, and we will make the carrion-sons remember why the galaxy fears the sons of Russ.’

			The Wolves of Fenris roared, slamming their horns together. 

			Bjorn’s vox crackled again. 

			‘Just make sure the ale is ready when we’re done. Even the Fell-handed fights better with a drink waiting!’

			At last the flames burned low. The red of the dark-time painted their scarred faces as their minds turned to slights that had not yet been avenged. 

			At last Bjorn spoke. ‘I suppose there is no news.’ 

			‘News of what, sire?’ the Wolf Priest said. 

			‘Russ,’ the Ancient One boomed. ‘Has he returned?’

			Oddr shook his head. ‘Not yet. Logan Grimnar still leads the Great Companies.’

			Logan Grimnar – the Wolf King. The most dangerous knot of scar tissue and beard ever crammed into Terminator armour.

			The war machine’s gears clicked, almost as if Bjorn was chuckling. ‘Tell me of the Wolf King. What’s that young pup up to?’

			The Space Wolves grinned at the talk of Logan as a pup. One by one, they shared the latest tales of the Wolf King’s battles. Bjorn listened with slowly fading attention, stories blending into memories until they became a great sea into which he drifted.

			At last, he stirred. Trueclaw lifted, gesturing towards Gunnar. 

			‘What tribe was the Foundchild from?’

			‘The Bear Claws,’ the answer came. One of the greatest tribes upon Fenris. 

			There was a long pause. ‘Which company did he join?’

			‘Ironwolves.’

			‘And who leads them now?’

			‘Vorek Gnarlfist.’

			There was another long pause. ‘What happened to Orven Highfell?’

			It was Kaspr who spoke. ‘He fell on Cadia. In battle with the void-born.’

			‘I remember… A fine ending. The hour comes for all of us.’ 

			Silence. The Dreadnought’s housing tipped towards them, and Bjorn spoke in a lowered voice. 

			‘Even my hour will come. When Russ returns.’

			Leman Russ had led his warband into the Eye of Terror in search of the Archenemy. What a hunt he was on! An endless hunt, to find the Tree of Life. Ending the Tests of the Allfather. Battling beyond the stars. Waiting for the Wolftime.

			Bjorn was the only one who had seen Russ step out of the feast-hall. He spoke to the cubs as if Russ would return. As if he might step through the door, or return to the planet. 

			‘For the Wolftime?’ Oddr asked. 

			‘“For the Wolftime,” he told me. The doomsday battle.’

			There was another long pause. 

			‘Egil Iron Wolf. I liked Egil. He told some fine tales… Maybe even some of them were true.’

			At last Oddr said, ‘We brought you back for this, Ancient One. The Foundchild came carrying his Fenris-forged blade back to Fenris. What should we do with him now his oath is fulfilled?’ 

			The chamber hushed. Bjorn’s torso turned towards Gunnar’s remains. 

			‘We’ve raised his name. Now, we should bury him.’

			Bjorn stood watching as the Space Wolves heaped the trophies from Ingvar’s Spear within the waiting voidcraft, as their forebears once raised spoils about the ship-mast. When all was set, they bore Gunnar’s body forth and placed him atop the pile, to keep vigil over the foes he had slain. 

			The blast doors sealed. The warband saluted as the engines roared to life, the deck trembling beneath them. The mag-catapult charged, the air thick with rising energy. Then came the moment of release, and Gunnar’s craft was hurled into the stars. 

			Its engines flared blue, then yellow, and then all that remained was a fading spark against the darkness. 

			The Space Wolves stood, watching the warlord’s ship diminish into the black. 

			‘He came from the sky,’ Bjorn declared, ‘and to the void we have returned him!’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			The Vigil of the Foundchild

			Where he ended up, none could say. 

			Cast into the void, 

			As the ancients before him,

			Set upon his ship, 

			Given to fire or whale-road

			Like kings of yore.

			So went Gunnar Foundchild 

			Watcher on the Star-Sea,

			Guardian of the Fenris Sector.

			His watch is not ended. 

			At the end of times,

			He will rise again.

			Blade in hand 

			Wolf among wolves. 

			When moon is broken

			The Wolftime begins.

			We will all stand in battle 

			At Russ’ side.
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			VII

			


			The Wolf Guard went for one last drink before the Ancient One returned to his long slumber. Bjorn stood in the spot where Gunnar’s throne had rested, and the pack filled their horns anew. 

			The mjod flowed, laughter rising like sparks from a fire. 

			Bjorn remained ice-still. He stood like the Fang itself, a constant presence; timeless as winter, or as Fenris.

			At last the flames guttered out, and one by one the Space Wolves stepped up to him, to pay their respects as they left the hall.

			Hrutur was last. He placed a hand upon the wolf pelt that draped Bjorn’s mighty frame. 

			‘Thank you, Ancient One.’

			Bjorn’s voice rumbled from deep within the iron giant. ‘Thank me? For what?’

			Hrutur Redmane’s heavy brows furrowed as he searched for words. ‘For always being there. When you are most needed.’

			‘Always,’ Bjorn echoed. The word lingered in the empty hall. 

			‘Yes, sire,’ Hrutur said. ‘You were there. At the beginning.’

			Bjorn’s torso moved. ‘Was I?’ There was a long pause. ‘Yes. I suppose I was.’ 

			Hrutur bowed and made to leave. 

			‘You are one of the Gautlinga,’ Bjorn said.

			‘Yes, lord.’

			‘And Guilliman walks again?’

			‘So we have heard.’

			Silence followed. Hrutur studied the Dreadnought’s armour: gold and silver, chased with runes, a relic of power and oath-grim beauty. 

			‘But no word?’ Bjorn said finally.

			‘Of what, lord?’

			‘Of Leman. The Russ.’

			‘No, lord. Nothing.’

			‘Hnh…’ the vox grumbled. ‘The Ultramarines. Always the lucky ones. Well then. We endure. Until the Allfather returns.’

			Hrutur raised his fist. ‘The hunt continues.’

			‘Yes,’ Bjorn said. Another silence stretched. ‘Until then, the Rout hunts.’

			The Dreadnought’s vast arm shifted, Trueclaw lowering with a whirr of gyros. It took a heartbeat for Hrutur to understand the gesture. The warrior pressed his fist to the three adamantine talons.

			‘It was good to fight with you,’ the Dreadnought’s vox-amplifiers broadcast as Hrutur turned to go. ‘Now, priest! Do your work,’ Bjorn boomed, square shoulders swinging about. 

			Bjorn knew the way. His short legs took him to the waiting cradle, its restraints yawning wide like the jaws of a wolf-bitch. 

			‘It is time,’ Bjorn said, turning his back on the cradle. ‘Remember – wake me when that carrion eater – the self-styled Warden of the Carrion Nebula – has been found!’ 

			Oddr smiled. ‘Aye. You shall bring the Judgement of the Rout!’

			Bjorn reversed into the cradle. The clamps seized him, locking iron and ceramite. ‘Wake me if he returns,’ he growled. 

			The Wolf Priest nodded. He did not need to ask who Bjorn meant. 

			‘I will be the first to greet him,’ he rumbled. 

			‘You will, sire.’

			‘Good.’ The word rasped out, heavy with age. The voice was that of a warlord, wearied at last. 

			‘I will return,’ Bjorn swore. ‘For the final battle. For the Wolftime.’ 

			He has made this promise so many times. It is his oath and his burden. 

			He is Bjorn the Fell-handed. The Ancient One, last of the Company of Russ.

			Oddr intoned the chants, words older than the Imperium itself. At their sound the machine spirits of the war machine quieted, their warlike growls fading to silence. One by one the systems dimmed, the lights flickered, till the great weapons and armour hung motionless. The machine began to dim, and with the darkness the machine spirits began to sleep. 

			Bjorn slid back to the draumr, the dream-haze where futures are glimpsed and forgotten. 

			At last only a single sound remained, the low, steady thrum of the life-support caskets, sustaining what little could be called a man within. Keeping Bjorn alive. 

			If alive was the right word. 

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			PART II

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			The Song of Gunnar Forkbeard

			Stave 98

			A voidcraft was brought for Gunnar, 

			An ancient craft, berthed in harbour.

			There they laid out their lord and master, 

			Giver of wound gold, breaker of kings. 

			Laid about him were the weapons of the vanquished, 

			Blades and body armour, hundreds of heretics. 

			Severed heads of foes piled high, 

			Grim tokens of the Forkbeard’s wrath. 

			Testaments to his name, 

			To his cunning hand and wolf’s courage.

			No void-vessel bore richer spoils, 

			No ship was ever so freighted with war.

			Gunnar’s battle was ended. 

			His life-candle guttered. His saga sung. 

			Only cowards die in their cots. 

			He was given to the void, and the void took him.
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			I

			


			Russ’ coming is like the breaking of summer after the long winter.

			Bjorn feels it in his bones before he sees it, the earth quaking under his gene-father’s tread. 

			And then he is there.

			Leman Russ. 

			A giant. 

			The sky-vast one. 

			His shadow darkens the hall doors. It is a welcome shade. 

			Bjorn wants to punch him. His muscles knot, veins rise, as if the Fang pins him in place. 

			Russ does not notice. 

			The reek of battle clings to him – raw iron, blood, fyceline. 

			He plants a booted foot onto the bench, rests a hand upon the hilt of his sheathed sword. Belt-clasps creak with the weight. The knuckles are split. His mouth bloodied.

			Russ’ warband files in behind. Once, they were Bjorn’s pack-brothers. Now they are shades – sallow skin, hollow eyes, armour cracked and daubed with gore. They take their place in silence. Revenants lingering past death to follow their lord.

			Russ’ Company. 

			Of whom Bjorn is the last. 

			The ironwood planks of the bench creak under the primarch’s weight. He straightens with effort, breath rasping through bloody lungs. Every gouge in Russ’ armour feels like a wound in Bjorn’s own flesh. 

			Bjorn’s anger drains away as Russ speaks. His voice is a rasp. 

			‘We found him,’ he said. 

			‘Who?’

			‘We found him and killed him.’

			‘Who?’ Bjorn demands again, rising. 

			But the dream unravels like a ball of wool. 

			Shapes blur. Sounds fade. 

			Russ and his company dissolve into the silence, their dream-shades dimming.

			This time there were no honour rites. No chants. No sacred oils to ease him from the draumr.

			A convulsion of power, a lash of current, electro-jolted Bjorn back, wrenching him to full and screaming consciousness. 

			Warning runes flared across the cavern of his mind, bright and merciless as forge-fire. They hammered him, hot, urgent and impossible to ignore, each one a blade driven into the meat of his thoughts.

			The ghosts of old voices scattered as weight and the pain returned. 

			He silenced the alarms as his vision attempted to reset, targeting arrays scrambled as they searched for target locks. 

			The cold was wrong. Everything was wrong. He should not be on his side. 

			His vox was dead, its machine spirits scrambling for purchase. Without it he was mute. Voices reached him through ice and alloy housing, blunt as rusted blades. The words were indistinct. He could not make them out. But they were urgent. Desperate. 

			Bjorn flexed the ponderous shoulders of his Dreadnought, but his body was as heavy as a tank. Piston-limbs thrashed, failing to find purchase. He was fixed, locked, buried. 

			All he saw was white. 

			Anger flared. Within the sarcophagus, his ancient body twisted and squirmed in impotent rage. But the sarcophagus was stuck. Trueclaw’s flamer coughed, pilot light drowned in snow. The igniter clicked, but the weapon would not light. 

			Useless. 

			His right arm registered as armed with his plasma cannon. He cursed. It had been a long time since they had hunted together. A flamer might have been more help. 

			The voices grew louder, edged with fear. He was old enough to know why. 

			Enemies were close. Drawing closer.

			And he lay like a prey-beast. A Fenrisian mammoth driven over the ice-cliff, broken-backed and impotent. Trapped. Helpless. 

			Bjorn snarled, man and machine as one. He would not end his days like this.
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			II

			


			Purgatum – Geryn’s Folly 

			‘Getting myself out of this,’ Bjorn snarled, though none could hear. 

			Trueclaw finally crackled to life, three blades spitting voltaic light as they carved through compacted snow and ice. He only had his own voice for company, grumbling, growling as he levered his weapon arms, forcing himself up, inch by inch.

			At last the blades found purchase. 

			The vox clicked back and his mind was flooded with battle-cant.

			‘He lives!’ one of the Chapter thralls cried out, awe thick in his voice. 

			‘Of course I live!’ Bjorn roared, voice crackling with static. ‘I’m with you,’ he voxed, his monotone unable to communicate all he felt. 

			I am always with you. 

			I will always be there!

			‘Now, let us find the enemy.’

			The ice crust was thick; it gave him grip enough. He heaved upwards, forcing his plasma cannon clear. Light and sound returned with a rush: and all about him was the clamour of wounded and dying. 

			Status runes scrolled red: five dead Blood Claws. Mission parameters scrolled through his thought-bound pathways. 

			Geryn’s Folly. The sons of Mortarion. Vengeance against the plague-rotten traitors. 

			But their Thunderhawk had ploughed a long furrow through the ice, black with spilt promethium. Scattered along its length was a trail of armoured panels, crates, ripped spoilers, hydraulic lines, the rear bulkheads of the Thunderhawk – and the crumpled forms of the dead, left where the crash had thrown them. 

			And him. 

			The Thunderhawk’s nose had buried itself in a hummock of ice. The impact had buckled the voidcraft’s keel, crumpling the vessel in on itself. The crew were dead. The promethium tanks had ruptured, flooding the snow-field.

			The last survivors were crawling free when the fuel caught.

			The promethium tanks went up in a sudden burst of yellow fire. The flames swelled, darkening as they climbed, thick black fumes whipped sideways by the screaming gale. The shockwave hurled warriors from their feet, but Bjorn stood firm, stomping forwards as shrapnel clattered against his armour.

			A body crawled across the white. No legs. A blood-trail, red, behind him. Levjens. Chapter thrall. There was nothing Bjorn could do.

			He tilted, growling as he forced his Dreadnought bulk to move. One leg broke through the ice, iron toes stamping down for purchase. His targeting arrays snapped awake, plasma coils priming. The machine spirits bayed for battle, more furious than he. But his other leg remained locked in the ice.

			Memory struck like a lash – vaulting a World Eaters Rhino, bolt pistol in hand, the other planted on top of the scorched hull, body soaring whole and unbroken.

			Blood-rain, chainblade-roar, a warrior entire.

			How he wished for his lost body!

			Fury burned through him. Machine spirits howled back, and with a shriek of ice his leg tore free. The splayed metal toes slammed down, crunching deep into the snow.

			In dreams he was whole. Awake, he remembered the short, brutal range of the Dreadnought shell.

			‘Stand tall, young pups!’ his voice thundered. ‘Up! Be brave! The wolf pack watches!’

			This venerable war-suit was as old as he. They had weathered so much together, till man and machine had grown almost alike. It was his constant companion – stubborn, unyielding, the only thing that kept him alive. 

			The cold bit deep, seeping through slabs of iron and ceramite into the sea of amniotic fluid within which he floated. The temperature had dropped dangerously, but his gene-wrought body responded with ancient defiance. It was his flesh that kept the fluid from freezing about him, as the blizzard raged, a blind fury of white. 

			Once, he would have raised a fist to clear his eyes. Now he relied on systems. So many systems. A legion of machine spirits, whispering and bickering through the mind-wired links. They filled in the gaps: scanning terrain, mapping approaches to the Death Guard bastion, tracking the locations of the Space Wolves scattered by the crash.

			Voices identified the warriors about him. The crash site spread left to right. Before him it sloped up towards the foul stink of the bastion, straddling the ridgeline in a hogsback hump of dirty brown ice.

			His vox-growl urged the others to follow.

			Runes were flashing within his neural circuits. He saw the target. Understood the mission.

			A frontal assault to punish their foe. To reclaim their gene-seed. To avenge the insult. To meet the strongest of the foe – blade to blade and toe to toe – and to crush them.

			He knew his role. He was the lure. The bait to draw the enemy out while kill teams cut into the cancerous interior.

			Only twenty-three cubs remained – thralls and Blood Claws, the youngest, the fiercest, the most reckless. The rest had gone to Morkai’s two-headed judgement. Their names scrolled through his mind, each a wound. Logynn the Black. Feyris Thunderwolf. Svandr Runesinger. Tyrson Whitemane. Brothers lost in the crash, cut from the saga too soon.

			He remembered them as he had first seen them, long ago – raw, eager aspirants in the halls of the Fang.

			‘We shall see them all in the last winter,’ Bjorn told those still with him, his voice carried across every channel. ‘For now, battle awaits! Trial of blade and bolter, pitted against our fate-old foes. Strike in their name and in their honour! Smite the foes on their behalf, sons of Fenris. The wolf pack of Russ – Lord of Wolves.’

			His vox-growl deepened.

			‘There’s more work for us all – but fewer left to share the glory!’

			From a mile above the planet came Atmund’s voice. ‘Need extraction?’

			‘No!’ Bjorn snorted. ‘I’ve not run from any fight.’

			‘You can hold?’

			‘If I was there I would club you,’ Bjorn voxed back.

			Over the vox he heard the laughter of the wolf pack. It was fierce and proud and defiant and there was no more joyous sound. The Space Wolves had been through much in the millennia of Bjorn’s watch, and through all the trials, their spirit endured.

			That patterned steel remained within them all.

			‘Quick! Climb into your drop pods, or there’ll be none left for you to kill.’
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			III 

			THREE HOWLS TO CALL THE PACK

			They had crashed two miles from the bastion gates of Purgatum, located on the upper reaches of the Ensa’ta Glacier. The fortress rose in front of them – a swollen mound of rust and stone, choking spires half-buried beneath a crown of befouled snow. 

			The direct path lay ahead, straight through the Thunderhawk debris field, right up to the bastion gates, the ramp slick with the spoil-heaps of the factorum piled like grave-mounds before it.

			Bjorn strode like a wall of iron, pack following in his wake, Chapter thralls and Blood Claws trailing, ragged, behind the living relic. 

			‘Hrutur Redmane!’ he boomed through the snow. ‘Keep up!’

			‘I call myself Ill-luck Hrutur now.’

			The grind and whine of ball-joints marked Bjorn’s thunderous pace. ‘And why are you named such?’

			‘I have fought, I have bled, and yet they laugh at me. I am still a Blood Claw. Still a pup. They call me reckless.’

			‘You are reckless!’ Bjorn chuckled.

			Hrutur’s head snapped up, young eyes fierce. ‘Then let me prove myself! Let me fight beside the Grey Hunters. Let me lead, not follow. I am no boy chasing snow-hares.’

			Bjorn’s laughter roared like a forge-vent. ‘That is exactly what you are. And it is nothing to be ashamed of.’ His vast bulk pressed forward, voice booming like the storm. ‘Some things take time, young pup.’

			Hrutur scowled. ‘You are Ancient. You would not understand.’

			‘I remember my own Blood Claw days. The fury, the hunger to be seen, to carve my name into the sagas. Every one of us thought we were ready before we were. That is the way of the Rout.

			‘If there was shame in the failure of the flesh then I share it with you. Flesh fails. Armour breaks. That is the truth of war. But to surrender? To yield? That is the only shame. Remember this, pup – better to fall with axe in hand than to die on a mattress.’

			‘But when?’ Hrutur asked. ‘When will they see me for what I am?’

			‘When you no longer ask the question. Now, stand with me. And fight. Shoulder to shoulder. Flesh fails. Mine failed me long ago. Leaving me in this damned box.’

			Hrutur’s answering howl tore from his throat, fierce and exultant. The others took it up in turn, one by one, until the air itself shook with the thunder of their voices. And last came Bjorn, his vox-amplifiers bellowing a sound that made the hillsides tremble.

			For a heartbeat, Bjorn felt it – the fire of the hunt in his blood again. His pistons screamed and hissed as he surged forward, each step pounding like a war-drum, heavy, thunderous, inexorable. 

			And the pack ran with him, their howls a gathering war-storm.

			Bjorn had carried the Chapter for ten thousand years, yet it was good – so good – to lead the pack into battle once more. These few, chosen and fortunate, followed in his thunderous footsteps, and the symbolism was not lost on any of them. 

			The Ancient One, still at the head of the hunt.

			As he marched, he imagined Russ striding into the great hall of Fenris, firelight gleaming in his eyes, the air thick with the voices of the pack.

			You missed a lot of battles, Bjorn imagined saying to his primarch, a hint of reproach in his voice. You missed many sagas that should have been yours.

			The broken spires of the rune-breaker bastion loomed through the curtains of ice. From its chimneys, smoke and fumes vented sideways, torn by the gale. Windblown rot stained the glacier for miles. The reek carried downwind, where overflow pipes spewed putrid slurry out across the ice. 

			Every Dreadnought was a prize. But Bjorn was more than that. He was legend. And the Death Guard knew it. Word spread like pestilence. Bjorn the Fell-handed had come to Geryn’s Folly. 

			The lure was too great.

			Augurs showed human chaff driven out of Purgatum’s broken gates in a tide of misery. Ragged and malnourished, flesh swollen with weeping sores and tumorous growths, they stumbled half-naked, jaundiced eyes narrowed against the gale, mouths snarling with blackened teeth. The plague-thralls were pitiful creatures – weighed down with corruption and infection, carrying the stench of rot – but hidden within the swill were true foes: the hulking form of Death Guard, stumping forward, formidable with bloated menace. 

			And more dangerous foes yet. Screaming out from Purgatum’s gates strode the deadliest warriors the traitor legionaries could muster. 

			Alarm runes flared within Bjorn’s mind. A heretic Dreadnought, approaching his position.

			Not one, his augurs screamed. Two. 

			Then three.

			These were odds that gave battle its worth.

			Bjorn loosed a rattle of laughter as his plasma cannon armed, coils flaring, the booming sound spilling into the old metre of Fenrisian poetry. 

			‘We’ll break them all in the play of blades, the flames of battle, the murder-make,’ Bjorn thundered. ‘We’ll leave their entrails for the eagle and the black raven alike. Strike hard and true – and let the carrion birds count their dead!’

			His laughter rumbled through the vox-net, hard as grinding stone. Then his tone shifted, iron and direct. He hailed Atmund, who even now waited a mile above him in a drop pod. 

			‘Approaching Purgatum,’ Bjorn voxed. ‘Contacts within sight.’

			Atmund acknowledged him. ‘We will commence with bombard­ment.’
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			IV

			


			The sky strobed. 

			The land about the maggot-spires of Purgatum shook itself apart.

			Each strike was searingly bright, every blast a hammer blow of sound.

			The bombardment quickened. The world groaned. Spires ruptured. Heretics burned. Purgatum cracked and spewed its filth into the gale. 

			Bjorn felt each concussive blast through his armour, in the amniotic chamber where what was left of him was cradled, in the ruined meat of his body. It was one of the few real sensations left. His skin trembled and the feeling thrilled him. He kept moving as fire fell, tearing the glacier into fountains of ice and stone and blood.

			He had known storms like this before. Grander and more colossal tumults. 

			Through the maelstrom, the burning spires were beacons, way-lamps, sailor’s stars, flame-summoners, signal-fires – like the north stars that the ancients of Terra took their bearings from.

			He laughed and howled. This was how the Wolftime would be. The sky alive with lightning, the earth erupting skywards!

			Bjorn was laughing, closing rapidly to firing distance, when a salvo of autocannon rounds hammered his armour. 

			Predator, hull-down behind an ice-bank. 

			Bjorn swivelled. Target-runes locked. Capacitators whined. Coils flared. 

			Marching forward, he fired. The plasma bolt seared a bright path through the storm. Heat-shock vented in a gout of steam. 

			The tank’s autocannon hammered back as the Helbrutes closed in a ragged pattern. Shells rattled and sparked against his sarcophagus. They exploded in a shower of sparks, lit his anger. 

			He didn’t slow. Iron shoulders grinding, plasma coils whining hot and hungry, he charged to fire again.

			The second salvo struck home.

			The tank’s turret blew skywards as something cooked off inside, belching one of the crew into the air. The figure spiralled upwards, head over feet, up, up into the freezing air. 

			Another Plague Marine clambered from the hatch, escaping the inferno below. Bjorn’s plasma shot caught him full-on and hurled him back into the blaze. 

			Bjorn pivoted and aimed at the airborne commander. The body rose in a slow arc. His cannon was still recharging, hot gases venting from the exhausts. 

			One second. 

			Two. 

			The figure reached the apex, and began to fall. 

			Bjorn waited, sighted, and fired. The howls of the pack told him all he needed. He had struck true.

			There was no time to laugh, as the foremost of the iron-bound giants appeared through the snow.

			‘Looks like they’ve sent the big boys out,’ Bjorn ordered. ‘Keep behind me!’ 

			Three pods dropped. 

			They tore the sky, contrails scoring white across the high atmosphere.

			Fast. Hard. Planetward. Fire twisting in their wake. The atmosphere screamed as they plunged through it. 

			Bjorn remembered.

			The cranes. The sway of chains, lifting the drop pods into place like shells into a gun. He remembered being whole. Stepping inside. Turning to face the open hatches. The clunk of the harness. The petals closing upon him, like a flower at night, leaving them all in silence and darkness.

			The shudder as the cradle locked the pod into its tube.

			Then the wait. Sometimes a breath. Sometimes an eternity. 

			The electromagnetic whine as the launch coils built charge. The slam of clamps kicking loose. The pod, fired like a bolt round into the void.

			The G-forces would cause internal organ rupture, enough to pulp an unaugmented man. Even for a son of Russ, vision dimmed, narrowing to black. Hearts thundered. Veins tightened like cords. Then sight came back, blood burning as the body was forced to endure.

			Those were fine days! The greatest battles! 

			Now, his runes tracked the drop pods’ descent, the glare of impact as they punched into the snowfields. 

			‘We’re in,’ Atmund voxed, already killing. 

			‘Welcome to the Folly,’ Bjorn growled, old scars creasing as the foremost enemy charged straight towards him. Though equal to Bjorn in bulk and strength, the abomination was no honoured ancient but a Helbrute: half-machine, half-carrion, all fury. The sarcophagus was more coffin than sanctuary. An iron oubliette where the crippled warrior rotted and raved, denied the solace of ritual, the guidance of the priesthood.

			It screamed its name across every channel, vox-casters booming it out into the storm. It had a limping gait, one leg still weighted down with chains. Heavy bolters jutted from one arm, power fist clenched on the other. 

			Poxchanter. Poxchanter. Poxchanter.

			It shouted its name over and over, as though the word was the last thread holding it to sanity.

			‘Here, dog!’ Bjorn roared, calm and cold.

			This was the way of the Rout: lure the prey into the jaws of death, just as they drove the mammoth over the ice-cliff.
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			V

			


			Only the greatest heroes of their Chapters were honoured with interment within Dreadnoughts, so any such was a grand prize worth taking. But the faithless did not maintain theirs with the same care as the Space Wolves.

			No Iron Priest tended their machine spirits. No sagas were sung to ease their slumber. The Traitor Legions chained their broken champions in cages of rust-iron and pain, minds gnawed hollow with madness, armour left to warp and fuse with flesh.

			Its suit of Castraferrum Dreadnought armour – kin to his own – had been deformed by heresy, the machine spirits alive with malevolence, rot-iron run through with heretical organics. Horns and spikes erupted from cankered plates, ribbed tubing throbbing with foul liquids. 

			Gyros kept his plasma cannon steady as Bjorn charged, joints whining and clunking, bulk moving with startling speed. 

			It picked up speed, too, firing wildly. Tracers raked across the ice, streaming red light scraping across Bjorn’s carapace, ricochets sparking from his metal form.

			His plasma cannon fired, enraging Poxchanter. 

			The Helbrute howled.

			‘That’s it, dog!’ Bjorn roared, his voice breaking out into a battle-hymn. ‘Come meet your death!’

			Targeting runes bled red. 

			Bjorn fired. The plasma cannon roared on his thought-command, spitting a lance of white fire that slammed into Poxchanter’s chest. 

			Armour plates screamed. Molten sparks burst skywards. The second salvo caught the shoulder joint and this time the rounds ripped through the armour casing, and sent a spray of metal and organics into the air. 

			The shredded remains of the arm hung from a few scraps of metal and wiring. Poxchanter kept screaming its name. It tried to shift the angle of attack as Bjorn advanced. 

			His flamer washed over the foe, drowning it in fire. 

			Then the impact. Two Dreadnoughts colliding, titans clashing like mammoth-bulls butting heads on the ice plains of Fenris. The ground shook. Rivets burst. Armour buckled. Machine spirits shrieked as hydraulic lines ruptured. Warning runes burned hot. 

			Bjorn ignored them. They were idle chatter. Only when they burned urgent red did he care. He was focused now on killing. Only on killing. 

			He twisted, body and machine as one, and brought Trueclaw round. The blades slammed through the ceramite sarco­phagus, lifting the plague-sworn from its iron legs. 

			Hydraulics groaned. Sparks spat. The claws flared with blue voltaic fire. Talons sheared through the warped sarcophagus, cankered alloy tearing apart and Poxchanter’s screams cut brutally short as the razor-edged blades cut his remains in two.

			Not a moment too soon. Blightsore was almost upon him. 

			Its name pulsed across the vox, a broken mantra, a chant of madness flooding every channel. Chains rattled against its hull, a belt of skulls clattering like bone-chimes.

			Too fast to stop.

			Blightsore slammed into Bjorn’s side, a thunderous impact of iron on iron. 

			A shockwave split the air. The Dreadnought creaked. Stabilisers screamed. Machine spirits roared as one as he rocked backwards, twisting desperately for purchase. 

			The impact tore through him. Blood clouded the life-brine. His ruined body buckled inside its cradle. Bubbles hissed from what remained of his nose and mouth. 

			Blightsore heaved against him, shoulder to hip, grinding forward with its diseased weight. The ice broke under the iron feet. Corrupt hydraulics screamed, a reek of hot oil and rotting meat venting from its seams. 

			It wanted him down. In the snow. 

			A broken-backed mammoth.

			He could not fall. Not here. Not now. It would be fatal. 

			Bjorn locked his stance. One ancient foot gripped ice and snow and refused to yield. Bjorn roared. A furnace-blast of sound. Servo-muscles kicked in, pistons driving like hammers. 

			He held fast. He would not fall. Not while life and fury burnt within him.

			He wrenched sideways. 

			Alloys screamed. Blightsore staggered, off balance, claws tearing trenches through the ice as it sought to recover. 

			Blue voltaic light glared suddenly as Trueclaw’s blades locked and bit. 

			Bjorn followed through with a blast of fire from his underslung flamer. Blightsore bucked, trying to tear free, but the claws held it fast as flames washed over it, a bath of burning promethium that scoured metal and meat alike. 

			The Helbrute screamed. A howl of machine and monster split eardrums, made ears bleed, as Trueclaw dug deeper, tearing through flesh and plate. 

			The daemon engine came apart in shrieking pieces, innards spilling out in gouts of smoke and gore. Bjorn eviscerated it. Hauled the carcass up, shaking it like a Fenrisian shark in a feeding frenzy, square torso jerking from side to side on grinding servos. 

			He threw the scraps onto the floor – an appalling mess of steel and meat – as the third Helbrute limped into view. His torso swung. The plasma cannon flared. The slug struck hard, staggering the beast. 

			It came on, screaming and wounded, charging through the smoke. Swinging its foetid axe. 

			Bjorn tried to parry, but the strike was too fast. Too heavy. He braced and the pitted blade bit deep, carving a groove across his upper plating. Warning runes flared crimson. He ignored them. 

			The second blow hammered deep into his plasma arm. Steel split. Machine spirits shrieked their outrage, but Bjorn felt nothing. Not fear. Not pain. Only the spirit of battle. 

			Trueclaw punched out, knocking the Helbrute back. It came again, roaring, and Bjorn struck once more, killing blow battered aside. 

			Once again, its axe drove home, the spike tearing into his carapace. There was a grinding scream of metal. Stabilising pistons sheared apart. Runes flared red. Bjorn tried to fire point-blank, but tentacles wrapped about the weapon arm, rows of gnashing mouths chewing at his armour and cabling.

			Hull breach alarms shrieked. Containment shutters slammed down, sealing the sarcophagus from rupture, and Bjorn was forced back. 

			Just one step. 

			To give himself room to swing.

			The daemon engine convulsed as the claw punched into the Helbrute’s sarcophagus, three blades impaling it, spewing ichor and amniotics in a vile torrent. Bjorn wrenched his weapon free, shook the filth, stamped a foot upon the steaming carapace. Armour peeled. First layers of plating. Then skeins of cable and wire. He tore it open like a can of rations, levering the carapace wider. 

			Life-support systems pumped. Metal shrieked. Seals burst. Claws wrenched. Plague-steel screamed. And at last the corpse-cage ripped open. The semi-liquid remains of its occupant spilled out, dragged into the open. 

			Cabling and pipes and corrugated effluent tubes tore free from the ruin within.

			Its head hung limp on a bull-neck. No eyes. No ears. No mouth. Sockets sealed with corrugated tubing. Shrivelled with damp. The limbless torso squirmed, blind and helpless. 

			Bjorn paused for a heartbeat. 

			It was the helplessness that struck him. His foe was a spasming lump of meat, obscene and mewling. 

			Revulsion churned. This was no warrior. No brother. It was a perversion of all he had sworn to defend. A traitor. The sight of the remains was too close to the hearth, as they said on Fenris. Too close to the bone. 

			He ripped it from the tangle of organics and piping, shredded the aborted remains, bubbling curses mixed with a bloody froth.

			He lifted the dead body to his vision slit. 

			‘I thought you were Varsus,’ he growled and dropped the thing at his feet. A bloody, half-formed abomination, still writhing in the snow. Its remnant limbs twitched, its mouth working in a wordless, blasphemous cry. ‘Maybe you were, once.’

			‘Hrutur,’ the Ancient’s vox growled, cold and implacable. ‘End its heresy.’ 

			The Blood Claw did not hesitate. He raised his bolt pistol, the runes of his helm flashing in the gloom, and fired.
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			VI 

			THE NUMBER OF RUSS

			‘Wake early if you want another man’s wife,’ Kaspr had said, hours before. 

			The others were still smiling at the line. 

			The Wolf Guard looked like ice giants, or some nightmare of the folk tales of Fenris – hoarfrost crusted on their armour, beards stiff with ice, eyes hard as frozen seas. None of them bothered to speak the end of the saying. They all knew it. Apt counsel for any warrior of Fenris. 

			Wake early if you want another man’s wife, no battle is won in bed.

			They thought of Fenris. Of winter storms. Of rival tribes. Of a world that tried to kill its own children, and the memory was warming. 

			The young of Fenris grew hard, or died. There was no middle path. It was one of the galaxy’s cruellest death worlds, where only the ruthless endured.

			No wonder Russ had chosen his sons from such a place. 

			They had forsaken that mortal life long ago, reborn as bolter-kin, the axe-song singers, the Star Folk of hearth-legend, the ale-hall reavers, the storm-wolves of Russ. 

			The ice giants of Fenris hungered for battle.

			Perhaps their last.

			They did not care. All they wanted was for the slaughter to begin. 

			Stormfang gunships had set them down two nights past, half a world away. The hunters had stalked their way across the ice-plateaus of Geryn’s Folly, the scent of Purgatum leading them to their quarry long before they saw the columns of belching fumes and ice-crusted spires.

			Silent as wraiths, they had found the access portal, and they had waited through the night, still as carved monoliths as the wind hissed like broken fangs, knives of frost through the ceramite. 

			Dawn came hard and bitter, the reek shrouding the bastion like a corpse-wrap. The four Wolf Guard stood in silence, vox-reports establishing the unfolding pattern of the planned attack. It had begun badly. The fire-trail of the Thunderhawk’s fall had been a bad omen. A dire comet seen in the night sky. But they did not stir.

			They had faith in the pack, in the brotherhood, the Vlka Fenryka. 

			Hall-songs meant nothing once steel met steel. Only blade and bolter spoke truth. The Wolf Guard trusted both.

			Through the crackle of vox they followed the battle’s course. They hungered to witness Bjorn with their own eyes. Bjorn the Fell-handed, hero of the saga, grinding the foe beneath his steel tread. 

			To take part in such a raid was honour enough. In the ale-hall of Fenris, they would speak of it for years: the great hall-burning. How Bjorn’s wrath had unbalanced the foe, how his ire became the tempest that masked the true strike.

			Victory over their dark-bound kinsfolk would be the sweetest of all. They would drink deep of the glory-mead when the spear-din was silenced. 

			And for all the thunder at the gates, that was but a feint. The real blade of Russ’ will was here: four Wolf Guard, veterans whose names were already carved deep into the saga stone.

			The moment of the strike balanced on a blade’s edge. With the thunder of drop pods slamming into the ice-fields, the moment arrived. 

			Haraldr the White went first, ice sheeting from his armour as servos growled to life. He stepped up to the pox-sealed vent – iron doors filmed in frozen brown fluids. Eldritch light flared as he hacked down, filth falling away in shattering sheets.

			There was a thunderclap as Ulaf fired. Superheated air screamed from overpressure as the melta spat, a focused beam that lifted molten tears. The steel bled, hissing into the ice. Within heartbeats the portal bent and sagged inwards, warped and weakened, drooping like a slab of soggy hard-tack. 

			Haraldr kicked it aside, strode through the reek of scorched flesh and charred alloy. Ulaf followed, melta still hot in his grip, blade in the other. Kaspr advanced in their centre, plasma gun held in his huge fist. Thjorolf Greyhame came last, where the Murderweaver had once stood, combat shield raised, blade ready to cut their foes. 

			They pushed into a high chamber, where the stench was overpowering. Beneath the corruption, they recognised the bones of a mining facility, cast in the standard templates of the Imperium of Man. But now ropes of slime drooled down; ventilation ducts bulged like diseased veins, and clouds of putrefaction hissed from ruptured vents – the sickly breath of dying systems. 

			The Wolf Guard took in the debased, carrion architecture with a single glance, lupine instincts cutting sharper than augur or lens. 

			Without a word they turned towards the downward paths, where the air grew yet more dank and sour. 

			The deeper they drove, the greater the warp-taint. Rusting decking sagged into rot, the squelch of crushed maggots marking each step. Fungal chandeliers cast a jaundiced glow across tarnished walls. Vents dripped and a rain of filth fell from weeping pipes and corroded cabling. Their boots splashed through oil-slick puddles. 

			Haraldr the White led with the measure of a wise war-leader. Obstacles were met with the same savage efficiency – whether a shield-boss to shatter, an axe-stroke to cleave, or a blade-thrust to end.

			Always precise, never more than the action required.

			This place was an affront to their genhanced senses, but their instincts were certain: the heart of the sickness lay far below. 

			At first the corridors were empty. They echoed with the rasp of rebreathers and the growl of armour servos. Three floors down and the walls flexed with a diseased rhythm, as though the structure bore its own sickly heartbeat. Vapours were inhaled and exhaled through the vents with living regularity. Doors no longer resembled portals of steel, but maggot-swollen sphincters of organic matter. 

			The first sentinel was a mewling mass of flesh, slithering on its belly, dragging itself with three malformed arms. 

			Its face had once borne the cast of humanity, but the mouth had peeled back to bare a throat turned outwards. The trachea erupted like a worm-tongue, ending in a toothed orifice crowned with a lidless eye. 

			It shrieked as the Space Wolves strode into view. 

			The first shot tore the head apart in a mist of gore. The next two bolts shredded the torso, blasting it into ruin, leaving only the echo of its death. 

			Seventeen seconds later a pair of ogryn thralls stumbled round the next junction, dragging a sled heaped with pestilent waste. The first dropped like a stringless marionette, head a ruin. The second reeled back into a bulkhead, creating a long smear as it slid down, chest cavity blown open, muzzle-gag barely holding back the gout of arterial blood, purple tentacles twitching as it bled out. 

			The cries of murdered traitors rose in a discordant chorus as the Space Wolves carved their way down. It was a mix of dread and delight, laughter and defiance all twisted together. Each encounter ended the same way: a gurgle of blood, then silence, as the frost giants pressed on. 

			Bile-gates parted with a wet, sucking groan, leaving a stain of filth as they slid into their recesses. The bastion itself seemed to welcome them. Was it the machine spirits of old, dimly remembering their masters? Or a lure, a trap to draw them deeper? 

			They hacked into a control room, dragging tendrils of growth that marked their visors with filth. Cogitator banks lined the walls. Long-dead, yet their fractured pict-screens still pulsed with strange, shifting patterns. 

			The Space Wolves did not look. Madness lay within. 

			Haraldr’s growl filled the vox. 

			‘This way.’ 

			He led them along a constricted corridor that choked inwards, flexing like a throat attempting to vomit them back into the light. The walls twitched and reacted against each axe-blow. The bastion’s living flesh shuddered with something like pain. 

			One minute and sixteen seconds into the descent the Space Wolves were forced into single file, their path leading down a winding, corrugated duct. Ten seconds later, a shape loomed ahead – a warrior in blighted plate, bearing marks of eternal decay. 

			The first of the Death Guard – armour foul and putrescent as the walls themselves. 

			Before he moved, it was hard to tell where the warrior ended and the fortress began, both parts of the same great infection. He was as solid as the bulkheads, hulking, hunch-shouldered, power maul in one fist. Three eyes glared out at them – two in rusted sockets, the third bulging on a stalk that protruded from the visor-slit, staring down the length of a boltgun. 

			Every heartbeat of time was precious. 

			The Wolf Guard broke into a charge as the first salvo hammered Haraldr’s shield, the rounds bursting in splatters of rot and taint. 

			Another shape lumbered behind the first: a second Death Guard, bloated and vile, tendril-tongue snapping through his mouth-grille like a striking eel. 

			Haraldr’s shield splintered, leaving just the boss in his fist. His axe swept out in reply. The Plague Marine made no effort to deflect it. A spray of filth erupted from the wound, spraying the corridor with decay. But the Death Guard scarcely reacted. The lips of the wound clenched tight around the blade, as Haraldr snarled, the axe held tight. 

			Ceramite burst in a spider-web of fractures as the Death Guard’s power maul delivered the return blow. Haraldr roared and warning runes flared as venomous toxins bit into the meat of his shoulder. The axe would not come free so he punched the shield-boss into the Death Guard’s pitted face plate. 

			‘Bile-dripping cur!’ he spat. 

			Ulaf the Grim shouldered past. The chamber filled with the stench of superheated putrescence as the melta fired, a lance of impossible heat that cut through the Death Guard’s torso. Liquified remains splattered the wall behind, and Haraldr wrenched his axe free at last, brought it down with a bellow.

			He cleaved through the three-eyed helmet. The traitor’s skull burst in a storm of maggots and cancerous grey matter. 

			But there was no pause as the second Death Guard came towards them, tongue-tendril lashing, the rusted teeth of his chain-bayonet chewing to life, spraying slurry and filth.

			Ulaf and Haraldr hurled themselves aside as Kaspr’s plasma weapon roared. The blast cored a cavity through chest and power pack alike, and carved a smoking gouge a foot deep in the wall beyond.

			The tentacle tongue writhed, snapping like a decapitated serpent as Haraldr toppled the remains and the Plague Marine fell with a spurt of organ slurry. 

			Seven minutes and nine seconds after forcing entry, they found the chamber they were looking for. A clenched maggot-seal door, shut before them. Haraldr snarled through bared teeth. He hacked his way through into an antechamber of throbbing red membranes. A steel door loomed on the far side, half-submerged in a lake of digestive fluids that hissed against their boots as they splashed through. 

			Foul excretions had welded the steel fast within its iron frame. 

			The melta beam cut through the rusted portal, and Haraldr kicked the smoking remains aside. 

			Daemonic forms sprang forth – small, gibbering gobbets of filth, bounding across the chamber. Ulaf swatted one away with a contemptuous sweep. It burst in a shower of pus as three more leapt at him. Kaspr slammed them against the wall and two ruptured wetly; the third rebounded like a half-inflated ball and burst against his flank, a spray of corrosive gore sizzling against his armour. 

			For long seconds the Wolf Guard hunted the last of the wretched things, each kill spilling clouds of pestilent vapour. The last daemon died beneath Haraldr’s axe, split in half with a shriek like a newborn’s wail. He stamped the twitching ruin into the plating till nothing remained but a smear of ichor. 

			The stench was overpowering, thick with the rot of diseased progenoids. 

			‘Fangless curs!’ Haraldr hissed as he looked about. 

			On Fenris, such a place would have been the apothecarion’s holiest vault – a cryogenic sanctum where the genetic legacy of Russ was safeguarded, each vial of embryonic essence preserved within stasis. But this chamber was no sanctum. 

			It was a charnel house. 

			A butcher’s shambles. 

			A pit. 

			Gore and viscera festered across every surface. The progenoid glands they found were foul and swollen, pale mockeries of their purpose, already putrid, stinking of decay.

			Everything about this chamber was an affront. Septic tubes wept pale vapours that coiled across rusted shelving. Vials lay strewn, some shattered, some still intact, all steeped in corruption. From the gene-seed hoarded here, a hundred companies of Astartes could be forged – an army of Chaos thralls. 

			Kaspr gave voice to his disgust, kicking the racks over, one by one, contents spilling out in a rain of shattered glass and foul fluid. Haraldr followed, sweeping shelves clean with the edge of his axe, stamping the remains beneath his boots.

			Some of the glands twitched, spasming like vermin trying to crawl to safety. Ulaf emptied his bolt pistol into the heap. Each round burst with a thunderclap. Shards of meat and glass tore apart beneath the storm. The others added their fire, but even the hammering of bolters could not match the savagery of Ulaf’s wrath.

			‘None of these belonged to our gene-father,’ Kaspr growled. His nostrils flared. ‘I scent Dorn… Guilliman, too. And traitors.’

			None of them spoke the truth aloud. Each felt it gnaw in their hearts. The defilement was too great an affront: Hoskuldr’s gene-seed had already been used. Corrupted. His sacred essence turned to swell the ranks of the Death Guard.

			‘Stand back!’ Kaspr hissed, bracing himself against the door jamb. His plasma coils flared white, keening as they spat a storm of annihilation. Lightning strobed within the foetid vault, glare-filters snapping out the sudden blaze. The remains boiled and burst, popping wetly in the ionised air. The stench of rot and corruption was sickening. 

			Ulaf’s shout became a wolf’s howl, and the others joined in, their voices rising as one.

			The noise was deep and terrible, mournful as Fenrisian night and savage as the hunt. It rolled through the living bastion, shaking walls and ceilings alike. Cultists quailed at the sound, their courage bleeding away, while even the plague-ridden hearts of the Death Guard beat faster in dread.

			At length, the fires in the vault burned out, and the howls subsided with them.

			‘You’re wounded,’ Kaspr said into the silence. 

			Haraldr held his arm up and they could see the grey flesh through the break in his armour. ‘Infection,’ he hissed against the corruption that was spreading through his flesh. ‘Cut it off.’

			‘Sure?’ Thjorolf said.

			Haraldr held his arm out and put his finger to his upper arm. 

			Thjorolf took the mark, and then his sword swung. There was a crackle of white light as it cut through armour and flesh and bone. The severed limb dropped and the wound leaked foul grey maggots. 

			‘Higher,’ Haraldr hissed.

			The next blow took his arm off at the shoulder. 

			Blood gushed for a moment before the Long Fang’s enhanced systems kicked in, stopping the haemorrhaging and sealing the wound. Haraldr’s face was pale as he steadied himself and took his axe in his left hand now. 

			‘Good?’ Kaspr said. 

			Haraldr nodded. He did not look good, but there was no time for anything more sophisticated. ‘Time to fight our way out.’
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			VII

			


			The Grey Hunters heard it first – the deep-sunk howl of the Wolf Guard. Then Hrutur and the Blood Claws, locked in slaughter before the rusted gates. Even Bjorn, through his well-crafted casket, felt it surge through his neural link as he stamped the remains of the last Helbrute into a bloody splatter.

			Though it came from deep within the bowels of the fester-keep, the note carried more than any vox could. 

			Haraldr was wounded, but the Wolf Guard yet lived. 

			All who heard understood what they had found in the rancid guts of the bastion. 

			The mournful note was unmistakable. 

			‘They have defiled our gene-seed!’ Bjorn thundered, fury rising like a glacier breaking loose. ‘The bastards have taken what is Russ’ own!’

			The Dreadnought lifted his own voice. The fester-keep trembled before the fury of the wolf pack, and within the rusted walls, the sons of Fenris answered.

			Another reply came, too.

			Not wolfish, but vile. A deep, wet gurgle – like bubbling sewage in the depths of a hive world. From deep below came a leathery, resonant bark – a howl that shook the air, rattling armour seals and loosening frost falls from the towering spires. The poxhold groaned and shuddered, as if trying to vomit something up from the depths of its rotten guts. 

			Ice beneath Bjorn’s tread crazed with fractures as the monstrous call came again. Louder, closer. The fester-keep exhaled in answer. From ragged ventilation shafts poured a choking miasma, a stinking tide of corruption that rolled out across the battlefield. 

			‘What have they woken?’ Hrutur murmured, awe and blood­lust mingling.

			‘It sounds big,’ Bjorn rumbled, vox-grilles grinding as exhausts belched thick brown smoke. 

			The plan had been for the wolf packs to disengage. Bjorn did not. The Dreadnought stomped forward, each step powered with the grind and hiss of hydraulics and ball-joints. His was the tread of doom, shaking the gates of the bastion. 

			‘Forward, sons of Russ!’ he thundered, voice booming across the vox-net. ‘Fear no creature! Bring Russ’ punishment to these dogs.’

			The foe were diseased wretches, faces blistered with sores, their skin a frost-bitten blue-green, eyes bulging with plague. Hack-blades and scavenged autopistols shook in their hands as they closed. He drove forward into the flood of the enemy till he was beset on all sides. 

			In his wake, the Blood Claws tried to keep up, cutting down any who tried to strike him down. They hacked apart the carrion-creatures that tried to harry his flanks, eager to prove themselves in the shadow of legend.

			Hard rounds ricocheted from Bjorn’s ceramite plating. Others whined past into the snow, or hissed uselessly overhead. Hard rounds were nothing to Bjorn! 

			The plague-thralls hurled themselves at him in desperate waves, and Bjorn met them all – battering, eviscerating, crushing, tearing, destroying – his howls of battle thundering louder than their death cries.

			Some of the corrupted clawed close enough to strike. Their rusted blades scratched harmlessly against the steel of his legs. Within his life-brine he heard the dull clunk of many blows upon his armoured exterior. He shrugged them off. His underslung flamer roared in answer. Bodies writhed, blackened, collapsed, a carpet of charred flesh that he crushed beneath his tread. 

			The talons of Trueclaw spread wide, reaping lives in brutal arcs, scything through heretics and mutants alike. Flesh was shredded. Bones broken.

			He was the Ancient One. A warrior in the epic wars that had shaped the Imperium of Man. A force of history. Chosen companion to the primarch and Wolf King, Leman Russ. He was steel and iron, and they were flesh. 

			And flesh was weak.

			A red mist hung in his wake. Sanguine spray froze mid-air into eight-pointed shards, falling as blasphemous red snow. And through the mob of death, he hunted down the Plague Marines. 

			The first came apart in his claw. The second was crushed underfoot. The third landed a blow upon his armoured flank before Bjorn’s fist caved in helm and skull alike. Once they had been his brothers. Now they were swollen with filth, dying curses a gurgle of rot. He tore them apart, as they had torn his father’s dream. He ruined them as they had ruined the Imperium. 

			He was Storm-claw. Honour-keeper. Pox-breaker. Plague-scourge. Blight-biter. Pox-bane. The Ravager of Rot. He was a cauterising brand of iron, plunged into the heart of the infection. 

			Each blow ripped them into shreds, each kill barely a fraction of the debt the Plague Marines owed. 

			So many deceptions. So many lies. 

			His fury threw the foe back, sweeping them towards their own gates. The slime-hold belched forth its dregs to drag them down. But Bjorn was a storm made flesh. Relentless, inexorable, a living saga of Fenris.

			For a skjald’s breath, Bjorn forgot he was caged in iron. He forgot the sarcophagus and the amniotic tomb. He was a Wolf again – whole, unbroken – his prey before him, his tread shaking the earth. Promethium fire roared from his flamer, blasting about him like some ancient wyrm. Blood-steam hung heavy in his wake. And only the burden of corpses slowed him. The tide of dead clinging to his stride. He was a herald of destruction, a symphony of howling death.

			His charge broke only atop a mound of ice and ruin, just yards before the entrance to the fester-keep. He was a wolf-fortress, set before the enemy gates. His howl thundered through the open portals, a challenge hurled at whatever thing was chained in the depths, and the bastion vomited more filth, yet Bjorn held his ground, surrounded not with bodies, but with mauled shreds of flesh and cloth and armour. 

			A torrent poured forth. Hundreds of plague-thralls driven like dogs by their heretic masters. Behind them, Death Guard held back, heavy weaponry seeking to cut him down.

			A sudden bar of stabbing red light hissed past his sarcophagus, searing a trail of steam from the icy air. His targeting matrices snapped to focus. A Death Guard legionary hunched behind the gate’s doorjamb, lascannon braced upon his shoulder. 

			Bjorn’s torso swivelled, gyros humming as his cannon whined to life. Sparks arced from the housing as the plasma spat, flaring like a newborn star. 

			The impact was catastrophic. The door jamb dissolved in a storm of molten spray, the metal cratering and twisting, the Death Guard reduced to a blistered ruin. The gate sagged inward, bleeding slag and fire.

			He roared his fury and the song of battle rose about him in dreadful chorus – the pop of ruptured armour, the wet crunch of bone, the death-scream of thralls. 

			A Plague Marine lumbered forward – bloated and crusted with filth – and Bjorn almost laughed at its folly. 

			Too slow. Too wretched to flee.

			He strode to meet it. 

			He felt for a moment the limits of this tomb of iron. Were he flesh and blood still, the rune-breaker would already be dead, Bjorn’s axe buried deep in its skull, his tread already climbing the ramp.

			A jet of flame blinded the foe as Trueclaw closed, talons snapping upon the maggot-swollen traitor. Armour screamed. Flesh tore. Bone splintered. The claw spun, wrist couplings whirring, a death-spiral of tearing blades, and the warrior was shredded piece by piece. It was a cruel death: head, limbs, armour, all ripped apart. 

			At last he shook the shredded mess to the floor. The claw released the ruin, letting it splatter into the slush, and Bjorn marched onwards, looking for the next. 

			He was saga-bearer of the Vlka Fenryka with a memory long and merciless. No death could be too savage, no ruin too complete, for those who had betrayed the Allfather. And the sons of Mortarion had slighted his brothers. They had fouled the Wolf’s Lair. They had impugned the honour of the Foundchild. 

			By the blood of Russ, Bjorn would answer – tenfold, a hundredfold.

			On the steps of the blight-hall, another came forth. A giant, even for the Death Guard. Pus leaked from the rents in the armour. Innards bulged through split ceramite. Tusks like those of a Fenrisian walrus jutted from its jaw, curling down to the waist. Deformed and ravaged. The fangs of a carrion wolf. Long rotted, yet eager for the kill.

			Bjorn roared his fury as hard rounds shattered against him. 

			‘You carry the blood of Russ!’ Bjorn bellowed as he charged, each step shaking the deck plates, fist ready to smash the creature into ruin. ‘Our father’s gift, fouled in your carcass!’

			The tusked monster laughed – a twisted, wolfish snarl – as the bolters roared, flashing its fangs in the strobing muzzle-light. It lumbered towards him, vast and helmetless, rolls of corpulence spilling over its pitted gorget.

			Hrutur shouted a warning as the abomination’s limbs twisted grotesquely, flesh and steel knitting into twin multi-meltas. The air filled with a shrill, venomous whine. Heat shimmered at the muzzles, bending the light, promising annihilation, and Bjorn answered with a snarl of rage. 

			Centuries of fury ground through his vox-grilles as the beams spat. He twisted violently, linked for a heartbeat to the heretic by searing bars of infernal light that scoured molten scars across his weapon arm. The plasma cannon’s machine spirits wailed, struggling to stabilise the venting coils as the systems flickered.

			Memory rose unbidden – other charges, other wars – ten thousand years of battle layered upon one another, each strata of unending war. He felt them all in that instant, yet his tread did not falter as he charged. 

			Another volley hammered him, burning into the ornate tracery of the Dreadnought armour, blistering sanctified ceramite. And then the creature’s arms warped again, melting and twisting into fists that crackled with warp lightning as the corrupted brute threw a titanic punch. 

			Bjorn met it head-on. 

			Claw met fist in a storm of clashing energies. 

			White fire of Fenrisian craft battled the black unlight of warp-born heresy. 

			For a heartbeat the contest held – then the traitor’s strength buckled. With a thunderclap Bjorn’s claw slammed shut, crushing the warped limb even as it tried to reform.

			The abomination gave a dreadful, yelping cry as the Ancient One heaved it aloft, shaking it like a hare caught in a snare. Bjorn hurled the ruin of the thing down, as if it was nothing more than the remains of a dead sled-dog, cut from the harness and fed to the rest of the pack. 

			He stamped with crushing weight, already looking for the next foe.
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			VIII

			


			Göll another, hammer of sword-strokes, cries of the slain. 

			Hrund and Hrist, swift-stroke and stabber, shield-crash and shaker. 

			Róta, the battle-storm, the roar of the bolter, 

			The explosion of flesh and the splatter of blood, blasted across the faces of friends. 

			Sigrdrifa, granter of victory to those for whom it was fated. 

			The bastion itself rebelled against the Wolf Guard. Not repelling invaders, but clutching at them like a barbed gut, desperate to hold its prey. The passageways squeezed inwards, suppurating walls bulging and grinding, closing about them like the clenched intestines of a vast beast.

			Faces pressed out of the walls. Mewling orifices. Worm-jaws gnashed, lined with rings of razor teeth. And things pursued them in the dark – antibodies of the fortress flesh – hunting them as if they were disease.

			It had taken the Wolf Guard seven minutes and nine seconds to carve their way to the gene-vaults. Now the seconds bled like spilled ichor and they were still barely halfway back to the ground levels. And something had awoken within this hell-pit.

			The roar was madness and agony entwined. A note that shook the fester-keep from root to rampart. Each step of the unseen thing made the bastion tremble, and it was drawing rapidly closer. 

			‘Hear that?’ Haraldr snapped to Kaspr. 

			‘Aye.’

			‘What is it?’

			‘Our death.’

			Haraldr laughed. None of them feared death. Each longed to halt, to meet the thing that roared in the depths, to test fang against fang. Like whelps daring each other to piss highest against the fortress walls.

			But Bjorn fought above, and their saga was only half-sung. 

			The roar came again. Louder. Nearer. The bubbling sewage of a corrupted throat. 

			They all knew their task today: to get out alive, to tell the saga, even as the corridor constricted tighter. Steam bled from vents. Spore-clouds thickened. Hulking forms moved in the haze – Plague Marines, advancing slowly, bolters coughing filth.

			Haraldr let Ulaf take the lead. Thjorolf guarded the rear. 

			It took all Haraldr’s will to keep pace. Sweat pooled within his helm, thick streams running down his face. The air within his helm was foetid and foul. Each step felt like lifting a mountain, each footfall an age to complete. But Kaspr kept his steady hand firm beneath the Wolf Guard’s failing weight, urging him forward. 

			More Plague Marines emerged from the fog. Thick shapes loomed, one hefting a plague cleaver, the next dragging a bolter like a crude club.

			Ulaf met them head-on. His searing blade screamed, carving through ceramite, through meat and swollen, pitted and spongy bone. 

			‘Keep moving! Faster,’ Ulaf hissed, as he slammed a fresh melta cartridge into his gun. 

			‘You’re leading,’ Kaspr said with a mirthless laugh.

			More dread seconds tolled as they hacked through an intersection, bolter fire coughing in the haze. They turned towards where the stairs should have risen – only to find them collapsed into a sodden ruin.

			The roar came again – closer now. It seemed to stalk just beyond the last turning, rancid mucous breath washing over them all. 

			It was no simple bellow. The sound was worse than any Helbrute’s rage. It was the howl of a thing long-chained, wracked with pain and fury, mad with hunger. 

			Briefly, the chill scent of the open air reached them and the Wolf Guard broke into a run. Haraldr let out a low, ragged sound as targeting runes spun before his eyes. His auto-senses were clicking and locking, again and again, on the back of Ulaf’s helm. He blinked them away, but they always returned, willing him to fire. 

			The bastion writhed around them. It was alive, diseased, malevolent. 

			‘Back,’ Thjorolf barked, shoving them aside as a tide of bubbling acid spilled across the floor.

			They veered at the next junction, boots clanging on rusted steel once more, and found themselves climbing an iron stair, narrow and winding, carrying them towards the upper levels.

			‘Faster!’ Ulaf urged, rounds hammering into his back plate as he shielded Haraldr with his own bulk. 

			More of the daemon-spawn leapt to meet them. Putrid balls of filth, bounding through the air with obscene glee. Thjorolf’s blade flashed, splitting them mid-flight. Each burst in a gout of rotting ordure, slime eating into ceramite, hissing in the joints, burning at the flesh beneath. Thjorolf carved his way through, armour splattered with corrosive muck, runes of warning flaring red as systems bled away. The wretches made no effort to dodge him. Their laughter – mad, bubbling, ceaseless – gnawed at sanity. They seemed almost joyous in their own destruction, shrieking as they burst upon his edge. 

			A sound came from Haraldr, a low, broken rasp, a sound that was not his own. They dragged him along, his legs stumbling and struggling to obey. 

			Never had the Wolf Guard known such weakness. Not since before he had been remade by the Sky Warriors. Frailty was a forgotten thing. But the Death Guard knew how to unravel gene-forged flesh. Knew how to unmake the sons of Russ from within. Infection spread, sour and hot, filling Haraldr with fire and sludge. His lungs rattled with every breath. He stumbled, fell hard, and hissed through gritted teeth.

			‘Leave me.’

			Kaspr hooked an arm about Haraldr’s shoulder. ‘We will not.’

			He fired one-handed into the haze. 

			The Wolf Guard looked after their own.

			Two more turns and they broke onto an old service level. Ahead rose a zig-zag of metal stairs, winding up through a forest of vent-shafts. Dingy green light stabbed down from above, each flight a promise of escape. 

			They took the first stairwell, clawing their way up from the reeking pit. The corridor was wide. The way clearer. 

			Halfway along, Haraldr slipped. His mouth worked, but no sound came. He was too far gone for words. Kaspr slammed his plasma gun to his thigh, the mag-lock clamping home as he hauled Haraldr across his shoulder. The rusted iron shrieked beneath his tread, buckling and giving way in a cascade of rust and dust. 

			The next junction was barred. Three Death Guard stood waiting, hulking silhouettes wreathed in rot. Their armour was swollen with pustules and fungal blooms, clouds of contagion bleeding from grille-vents, miasmas that would have felled lesser warriors in heartbeats.

			One raised its blighted bolter, ichor spluttering from the gnawed muzzle.

			Ulaf’s blade burned with cold Fenrisian light as he charged. Steel met rust, sparks flaring. Truth clashed against corruption, the hard grit of Fenris against the corpulence of decay.

			The clash was over in seconds. One Death Guard lay shattered. Another fell back, leaving a trail of black slime. The third lingered in the haze, its bolter coughing filth. 

			There was no time to pursue. Behind them came the bellow of the chained horror, shaking the walls with each step.

			‘Leave me,’ Haraldr rasped.

			No one answered. 

			Haraldr’s vision narrowed to a single green-tinged tunnel of light, his words breaking into a bloody cough. His visor was spattered with black blood, his vital signs flickering, shutting down as his organs failed one by one.

			Kaspr bore the ailing warrior’s weight across his shoulders. He had no words for this. Sometimes words were not enough.

			‘This way – we came this way!’ Ulaf hissed, pushing ahead through the service corridor, melta reloaded, bolt pistol checked, the pale flame of his power sword sparking to life along its edge.

			They reached another stairwell, and bolts screamed down from above, pox-shells hammering into the ironwork. Blighted banisters burst into shards of rusted steel, ricochets whining from the green-stained flooring.

			Thjorolf fired one-handed into the stairwell, the muzzle flashes strobing Haraldr’s pallid face. The jarl was beyond words now. 

			Kaspr unsealed Haraldr’s helm. A grey pallor spread from shoulder to jaw, rot crawling across his flesh. Pustules swelled, his beard bleaching pale where the decay ate him.

			Haraldr’s eyes swam, unfocused. Then, for a heartbeat, they cleared – like a beacon briefly glimpsed through a storm. 

			‘Give me your melta bomb!’ he whispered. 

			Kaspr started to argue but Haraldr pushed his own weapon into Kaspr’s hand. 

			‘Take it. I’ll save a place for you on the Allfather’s benches.’

			Kaspr took the blade and pressed the charge into Haraldr’s hand. Haraldr’s lips moved, but no sound came. Kaspr bowed his head, fist to his chest as he took the sky-sworn blade.

			‘I shall kill in your name,’ Kaspr vowed, mag-locking the weapon to his side. He gripped his brother once more, hand heavy upon the ruined shoulder.

			Haraldr’s breath came in bubbling gasps, but he pushed himself to the wall, standing tall, ready to sell his life dearly.

			The roar came again, closer than it had any right to be, shaking the stairwell.

			‘Go,’ Haraldr whispered. ‘Morkai will welcome me.’

			At the name of Morkai, a smile tugged Kaspr’s lips. The two-headed wolf, fang-brother and shadow-hunter, bane and sentinel of the dead, awaited him in the ice below. 

			He halted at the bottom step, turned for one last look.

			His optics caught the shape of it – a ghastly thing dragging itself into view at the base of the stairwell. A daemon engine, toad-headed and monstrous, its lobster-shell carapace leaking filth. Rot streamed from its plates as it hauled its bulk forward on clawed limbs, the stink of warp-forged depravity filling the corridor.

			‘Go!’ Haraldr snarled, a wolf’s ferocity blazing in his dying eyes, gunning the chainblade. 

			Kaspr’s last glimpse of Haraldr the White was of his brother standing tall and fearless, leaning on the wall yet unbowed. 

			Haraldr roared his defiance, the voice of a wolf king to the last.

			Then came the sounds: the bark of a bolter, harsh with scorn. The answering bellow of the daemon engine. The thunderous detonation of Haraldr’s melta charge – one final blood-fang blast.

			And then the stairwell shook, fire and ruin swallowing the place where Haraldr had made his stand.

			Only the coward dies in bed.
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			IX 

			NUMBER OF THE WYRD SISTERS

			Fire spat from every angle as the Wolf Guard forced their way towards the exit. Behind them the daemon engine came on, its mad howl rattling the walls, dirt showering from the ceiling plates with every thunderous step.

			It was a deadly game, with life or death as the only prize.

			Thjorolf took the fore, shield raised, while Kaspr’s plasma gun spat incandescent fire. A squad of traitors barred the way ahead. Kaspr burned two from their feet, but more filled the breach.

			Thjorolf hurled the ragged scraps of his shield aside, boltgun bucking in his fist as he held the line. Ulaf and Kaspr fired past him, bolter and plasma weapons hammering in counter-salvoes.

			‘Too many,’ Ulaf growled.

			‘Pushing it,’ Kaspr answered, his plasma gun screaming as it began to overheat. Each shot strobed the corridor in bursts of lurid light, tearing into plague-swollen bodies. Still they came, shambling on, black rot dripping from their grille-vents.

			Kaspr dropped two more before plasma spewed from ruptured coils and acrid smoke filled the air, scorching his gauntlet. ‘Cooked,’ he snarled, tossing the gun aside, drawing his bolt pistol from its mag-lock.

			Autocannon rounds hammered into Ulaf as he reached the stair. Railings exploded in showers of sparks. His armour – already fouled and weakened – gave way beneath the barrage.

			Ulaf tried to bring up his melta, but a second salvo tore through the groin joint and armour shattered, bone snapped, flesh ripped apart. His leg swung at a sickening angle, pinned by scraps of ceramite and tendon, the melta clattering from his grip. 

			Thjorolf cursed through clenched fangs as Kaspr growled, voice flat as iron.

			A third salvo slammed into Ulaf. His body was punched across the flooring with the power of the barrage. The wounded Space Wolf tried to pull a fresh ammo-flask.

			The status runes did not look good.

			‘How many?’ Thjorolf snapped.

			‘Don’t know.’ Kaspr fired one-handed down the corridor, bolt shells sparking into the sodden plating. The enemy had the stairwell covered. 

			Then he hissed, voice tight. 

			‘One.’ Not even trying to hide.

			A Death Guard Terminator loomed before a leaking pipe, a towering sack of corruption bound in iron. His frame was looming, his flesh swollen and rotted beyond any semblance of a man. A skirt of guts swung down like chainmail across his front, maggots spilling from sores that wept constantly. From the boneless ruin of his head, a single eye glared, pale and hateful.

			The Terminator’s autocannon roared again and shells screamed through the haze. Bulkhead plating shattered, mould and rust bursting into clouds of filth, and the fierce light split the gloom like meteors.

			Thjorolf mag-locked his sword to his thigh. ‘Cover me.’

			‘I’m covering all of us.’ Kaspr’s snarl was lost beneath the roar of his weapon, his boltgun vomiting fire, casings clattering at his feet. The reek of burnt propellant mingled with the stench of rot, sharp and acrid.

			Thjorolf hurled a frag grenade and sprang forwards as the blast boomed, deck plates shuddering, shrapnel scything into the Terminator’s exposed wounds. The creature oozed pus, but it did not slow. Its autocannon hammered on, auto-loaders clacking as fresh shells chambered with mechanical hunger.

			Thjorolf rolled, snatched up Ulaf’s fallen melta, and fired as the cannon tracked after him – barely a fraction of a heartbeat behind. 

			The melta roared, and a geyser of filth vented from the Death Guard’s back.

			Thjorolf risked a glance. ‘Is he dead?’

			‘He’s not moving.’

			‘Good or bad?’

			‘Bad for him,’ Kaspr growled, snapping another salvo down the corridor. His bolter thundered, each shot hammering back against his fist until the traitor’s squalid head burst apart in a spray of green ichor.

			‘I meant Ulaf, fool.’

			Kaspr looked down. Ulaf’s body was a ruin, torn apart by autocannon fire. His blood steamed on the floorplates.

			‘He is gone,’ Kaspr said flatly.

			‘Do we leave him?’

			‘There are only so many dead we can carry.’

			‘They were our pack-brothers.’

			‘And so they remain,’ Kaspr said, voice low, iron-hard. ‘But they run with the Allfather now.’

			Thjorolf bowed his head. ‘We will remember.’

			‘We shall,’ Kaspr swore. ‘That is our oath. Theirs is the saga we will tell.’

			‘Let us live long enough to tell it.’

			Despite the words, Kaspr bent and heaved what remained of Ulaf onto his shoulder.

			‘Move. Fight. Now.’

			Gunfire cracked down the corridor. The two remaining Wolf Guard veered right into a wide store room, its vaulted ceiling hung with mould and rot. Three doors led out. The one straight ahead was sealed. Rust cascaded as they hammered at it, but the blockade held fast from the far side.

			The other two – left and right – gaped half open, hung with vines and fungal growths. There was no time to weigh choices. Death Guard laughter echoed closer, a bubbling, diseased cackle that closed off every retreat. Beneath it all came the ceaseless howl of the daemon engine that Haraldr had faced.

			‘Left!’ Kaspr hissed.

			Thjorolf turned, frost blade raised. Blue light flared as his great sweep scythed through the dead matter. 

			They burst into another chamber, choked with thralls – bloated husks of diseased humanity. They had no weapons, but clawing hands snatched for the Space Wolves, dragging, slowing. Thjorolf’s blade bit again and again, cauterising rancid flesh, dropping corpses like blighted grain.

			More pressed in. From every side they came, arms grasping, clutching at armour, clinging to weapons even as they were carved apart. Kaspr tore Haraldr’s axe free from its mag-lock, swinging it in brutal arcs. He hacked down into the wall of rotten flesh, pulping bodies with each blow. Something seized his leg. He slammed the axe-butt down, crunching through its skull. The head burst like overripe fruit, spraying greasy smears of brain-matter across his greaves.

			Thjorolf crashed into him from behind, shoving him forward. Together they tumbled through the next doorway, bolt rounds snapping past them, chewing sparks from the walls.

			The laughter of the Death Guard drew nearer still. It was in the air, a vibration that set their armour’s seals trembling. Kaspr felt it seep into him, a grim certainty spreading cold as Fenrisian ice.

			The howl came again – closer now, deafening in its fury. 

			The daemon engine was almost upon them. 

			The left-hand doorway yawned to reveal a wide staircase. The Wolves had entered with war cries upon their lips, but they were quiet now. They worked in silence, hacking and chopping through the wall of dead flesh that barred their way, blades singing the only song that mattered. It was like wading through a soup of month-old offal. Every stroke was labour, every step a battle.

			Then, suddenly, the end was in sight. A double doorway yawned ahead, spilling into open space. Beyond it Kaspr scented the sharp, clean tang of the outside, the breath of frost and freedom.

			They crashed through, hurling corpses aside, and found a final staircase rising wide before them.

			Thjorolf bounded towards it first, steel boots driving upwards, two steps at a time. Kaspr followed hard on his heels, surging like a wolf in the chase. The stench of rot still clung, but now – threading through it – the air grew sweeter. The scent of the world above.

			‘What is that thing?’ Thjorolf growled as the creature bayed once more from somewhere behind them.

			‘Not sure I want to know,’ Kaspr snapped.

			‘It’s big.’

			‘And closer than I like.’

			The ground level was just ahead when bolt shells screamed from both flanks. Warning runes flared red across their helms. Behind them the daemon engine came on, smashing against the bulkhead in an eruption of iron and filth. Kaspr caught only a glimpse as the beast was bottled in the tight girders of the doorway.

			Its toad-like head bellowed in frustration – then with a tearing shriek it burst through like a cork from a bottle, bulkhead fragments exploding outwards. Scales rippled, tendrils writhed, all of it slick with rot as the abomination surged forward, heaving itself onto the stairs behind them. If Haraldr had wounded it, no mark remained.

			‘Not today!’ Kaspr hissed as it advanced behind him, and five Plague Marines stepped before him to bar the way.

			‘Two against five.’

			‘Good odds to me!’

			‘Cover me,’ Thjorolf hissed, shield lifting – only to see Kaspr keep pace beside him, axe raised, teeth bared.

			Thjorolf’s shield glowed red under the impacts. He rammed it into the face of the first Death Guard, cooked flesh hissing as it smeared away. Thjorolf stabbed low, his frost blade biting under the shield, carving deep.

			The return blow came down in a crackling arc, a power maul that shattered his shield and smashed into his helm. Warning runes flared across his display as his vision crazed with cracks.

			His counter-stroke was already falling. Lightning flashed from the frost blade as it split the enemy helm, dropping the traitor like a slaughtered boar. 

			Another swung in. Thjorolf’s next blow was half-parried by a bolter. 

			He took two rounds to the chest, sparks bursting as the shells ricocheted away, and then Kaspr was at his side, frost blade humming as it tore through ribs, flinging one Plague Marine into another.

			A spiked maul crunched into Thjorolf’s helm, staggering him. Blood sprayed through his mouth-grille as his breath rattled and Kaspr’s upswing cut under the traitor’s arm, cleaving through to the shoulder. Gore rained down, yet still the honour-shamed fought on.

			The last Death Guard advanced, power fist swinging. Kaspr parried, deflecting the blow – but it caught a plasma canister at Thjorolf’s belt. Compressed gases vented in shrieking jets of steam.

			Kaspr kicked the Death Guard aside and brought his blade down on its neck. Putrid vapour burst free as he wrenched the blade back, dragging the traitor to its knees before shattering its skull with an extinguishing strike.

			There was no time for more killing. Kaspr dropped Ulaf’s remains and heaved Thjorolf over his shoulder. Mould and detritus crusted the wrought-iron door ahead. It looked as though it had not opened in years.

			He slapped a melta charge to the locking mechanism and pressed himself against the wall, shielding his brother with his own body. The detonation shook the corridor, blasting a storm of filth a hundred feet back. The door sagged, groaning, flakes of rust shearing away. For a moment it resisted him – then it grated unhappily open. Thjorolf’s weight was heavy across his shoulders as Kaspr forced it wider, step by step.

			‘I’ve got you,’ Kaspr muttered to his battle-brother as he pushed his way through. ‘Out!’ he barked, as he stumbled into the snow. 

			He was high up, far along the flank from the bastion’s main gate. The wind howled across the ridge, dragging his plaits sideways, biting through every rent in his armour.

			The vox crackled as it connected, and the battle-cant of his brothers reached him through the storm.

			He set Thjorolf down, pulled the homing beacon, drove it hard into the frozen ground, and watched the rune flare to life.

			‘Out!’ he snarled once more, and the roar of engines was already sounding through the storm. 
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			With the Wolf Guard safe, Bjorn gave the order.

			‘Now bring ruin upon our foes!’

			The orbital bombardment struck like the Allfather’s hammer, making the bastion rear like a wounded beast. The heavens split, ­lightning flensing the world of colour as the strike cruiser bled fire upon Purgatum.

			A rain of ordnance fell – precision cannons, bombardments, a storm of fury entwined into ruin. None spoke. There was only the rolling drumbeat of thunder, the light and the rain of fire.

			The swollen mound buckled as salvoes tore deep, walls collapsing in a vomit of smoke and ash. Snowfields melted into hissing rivers, cutting channels through centuries of corruption.

			Robbed of void shields, the land howled. Steam boiled from the ice, rising into a choking fog that rolled across the field and turned the world white.

			Purgatum, and whatever lay within, did not die quietly. Its vents screamed like wounded beasts, coughing their last rot into the sky as plague-towers sagged and toppled inwards.

			On Geryn’s Folly ash and snow fell together, burying the unburied dead. 

			Wolves of Fenris did not flee their prey. No order to retreat was given. 

			It was felt – like an instinct of the pack, knowing when the hunt must end. 

			Bjorn’s chassis groaned as he turned on his waist axis, frame scarred and pitted, spattered with blood and gore. 

			‘The battle is done,’ Bjorn intoned, his voice heavy with centuries.

			One by one, the Space Wolves yielded ground, bolters barking as they sent the last of the outcasts to their graves. The whine of chainswords guttered out. Atmund led his Grey Hunters across the corpse-strewn ground to where Bjorn stood, alone in a ring of ruin. Through the drifting smoke they saw a charnel house – ice-dark rockcrete awash with blood and shattered flesh.

			As the Space Wolves pulled back from the ruins of Purgatum, silence fell among them.

			It was the heavy weight of survival. The silence of knowing vengeance was still owed. 

			Their thoughts strayed inwards, towards what had been lost. Duty and grief braided into the same bitter song, a dirge as old as Fenris itself. 

			The Death Guard had stolen one warrior’s gene-seed, and in return they had burned an entire apothecarion’s worth to ashes. But Khalpax Vigorex yet lived. And now they had the death of three Wolf Guard to avenge. 

			The wolves of retribution did not sleep. Bjorn knew this well. More work waited when fate next gave them the chance. 

			Sensing their mood, he raised his voice. 

			‘We held the field of slaughter,’ Bjorn declared. ‘We’ve taught those rune-breakers the price of messing with the sons of Russ!’

			The Space Wolves’ heavy steps quickened at his voice. 

			‘You must have fought much greater battles than these,’ Hrutur said quickly. 

			‘Yes,’ Bjorn boomed at last, ‘a few lost and many won. All of them bloody. But this was a good battle. You fought well, each of you. Russ would be proud to name you his sons!’ 

			In the gloom, they saw the Thunderhawk cut towards them, running lights cold and blue against the dark. It came in fast and low, counter-thrusters howling, plumes of snow and ice blasted into spirals beneath it. The engines thundered, then wound down to a growl as the craft settled on its undercarriage, each clawed foot biting deep into the frozen flats.

			Its turrets swept the wastes, searching for threats. But there were none. There were many bodies upon the ice-fields, but only the sons of the Wolf still drew breath.

			Bjorn stood unmoving, the steam from his vents drifting like smoke. He said nothing. For a long moment, he simply watched as ice blasted up into their faces as the retro thrusters fired. One by one they pulled themselves up, and then Bjorn stalked up the ramp, the metal groaning beneath his weight. 

			They lifted off, the craft shuddering in the storm.

			There was another long silence as the mists pressed close. ‘Hrutur Redmane,’ Bjorn boomed.

			Hrutur stood, eager. ‘Yes!’ 

			‘Do your folk still make winter camp around the Hollow Rock?’

			‘Aye. We followed the herds between the Hollow Rock and Brondings Torp.’

			‘Brondings Torp? Where is that?’

			‘Three days south along the Frozen River. There was the frozen remains of an oak grove.’

			There was a long pause. ‘I think I remember. That was the heart of the Brandingas… Do they still hunt those lands?’

			Hrutur shook his head. ‘Never heard of them.’

			Bjorn went on to explain the contours of the Brandingas land. 

			‘You’re sure?’ Hrutur said. 

			‘Yes!’ Bjorn boomed. ‘There was a pretty young lass who was daughter of their chieftain. A battle-blossom – a fierce, wolf-eyed winter rose! I told my mother I would grow up and marry her, but the prey seldom runs in the direction the pack expect…’

			Hrutur shook his head. ‘No. That is all our land.’

			Bjorn fell silent once more.

			Hrutur did not want the talk to end. ‘There is a mound named Brandhaug on the plains above Storesness.’

			‘Brandhaug?’

			Hrutur spoke of the place: a low mound set high on the plateau above the forests of Dýrviðr. ‘I remember the Beast Wood,’ he said. ‘There was good hunting there.’

			Hrutur’s voice faltered, retreating into silence, and Bjorn fell quiet too, his thoughts straying to the Brandingas – and to the girl with the sky-blue eyes.

			Her skin had been pale as the winter sun, freckles scattered like snow-dust on stone. Her hair, dark as charred wood, had spilled long and untamed when she loosed it to the wind. And her eyes… not soft and warm, as Bjorn’s mother’s had been, but sharp and cold, cutting like glacier-light. That girl had not been gentle. She was wild, fierce, a storm given flesh. A woman whose face had haunted the firelight.

			There was another long pause. Bjorn’s lights flickered. 

			At last Hrutur spoke up. ‘Do you sleep, Ancient One?’

			‘No!’ Bjorn rumbled from his sarcophagus. ‘I was remembering. It is a common fault among the old.’

			‘You’re not old,’ Hrutur blurted quickly.

			The reply was the gear-grind of laughter.

			‘Oh, I am,’ Bjorn said, servos whining as he shifted. ‘Though I like to remember those days – hunting with the pack, when all our stories were of wolves.’

			Hrutur asked, ‘What was your tribe, Ancient One?’

			‘Oh. They died out long ago.’ There was a long pause. ‘You would not know them. They are now buried deep beneath the snow.’ 

			Only their sagas remained… 

			Bjorn’s voice deepened, becoming more like a skjald reciting a memory.

			‘There was a tale my father told me. He said the wolves alone, of all beasts on Fenris, gave the greatest care to their elders. He told me he had seen it when the pack brought down a bear. The young tore free the pelt, but though their bellies were empty, they drew back. They waited, starving, while the oldest among them came first to the softer meat. Only when the grey-muzzles had eaten their fill did the young close in.’

			Bjorn paused, servos whining softly. ‘I saw it too, on my second hunt. The pack had killed a bear on a high crag. One wolf – toothless, infirm – could not climb to reach it. I thought it would die as the storm closed in. Surely it had seen its last moonrise. And yet, in the cold white light, one of the younger wolves, who had already eaten, dragged the flesh down to the old wolf. Laid it before him. And so the elder ate, and lived another season.’

			Hrutur frowned. ‘Why would it do that? The old wolf would not last long…’

			The Ancient turned towards him, optics glowing. ‘Because wolves know. The wisdom of the old can be passed to the young – hunting techniques, the reading of the seasons, the lore of survival. And more than that, it is the bond itself that matters. The bond of the pack. That bond is the heart of the Rout. It is what keeps the wolves alive – not the strength of the fangs alone, but the will to share the kill.’

			‘With the young wolves?’ Hrutur said. 

			Bjorn laughed. ‘And the old.’

			Hrutur was not one for words, and he tried once more to say what he was thinking. ‘You are not infirm. You are… timeless.’

			Bjorn said nothing for a long time. ‘I hope not,’ he said at last. ‘Time gnaws at me, as it gnaws at all things. I have simply endured its bite longer than most. There is nothing timeless about iron or flesh. Only sagas endure. Only memory is eternal.’

			Hrutur was about to speak when the crowd parted and they saw Kaspr Doomganger. 

			He was kneeling over the bodies of his brothers. The Apothecary was already at work. There was the whine of the drill, cutting through ceramite, and then the wet sound of flesh being torn to remove the progenoid gland. 

			At last Kaspr stood, helmet under his arm. 

			‘They are gone.’

			‘Use your grief. It is a gift from the Allfather, like a lump of flint that you can sharpen.’ Bjorn’s claw reached out and touched the Long Fang on the shoulder. An hour before, the claw had been ripping the heretics apart, but now it was a gentle gesture. 

			‘This morning I had a pack. Now I am alone.’

			The Dreadnought stood hushed. At last Bjorn spoke. 

			‘They fought their last battle, but your pack endures as long as you live.’

			The Space Wolves looked away as Kaspr put an open hand to the Dreadnought’s ornate casing. He was a Lone Wolf now, and stood there, as if silently communing with the Ancient One. If there was any private communication between them, none of the onlookers knew.

			This was a moment they all looked upon with dread, when a wolf pack was reduced to one last warrior. 

			Oddr waited for his moment. ‘Sire. Your housing is damaged.’ 

			‘It’s only a scratch.’

			‘I’d like to make sure there was no infection.’

			Bjorn turned to the warriors with whom he had fought. ‘Oddr wants me to sleep,’ he boomed. ‘He thinks I’m too decrepit!’

			The Space Wolves laughed. They got the wry humour, despite the monotone delivery. The Dreadnought’s gyros whined as he aligned his legs and torso. The pack stood by as Bjorn was prepared for his return to his long sleep. 

			‘I enjoyed today,’ he told them. ‘We showed those oath-breakers what is fated when you tweak the dire wolf’s nose. Next we will show them what happens when the wolf pack hunts!’ 

			They grinned at his words, and he thought of the packs that had fought beside him and would never rise again. Names and faces flared in memory, quick and bright, like sparks from the blacksmith’s hammer. 

			Battle had robbed Bjorn of almost all he had once had. Yet it had also given him this: the knowledge that his brothers had lived fully, and that the echoes of his pack-mates would run with him forever. For a heartbeat he felt almost at peace.

			While there was nothing timeless about iron or flesh, he knew that sagas endured. The memory of the wolf pack was eternal. 

			Bjorn remained still. 

			In the quiet, he licked his scars, let the ache sit beside him, a gentle companion, and prepared himself to carry on. He felt the stillness as the plasma reactor started to wind down, and after a breath the voltaic hum fell grave-still. 

			Maybe next time I will meet the Wolf King once more, he thought. 

			Bjorn liked Logan Grimnar. In the Great Wolf he saw himself: the brash confidence, the dauntless spirit, the grim determination to repay any slight tenfold. 

			Yes, he looked forward to meeting the Wolf King again.

			What stories the young pup will tell! 

			All the while Oddr was chanting the rune-song and the machine spirits responded, and mid-thought, the draumr settled over Bjorn, and he swam free once more. 

			The wolf pack stood as Bjorn’s lights went out. The pistons and circuits powered down. The voltaic hum was a bare whisper as it switched to maintenance protocols. Only the low-glowing lights of the sarcophagus remained lit. 

			The Dreadnought was inanimate. 

			The Fell-handed was gone. 

			He slept, like an ancient king in his earth-barrow, until his people needed him once more. 

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			The Song of Kaspr Doomganger

			Stave 109

			Thjorolf Greyhame, scourge of heretics, hammer of His foes, 

			Ended his days in battle against his enemies. 

			Great was the grief when his war-path ended. 

			Life-flame extinguished, his battle done. 

			Wolf pack bereft, they brought him home, 

			Bore him high, back to the hearth 

			The hall-yard bedecked with banners and body armour, 

			Burning brands, weapons of the beaten. 

			The Wolf lords returned on their sorrowful way. 
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			I 

			THE LONE WOLF, LAST OF THE PACK

			Saga of the Hall-Ruin

			Wondrous work of the mason, 

			Broken by fate, frost in the hearth 

			Roof beams lie in the earth’s embrace.

			Long-gone the fighters who filled these benches

			Gold-bright the war-booty, gleaming with victory

			Stripped of gladness, Time took them all…

			A giant enters the hall where Bjorn sits. 

			He carries Russ’ armour and weapons, but he does not look like Russ. 

			He does not smell like Russ. 

			He comes alone. 

			No pack behind him. 

			Even the dead have been stripped from him. 

			Bjorn’s hackles rise. This could be an apparition. A manifestation, pretending to be his father, feigning weakness. 

			Bjorn’s fingers close about the wire-worked hilt. He must attack first. Better a bold blow than the coward’s wait. 

			‘Is that you?’ he demands. 

			The giant sags. He does not speak. 

			His arm is barely strong enough to hold his own weight up.

			The one-that-looks-like-Russ puts a hand out to steady himself, half-falls onto the bench across the fireless hearth. 

			‘Russ?’

			The giant struggles. 

			‘I had them trapped,’ he whispers. His arm gives way and he falls onto his elbow. 

			A thread of blood drips from the corner of his mouth. It runs into his beard, bright and red. A bloody foam forms on his lips: the sign of coming death.

			His breath is ragged. ‘They were too strong… even for me.’ 

			If this is Russ, his wounds should heal. His body should be crushing any injury, the haemantamine glands allowing his pale blood to seal wounds, repair damage. 

			But Russ’ flesh has failed him. 

			Faith in his father has kept Bjorn going for the last ten thousand years. The dream of his father’s return. The dream of handing the Chapter back to him, in rude and ruddy health. 

			He has led the Wolves for thousands of years, to many defeats, and many more victories. 

			The tales he will tell to Russ! Oh, the tales! 

			He has imagined this moment so many times. Decades, centuries – how long has it been? But now the galaxy has become a lawless place. They have hunted the Allfather’s enemies as the wolf pack hunts the mammoth. But now, he is like the last of the Brandingas, last of his tribe, giving his name to a mound, and forgotten by all. 

			Bjorn chants to himself part of an old song he had heard in his youth. ‘The murder-make is done. The red feast joined, the snow stained dark. The last warriors wait, ready for battle.’

			Bjorn looks at the ruins of the hall about him, the ruins of the past that was wrecked long before. The timbers have held, but the charred thatch is a sodden mess, hanging like rotting flesh from the blackened bones of the rafters. 

			Night-snow swirls in through the broken walls, settling slowly, black ash falling like snow onto the cold hearth. 

			In his heart he knows this is his gene-father. 

			His soul is as heavy as a Dreadnought’s hull.

			On the day that Russ left, snow fell on the Fang’s highest peaks. In the time since, Bjorn had watched that snow slide slowly, slowly, down the mountain’s vast bulk in a steadily grinding glacier. Now, that snow is falling from the bottom of the ice-river into the seas and the Wolftime has passed like a storm over Fenris. 

			Their proud bastion, broken as brittle bone. The wind carries the cries of the lost, the whispers of the dead, the howls of the Wolves who will never run again. 

			He cannot reach them. He cannot save any of them. He cannot save himself. 

			Their mountain-fortress has been burnt, the Chapter scat­tered. Dead lie where they were slain, half-buried under the roof-timbers and the wreck of trestles and benches. The feast-hall is plundered and now all that is left is Bjorn himself, sitting in the middle of this ruin, blade across his knees. 

			And now – of all times – Russ returns! 

			At this point of failure. When there is no one and nothing left. And with him he brings the stench of snow and iron, smoke, and the lingering tang of primarch blood. 

			Bjorn has always been quick to anger, and he has to bite it back now as Russ’ head weighs his shoulders down and he crumples from the top down – barely catches himself as he slumps along the bench, like a corpse laid out, ready for the pyre. 

			If Wolf Priests remained, perhaps they could save the Wolf King. 

			They could plug his lungs with tubes. His eyes with cabling. His mouth with nutrient pipes. They could hook him up to a machine – keep him alive on the brink of death, forced to exist for existence’s sake. 

			To stagger onwards, like Bjorn has, through the ages. 

			The swish of blood pumps in his ear. 

			But there are no Wolf Priests left. 

			This ruin is all that remains of the Aett.

			‘You have come too late,’ Bjorn tells his primarch. 

			Russ’ eyes, once lightning-bright, flicker with the memory of hunt and storm and pack and bench-mates – then they close. 

			He cannot keep them open any longer. He barely has the energy to nod as he slips sideways off the bench, unable to catch himself. 

			Bjorn will not let Russ die alone. 

			He cradles his dying father’s great head. 

			‘I kept them together,’ Bjorn says, but Russ is almost beyond hearing. 

			The candle of his life is running out, the storm of Fenris is falling still and quiet as fallen snow. 

			Russ has fought his last battle.

			Each of Russ’ breaths are sucked in as if they were his last. 

			Bjorn wants Russ to speak before the end, to say something that might bring comfort or closure, but Russ lets out a breath, and then stops. 

			He does not draw another.

			His lids flicker for a moment and remain open, eyes rolling up to white, and Bjorn sees that his primarch is dead. 

			The wild world has lost its greatest son. 

			Bjorn cannot bear to move. He sits with Russ’ head on his lap as the wind moans low through the hall-wreck. 

			Bjorn the Fell-handed has two hearts, and both of them are broken. 
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			II

			


			The Obscura Front

			Bjorn woke to dark. 

			Pain came first. Pain always came first. 

			Then memory and duty and burden. 

			Each stacked on the other. A mountain of iron crushing his chest. 

			Not flesh. Not bone. Those had been taken from him long ago. 

			This ache was deeper. 

			The ache of mind. Of spirit.

			Stretched thin across centuries. Across uncounted losses. 

			He remembered battle. Always battle. The crunch of bolter fire. The stink of promethium. The howl of Russ at his side, echoing down a thousand years like a ghost-tide.

			Dream. Memory. Now.

			It took moments for Bjorn’s mind to untangle dream and now and memory. He wanted to go back. Back to the ruined hall. Back to the ghost of his primarch. To hold his father. To prevent that fate. To snatch a treasure from the smouldering wreck of the future.

			But he shook himself. 

			Here again. 

			That was just a dream. Here, now, battle was coming. 

			He flexed his claw. Hydraulics hissed. The song of pistons, cold and familiar. The weight returned – centuries of it. The scars. The burden. Expectation as heavy as war plate. 

			A sentinel in iron. 

			A storm of ceramite. 

			The Wolf Priest’s voice sounded, low and rough. 

			‘Bjorn,’ a voice crackled across the dark.

			Entombed in his sarcophagus, the tomb that breathed for him, the coffin that fought for him. Through the ache, through the howl of pain, a single thought cut through like a blade: 

			My war is not done.

			Optics stammered, fluttered, caught as dreams tangled with the now. 

			Fatigue. Disorientation. Shadows where no shadows should be. Shapes of brothers, long gone. He could not tell the edges apart as his vision lagged. Greenscale glitched… 

			Then locked in, and a holding chamber revealed itself: furs, banners, weapons that had drunk centuries of blood. Shields, skulls and pelts of xenos and heretics. 

			The gears ground. He stepped towards the light. He could not stop himself. This burden was his and his alone. The burden, the pride. It has lain on his broad shoulders across ages. 

			That voice. 

			Oddr? No. Not Oddr. The cadence was wrong. That was not his song. 

			Servo-motors whirred. Pistons hissed. Bjorn turned with a hiss of pneumatics. 

			Hedin Elderwolf. One-eyed. A wolf-skin cloak hanging from his head, the fangs biting over his brow. 

			The dream felt real, and the first question burst out of him. 

			‘Has Russ returned?’ 

			‘Not yet, sire.’

			‘Are we under attack?’

			‘No, lord. We are far from home. We bring war to our enemies.’

			A pause to shrug off the centuries. ‘Which foes?’

			‘We have found the lair of the Lord of Virulence.’

			Bjorn straightened. Pistons hissed, like serpents spitting steam. ‘Good! When?’

			‘Tomorrow, sire. Tonight we feast.’

			‘Whose pack?’ 

			‘Atmund Banehand. Once called the Ironhide. Bearer of Fafnir, the Foundchild’s blade.’

			‘Kept it, did he?’ Bjorn chuckled. ‘The Foundchild will be pleased. Ironhide? What did he do to earn the name “Banehand”?’

			The Wolf Priest smiled. ‘That is for him to tell, lord. This way.’

			The auto-loaders in Bjorn’s frame rattled. His closest echo of laughter. ‘I will. I am not an old man with a staff. I don’t need guidance. I know where I tread. This is the Stiklestad, yes? See – my brain has not rusted yet.’

			Pistons and hydraulics powered each thunderous step. Metal ground upon metal and antique dust rose, swirling in the cold light that stabbed down from the high windows. 

			The craft seemed to hold its breath as he passed. Machine spirits hushed, cowed by the time-worn majesty of him. 

			He did not pause. 

			He never paused. 

			Relentless as time itself, he strode towards the hall, each step heavy as a hammer blow. 

			Bjorn has lived this moment more times than he can count.

			He will meet the pack. He will see the young – sharp-eyed, eager, their armour still unscarred – and he will see the old and unbowed, wise with years. The young will press close, hungry for his words. The veterans will nod, remembering.

			They will trade tales. Always, there are tales.

			He will hear their boasts and battles, and through them he will taste again the rush of war, the fury, the kill. In their laughter he will feel the old truth: that the Space Wolves endure, and the line of Russ is strong. 

			They will ask him, as they always do. Tell us of Russ! Tell us of the Wolf King, the Rout, the vengeance in the long years of darkness! Tell us of the days when the Allfather’s son still strode beside his pack.

			And he will tell them. And they will listen. And when the telling is done, they will be bound together – the old, the young, the living, the well-remembered.

			Then, when he sleeps again, he will leave them with sagas enough to last their lives.

			These thoughts circled Bjorn’s mind as he marched to the Stiklestad’s feast-hall. 

			They could hear him. All of them. From thrall to Grey Hunter, to the ship’s master. His tread boomed like a funeral drum. The strike cruiser echoed with Bjorn, his ponderous steps as steady as a chronometer’s tick. 

			The sensors whispered of woodsmoke. Firelight flickered upon stone and timber, and for a moment – just a moment – he forgot the sarcophagus. He could almost feel the air move over him, lifting the black hair from his collar, as it once had. 

			He had never been pensive. Not once, not truly. But now age caught at him like barbs on a cloak. His thoughts snagged, lingered. Was it just a night-torment? Or a vision of what lay ahead? All his pack-mates had long since gone to dust. And Russ – even Russ – must one day fall. 

			A coldness took him. Unbidden and banished thoughts. His own mind in rebellion. 

			He never spoke of it. Not once. But when the guns fell mute, the doubt haunted him, cutting through his dreams like a chainblade. 

			What if the Old Wolf had gone to the hall of shadows long before?

			What if Russ’ saga was done?

			The hall benches were stacked, the firelight casting long shadows through the place of feasting. And only Bjorn remained, faithful and unyielding, like a patient hound waiting at the hall door, too stupid to know his master would not return. 

			Stubbornness had carried him across ten thousand years of war. It had kept him breathing when he should have stopped long ago. And yet stubbornness was no virtue. 

			It was his flaw. The greatest of them. 

			The hall doors were open, and the hall-mouth yawned wide, darkness and shadows heavy with memories. Howls and cheers greeted his approach. 

			He marched, and he thought. The dream gnawed at him, but he could never speak of it. Not to the Wolf Priest. Not to any of them. They could not know that the one they called Ancient harboured such doubts. To them he was timeless, immutable, invincible – but they did not know how the hours crawled when he could not sleep, how he yearned for an end to the waiting. And if they looked too closely, if they saw what remained of him within the sarcophagus, perhaps the illusion would break.

			There are some stories he will not tell them. 

			Stories he will never tell. 

			The dark fears that haunt his dreams. 

			The nightmares. 

			A cheer rose to greet him, and Bjorn gave the call of the lone wolf – a short, rising cry – and the pack responded as he turned into the final approach, through a corridor lined with sconces of hammered iron. 

			It was the most glorious sound. It banished his black thoughts and the old lightness returned. The iron rhythm of his steps beat faster as he entered the hall, and came to a halt before them all.

			The light of the hearth-flames licked the gold tracery worked into his armour.

			The pack stood for him. Fists raised. Voices lifted. Honour in each salute. Too many for one ship’s crew. Three wolf packs were gathered here, their legacies entwined, their banners hung behind him. 

			Bjorn’s great bulk turned from side to side as he took them in. Archaic weapons hung at their sides, runes worn almost smooth with use. Each blade and bolter and battle-axe drew memory to the surface – other warriors, other battles, other ages that would never return. 

			His massive torso tilted back, and he added a new howl to theirs. Deep and thunderous, the voice of the Ancient, the song of the lone wolf returned to the pack. 

			Bjorn’s voice boomed like a storm breaking. ‘Greetings, brothers. How many years has it been? I hunger for your tales! And you – Atmund. I remember you. A braggart pup, not so long ago. And now look at you! Leading a whole pack, as fearless as any Wolf I’ve seen.’

			Atmund laughed. His rasher days were long behind him. The lieutenant was tempered with scars. A reptile’s hide slung over one shoulder. ‘Life has much to teach the warrior who survives.’

			‘True words,’ Bjorn rumbled. His gaze swept over the banners. ‘But there! The Wolf that Stalks Between Stars – is Grimnar here?’

			‘No, lord,’ came a shout. A figure stood. Young. Proud. His chest marked with a golden skull, flanked by wolf heads, the badge of the Night Runner. A chain of iron links circled his throat, heavy with fangs and wolf tails. He was bare of beard, thick brown hair swept back to reveal a face filled with arrogance. 

			Bjorn liked him at once. He saw much of his own youth in the cub’s stance. 

			‘My name is Throm Elderrvak,’ the youth declared, voice carrying. ‘I speak here for The Old Wolf, Fangfather, and High King of Fenris.’

			The chamber rang with the uproar of his young warband – cheers, howls, the stamp of ceramite boots. The Champions of Fenris were the largest of all the Wolf Companies, a proud and boastful band, fiercely loyal to Logan Grimnar, the Great Wolf. 

			‘That mead-soaked pup – now Wolf King!’ Bjorn boomed laughter. ‘Tell me, does he still drag that daemon blade into battle?’

			‘He does, lord. And the foes of Fenris break before it,’ one of the champions replied. ‘The Great Wolf led us across the World Scar. Soon we will go again, once we have aided our brothers, the Drakeslayers, in this mission.’

			Atmund’s voice cut in, curt. ‘We did not ask for help.’

			‘You did not,’ the other agreed, ‘but the Great Wolf com­manded it. And who would forego the chance to fight at the side of Bjorn Fell-handed?’

			‘Beside me?’ Bjorn laughed. ‘Only if you can keep up! Good to see that ale-spilling old fool is still fighting. When he has brought the Imperium Nihilus to heel, then tell him to find me and tell me the tale.’

			‘I will, lord.’

			‘You won’t be able to shut him up,’ Atmund added, and laughter rolled through the hall. 

			Bjorn’s gaze rose, optics fixing upon the third standard. ‘There – the emblem of the Sons of Morkai. Speak! Where is that grim wolf Erik?’

			The laughter dwindled when the Scout rose. His presence was cold iron, cutting through the warmth of the feast. The badge of Morkai glared from his shoulder – Russ’ two-headed wolf. His half-shaven scalp gleamed in the firelight, the other half falling in ragged braids hung with beads, bones, and the fangs of beasts he had slain.

			A skull thumped against his chest as he moved, the fire-wolf on his pauldron glaring as if alive. The hall grew quiet. Even before he spoke, the others knew him.

			‘I am Ulf Krakentooth,’ he said, voice flat as stone. ‘Erik Morkai hunts the greenskin. He sent me to stand in his place. To stand with the Ancient One.’

			A low rumble passed along the benches. Growls of approval, nothing more. Ulf’s ship-crew had risen with him. Grim, scarred men, each bearing the trophies of many battles. There was no bravado. No cheer. Only the hard pride of those who had endured. 

			‘And the Sons of Morkai could only spare nine?’ Bjorn asked. 

			‘Most of my warband were planetside already.’

			‘Ah! Good. It is said your company breed the finest Scouts.’

			‘So it is said.’

			There was a rattle of loaders as Bjorn made the best approximation of laughter that he could. ‘Taciturn, I see.’

			‘In my company it was said that the dread wolf Blackmane calls the big talkers first.’

			‘I’m sure,’ Bjorn said, with a gear-growl of approval. ‘Though he must have overlooked me. Ulf – I like your lord’s way of war. Always a tale worth telling! The Sons of Morkai are a brave band.’

			Ulf dipped his head. He stood in silence long enough for it to feel like defiance. It was not fit to leave the Ancient One’s words unanswered, and at last he said, ‘Erik Morkai does not waste time. Or words.’

			‘Nor you,’ Bjorn said, and not even the grim Sons of Morkai could withhold their laughter. 

			They feasted as Bjorn stood on, watching and thinking. 

			The Champions of Fenris were loudest of all, boasting of how they would bring terror and vengeance upon their foes, and their oaths kept bringing Bjorn back to this moment. 

			‘I am honoured to be back with you,’ Bjorn said, his voice carrying over the noise. ‘We punished the Death Guard before, and I hear we will attack them again. Tell me the plan. How will we smoke out the Lord of Virulence?’

			Atmund summoned the holo-projector. The air shimmered with light, and old star-lanes blossomed into view – the age-old approaches to the Cadian Gate. Bjorn knew them well. He had marched those bastion worlds, seen the forges and the silos, the armoured depots and the swarming hives. Now they were cinders. 

			In his mind’s eye he saw them burning and ruined. The whole sector was a haunted place, bathed in the dying light of dying suns.

			‘And here the foe skulks?’ Bjorn boomed. 

			‘Yes, sire.’ Atmund brought the image wider, showing the edge of the Cicatrix Maledictum and the narrow scar of space beyond – the Nachmund Gauntlet. A sickened isthmus where sanity bled away, and the void itself seemed to gibber. ‘Here, in the last scraps of navigable space, we have traced his lair. The penal colony once known as Saint Vitasburg.’

			The holo-projector focused. The world hung wrapped in streaks of mist, three sides drowned in the roiling madness of the Rift.

			Bjorn’s vox growled. ‘I know that place. Foetid swamp of a world. Rich in promethium, mined by cities of indentured thralls.’

			Atmund blinked in surprise.

			‘You forget how old I am, young pup.’

			The hololith flickered again. Saint Vitasburg hung like a balled maggot, pale and foul.

			‘The look of the place has not improved,’ Bjorn said. His remark earned laughter. ‘I doubt it smells any better.’

			Atmund smiled. ‘Wolf Scouts were already on the planet.’ 

			The Space Wolves did not waste novices on reconnaissance. Their Scouts were grim veterans, loners who excelled in war’s hidden paths.

			‘The Death Guard are entrenched in the refinery complex known as Primus Redoubt Voriom.’

			The view drew closer to the equator. Refineries sprawled like dead Titans across the horizon. Vast storage tanks had once reached into low orbit. Now they were blackened husks, skeletal gantries rising stark against the grey sky.

			‘After the fall of Cadia, the world was left naked. Its population collapsed into cannibalism and savagery. Plagues ran rampant through the prison-halls. They were easy prey. And in time, they drew the gaze of the Death Guard.’ 

			The holo-projector shifted again, images stuttering across its field. Scouts’ lenses showed a blight-fortress squatting on a hogsback ridge of spoil. They showed the broken survivors, warped and pox-marked, scavenging a half-life among the ruins.

			Bjorn turned to Atmund, eye-lenses red with the coals’ light. ‘You still carry Fafnir. That wyrd-marked blade, brought back by the dead.’

			‘Aye. You told me to bear it.’

			‘Good!’ he rumbled. ‘I’m glad to see you listen to the old. Perhaps there is a reason he brought his blade back to us.’

			‘Perhaps,’ Atmund said. ‘Wyrd will out, with time.’

			Bjorn chuckled. ‘Tell me the saga of this lizardskin! Have you been fighting with the sons of Vulkan?’ 

			‘I have.’ Atmund Ironhide laughed. ‘It was a good battle. It’s a tale worth a whole feast.’

			‘Then tell me after,’ Bjorn told him. ‘Now, have you all seen the Wolf Priests? All of you returned your seed to the pack?’

			‘We have.’

			Bjorn remembered the taking of the progenoid. The touch of the extractor. The seed from which all others were grown. Hope made flesh – the future warriors of the Chapter, drawn from what their forebears gave. It was vital the gene-seed endured. Vital that none should fall into enemy hands. And of all enemies, none was more feared than the Death Guard, whose mastery was decay itself.

			When I fall, Bjorn thought, they will cut my progenoids from what is left. If there is anything left. 

			‘Good,’ he said aloud. ‘So, what is the plan?’

			One by one, the ship crews spoke their part. Bjorn was the oldest by millennia, standing among them like a whetstone against which their young edge could be honed. He listened and approved. All but one detail.

			‘No. I will not be a decoy again. I shall lead the assault. Let no man say the Ancient One quails at the thought of battle.’

			‘None will say that and live,’ one answered. 

			‘True,’ Bjorn said, ‘but even so, I lead the assault.’

			Atmund said, ‘I did not want your death on my hands.’

			‘Trust me,’ the Last of Russ’ Company said with a chuckle, ‘nor do I.’ Bjorn held out his claw. ‘Deal?’ 

			Atmund met it with his own fist. ‘Deal.’

			‘Good. Now, I am thirsty!’ Bjorn boomed. The old jest, millennia worn, still drew laughter. ‘You will all have to drink my share!’

			The mjod flowed, horns clashed, and the benches shook with laughter and boasts. The Champions of Fenris roared the loudest, their voices carrying like thunder through the rafters. For a time, the hall was all mirth and noise. But as the night drew on, the sound thinned. 

			Most taciturn were the Sons of Morkai. They sat in grim silence, their presence spreading like frost. One by one, the hall fell quiet, and even the braggarts of the Champions hushed their tongues.

			The laughter ebbed to chuckles, then faded to nothing. It was not weariness. It was the weight of coming battle. It haunted them all: the deeds they would perform, the fellows who would die. 

			It would not do to sit like this, with the Fell-handed among them. 

			Atmund rose, calling on the oldest present. One by one, veterans stood in the firelight and gave their sagas, their words heavy with memory, freighted with meaning.

			The hall was still. All listened.

			They told tales that reminded them of time-gnarled wrongs and insults, and the mood of the warriors turned cold and hard and vengeful. Kaspr sang the song of Thjorolf Greyhame. 

			At last Atmund turned to him. ‘Ancient One. Tell us a tale from the earliest days.’

			Bjorn stepped forward, oiled joints grinding, and the hall fell back into silence. 

			For a moment he did not know which tale he would tell. There were too many. Too many wars. Too many wrongs and revenges yet unsated. 

			But the Space Wolves of three packs leaned in, each holding their breath. 

			‘It was on Yarrant III,’ he began, his vox a low growl. 

			And even the dead wolf heads, nailed to the wall, stitched as cloaks and hung as trophies, seemed to rouse, ears pricked, to hear the saga told.
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			III

			THREE TRIALS FOR THE FOUNDCHILD – 

			FANG, FROST, AND FIRE

			When the long tale was done it was time for each of the ship-companies to return to their ships, one by one.

			Bjorn rumbled as he spotted a familiar face. ‘Hrutur! Good to see you are still fighting! The old sagas will have to make room for your name yet.’

			‘No sagas to tell of Hrutur the Blood Claw,’ Hrutur said in a low growl. ‘I’ve bled and fought and killed, and yet they still laugh at Ill-luck Hrutur. Hrutur the Reckless. Hrutur the Headstrong. Still a pup barking with the other pups.’

			Bjorn’s vox-growl was low, almost amused. ‘You still fight, that is all the luck any warrior needs.’

			‘I am ready. I’ve killed more foes than half the Grey Hunters in this company. And yet they say that I have not yet earned my rank among them.’

			‘Did you know that I was called the same? They named me fool, hothead, berserk. Even Russ shook his head at me.’

			‘Surely not. You are… you are Bjorn the Fell-handed. The sagas say…’

			Bjorn’s eye-lenses glowed with amusement, his voice the rumble of glaciers shifting. ‘Never trust a saga-teller! The sagas forget how young I once was. I was a Blood Claw too, pup. Every Long Fang started life that way, and every saga begins with foolishness.’

			‘So when does it end?’ 

			‘It ends when you stop asking, pup. Grey Hunters do not demand respect. They are given it – because their brothers cannot stand without them.’

			‘So I am to wait? To keep chasing scraps of honour, like bones dropped from the table?’

			‘Yes.’ Bjorn laughed. Hrutur’s face darkened and the Ancient One leaned in close. ‘Fire alone does not forge steel. The raw iron must be hammered, and the hammer is time. If you want respect, then earn it. Not with boasts, not with fury, but with deeds that none can deny. You cannot shout your way into a saga, pup. You must survive long enough for the saga to find you.’

			Hrutur grinned, fangs flashing. ‘Then let me at least fight with the Grey Hunters and prove myself.’

			‘No,’ Bjorn said. ‘But maybe another pack could take you. Ulf – will the Sons of Morkai teach this pup the art of patience?’

			Ulf’s face remained impassive. ‘If any can teach you the hunt,’ he said. ‘Fail, and you’ll be carrion before the next moonrise.’

			Hrutur hesitated, jaw tight as if the words themselves were teeth biting into his pride. At last he dipped his head. ‘Thank you,’ he said, voice low and rough. Then his grin broke wide. ‘Give me a week and I’ll out-hunt you all.’ 

			The Sons of Morkai chuckled darkly – approval given in silence and the faintest curl of a lip.

			To Bjorn, Hrutur said, ‘I’ll make it a saga so loud even you will remember it, Ancient One.’

			Bjorn’s rumble became laughter, deep and metallic. ‘Good. Burn bright, pup. Burn so the stars are dimmed!’

			Bjorn traded banter with each of them, his booming vox-rumble filling the hall like distant thunder. One by one the warriors came before him, and to each he gave a jest or a memory, some sharp as a fang, others warming as a firelit hearth. 

			They answered in kind, grinning, growling, throwing their own words back at him. 

			This was the way of the Rout: mockery and laughter, the bite and bond of the pack. It bound them together, as old scars and new boasts mingled in the telling.

			At last only one Space Wolf remained. 

			‘Kaspr Doomganger,’ Bjorn said. ‘Death not found you yet?’

			‘Many times,’ the Lone Wolf said. ‘But somehow, I keep evading it.’ 

			Bjorn remembered their last fight together. Waking in the snow. Leading the survivors to the very gates of the enemy’s halls. Kaspr and the other Wolf Guard had gone inside to destroy the gene-seed of their enemy. 

			To Bjorn, it felt like just last month. Yet he knew that decades had passed, and that Kaspr had endured them all. Still alive, still waiting. 

			Bjorn knew what that meant. The ache of being last. The wound that never healed. All the other Wolves had gone to their packs. But Kaspr Doomganger and Bjorn shared this truth: they had no pack left.

			‘It is hard, being left alone,’ he said. 

			Kaspr said nothing. Once he had been a lively pup. Now, there was only shadow in his eyes, the mark of the lonely road.

			‘It is,’ he said. 

			Bjorn paused. ‘Do you dream of them?’ 

			‘No,’ Kaspr said. ‘Do you?’

			There was a long silence. 

			‘I am old,’ Bjorn said at last. ‘I have a lot of time to dream…’ He paused, weighing the words. ‘Remember Kjarl Grimblood? He had the gift of fire-sight. In the flames of battle he saw the future. I always thought it a cursed gift. Tell me, Kaspr, what would you have done that day on Geryn’s Folly, if you had seen what lay ahead?’

			‘I would have remained with Haraldr. I would have fought that toad at his side. That would have been a worthy death.’ There was a long pause. ‘And you?’

			The silence stretched again, but neither of them hurried it. Bjorn had all the time in the world. 

			‘In the dream,’ Bjorn said at last, ‘I am with my pack. We hunt a great Fenrisian elk-stag – the finest, its antlers spread wide as a ship’s mast. My brothers are about me. The pack is whole.’ 

			He paused, remembering the dream sensation of that feeling. There was nothing like it, and the absence of it was an ache that only he and Kaspr could understand.

			‘The air is still, and the scent of the elk lies heavy over the snow,’ Bjorn said. ‘We smell it on the twigs it has brushed, on the wind where its hooves have churned the drift. Our howls drive it on. From both sides the wolves press, keeping it running headlong. Too fast to stop. Too trapped to turn and fight.’ 

			Kaspr smiled. A good hunt always ended in a trap. 

			‘We have driven it towards a cliff. The stag reaches the brink, hooves skidding. We come warily behind. It is a fine beast, big enough to kill any one of us. But the pack are too many. It can run and leap and fight, but its end is waiting all the same. It cannot break through. There is no victory for it today. Only death.’

			Kaspr’s eyes closed, imagining the hour. 

			That was a choice all the sons of Russ faced, many times over. To run, to fight, to leap for freedom and to find death waiting. It was the way of the wolf.

			Bjorn’s voice deepened. ‘It chose the cliffs. A desperate choice. It leapt from crag to crag. Halfway down it slipped. It fell. A long way down.

			‘One by one we followed, picking our path carefully. Claws catching stone where hooves had skidded. The stag was broken. It could not run. The stink of wolf set its forelegs thrashing for purchase, but its hindquarters would not move. The spine bent as no spine should. The elk-stag lay desperate, uncomprehending.

			‘We held back. We waited for the chief wolf. A great beast, shaggy and scarred. He crept close. The stag lowered its antlers, sharp enough to gut us. But the moment was fixed. Doom had pegged its halter into the ground. Each heartbeat dragged it closer to the end.

			‘That is the dream. It came to me, over and over.’

			Kaspr opened his eyes. ‘Maybe it means there is no escaping Death.’

			Bjorn chuckled. ‘Do I need a dream to tell me that? I have dreamed it many times since. Perhaps it is nothing – only the memory of a hunt, twisted by age. I wonder – am I that stag? Broken, hounded, waiting for the end? Or is it Russ – proud, magnificent, still hunting his foe? Or is it all of us, the Rout itself, running headlong towards our deaths?’

			He paused, the silence stretching. ‘When I awoke on – what was that planet’s name? – Geryn’s Folly! I had an instant’s panic that it had come true, and that I would end my days entombed within a walking tank, half-embedded in ice.

			‘The dream always ends the same. The stag broken, the pack closing. No way forward. No way back. Doom fixed like a snare, and no strength in the world enough to break it.’

			‘And yet, that day, you broke free,’ Kaspr said. ‘There was nothing weak about you. You bested three Helbrutes in that battle.’

			Silence fell. 

			For a moment Kaspr feared that he had spoken out of turn. But at last there was a low chuckle. After a long pause, Bjorn said, ‘You’re right. I did.’ 

			The memory returned: the mewling cry of the last Helbrute as he tore its occupant free from its sarcophagus and hurled the remains into the snow.

			That is how I will end my days, he thought. But it will all have been worth it. 

			As Russ had always said: Only the coward dies in bed.
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			IV

			


			Western Habs, Primus Redoubt Voriom, Saint Vitasburg

			The Scouts crossed the drowned landscape on bikes, engines snarling low in the mist. They left the machines miles from their target, abandoning them to the mire, and moved in on foot.

			Kregge Longgaze led them. He spoke little. He never needed to. His pack were a taciturn band, and that suited Hrutur well. Mixed among them were the Sons of Morkai – finest of all the Chapter’s Scouts. All he had to do was keep up, keep silent. Any rare word of encouragement was enough to drive him on for days.

			Each of the Scouts had a task, like wolves running a herd to ground – vanguard slipping ahead, flanking shadows driving unseen, all working to funnel the prey towards the killing ground.

			Camo-cloaks were wrapped tight as Kregge led them deeper into the mire. The swamp stretched for hundreds of miles, a dead and sunken land scarred with black water and collapsed ferrocrete. The air grew heavier with every step, the stench of sour promethium clinging to their throats. 

			Hrutur was with them. He fought to fix his focus on the hunt. Yet his eyes caught on the skeletons that jutted from the muck, men long dead where they had sunk. They lacked his strength, his gene-forged endurance. Their bones stood like markers, warning of what happened to the weak.

			Their quarry was Redoubt Voriom – a cancerous boil of wreckage and ruined penal compounds, the very heart of the rot. 

			The closer they came, the worse it grew. The air thickened until every breath was a foul draught, heavy with rust, and the cloying tang of decay. Their rebreathers could not keep it out; the stench crawled across the tongue, left a rancid film in the throat.

			They pushed forward, and from the shattered pipework above, swollen blisters of filth sagged and burst, dripping rot into the black waters below. Each impact sent a sickly ripple across the mire, a sound like wet meat striking stone.

			Even the silence of the swamp was wrong. No birdcall, no insect hum, only the hiss of gas escaping vents and the occasional groan of collapsing metal. The Space Wolves moved through it like shades, their camo-cloaks tight, their senses sharpened.

			Hrutur tasted it all. The stink carried the echo of screams, of men and thralls worked to death. Submissive lives of cruel subjection.

			He clenched his jaw. This world was not merely dead. It had been poisoned and murdered, the body now swollen and ripe. 

			They moved almost silently through the mud and oil-tar. There was little other sound, apart from the drip of slime, distant shrieks of pain or terror, and the echoing rumble of collapsing walls or roofing – like the irregular heartbeat of a dying patient.

			A miasma of decay and death hung over it all, drapes of stinking mists giving it all a dreary air. The derelict southern entrance cut into the bare rock faces. The gates were shrouded in rank mists, the stone around it coated in a putrid veneer. Hangars and storage halls slumped together like the core of a festering wound, pustulant and swollen.

			It was then they saw the first marks. Boot prints in the sludge, sunken deep, too broad and heavy for mortal men. Astartes tread, though sluggish and dragging, as if the weight of the armour was less than the weight of guilt and regret and corruption within it.

			Further on, they found the remains of thralls. Their frames had split open with unnatural growths, bones pushed through flesh like roots through soil. Some still twitched faintly, lungs drawing ragged breaths though their eyes were empty sockets.

			On the vox, faint scratches came and went, broken by bursts of static. No words, just a droning rasp, as if some great, diseased throat exhaled across the channels.

			Kregge Longgaze raised a hand, halting the pack. He led them along a line of girders.

			Bodies dangled from wire nooses, swaying in the gale. Their faded garments marked them as prison guards, long dead. Faces were drawn, hard and pale, skin pulled tight over bone, lips peeled back, teeth bared in rictus grins of endless pain. The wind caught their desiccated frames and set them creaking on their wires, the sound of rusted hinges groaning.

			The stink of them lingered, a sour tang of old flesh, dried leather and heretical depravity.

			The Scouts spread wide through the ruins, their camo-cloaks drawn tight. Watchful. Patient. The only sounds were the creak of nooses, the bubble of decay, the low moan of wind through the rusted ironwork.

			Hrutur ranged on the far right. He drew his cloak tighter as he passed beneath a ruptured promethium pipe, then halted, eyes fixed on the southern approaches.

			This was a different way of war. But he wanted to stand and rage and charge. 

			A click in his vox-bead brought him back to the moment. Kregge motioned to him. 

			Sit still. Sit quiet.

			He nodded. 

			Slipping the auspex from under his cloak, he scanned the target.

			Redoubt Voriom was not a fortress. It was a humpback tumour given shape. It sprawled before him like a carcass left too long in the sun. Pipes split and ruptured across the sky, vomiting black sludge in a heavy flood, splattering into stagnant lakes of tar and promethium below. The once-proud hangars and storage halls had sagged into themselves, walls bulging outward where rust had eaten the steel to threadbare lace. Towers leaned at crooked angles, wrapped in ropes of fungus-thick growths that pulsed and oozed like diseased veins.

			A lake of filth spread before the hangar mouth like a moat. Above, a hundred yards up the cliff face, a sluice-gate poured a black waterfall down into the mire. The sludge struck the surface in thick splatters. From its hollow throat came the sound of moaning – mewling, broken cries of pain.

			The ground itself seemed alive – mats of moss and slime bubbled underfoot, clouds of bloated flies lifting in thick curtains when disturbed. The air was a choking blend of rot and chemical tang, sour on the tongue, heavy in the lungs.

			Everywhere were signs of the Death Guard’s mark. Rusted icons of Nurgle hung on chains, swaying in the wind like obscene chimes. Poison gases vented from the overflowing charnel pits; organic refuse was piled in heaps, the remains of thralls unable to withstand the constant rot. 

			In some places the walls of the complex had simply burst open, spilling intestines of machinery and cables, crawling with maggots the size of a man’s finger.

			And over it all, a constant undercurrent of moaning – whether from wind through hollow steel or from still-living wretches embedded in the walls, it was impossible to tell. Chains creaked, flies droned, and far inside the darkness came the guttural cough and wheeze of diseased lungs, echo­ing like the voice of the Plague God himself.

			Hrutur sheathed his shotgun and unfastened the augury-blocker from his belt. He sank its tripod legs into the mud, thumbed the activation rune, and felt the faint shiver of the machine spirit taking hold. 

			The light blinked green.

			The Death Guard were notoriously contemptuous of maintenance – their systems were left to rot as they themselves had rotted – but Hrutur took no chances. Their auguries would see nothing here.

			He cradled his weapon again and moved on, low and noise­less, towards the humpback mound where Khalpax Vigorex, Lord of Virulence, Warden of the Carrion Nebula, kept his foul court.

			Each of the Sons of Morkai found their hides in silence, settling into foetid hollows, broken walls and gantries, watching the kill-zones through their scopes. One by one, the augury-blockers came online. 

			Hrutur wanted to be at Bjorn’s side, when battle came. He pushed forward, into the lake of bubbling decay that lay before the hangar mouth. 

			The homing beacon was strapped to his back. 

			He pulled it off and set the tripod into the soft ground, twisted the cap until the activation runes lit up and the voltaic hum told him it was live.
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			V

			THE EMPEROR’S EXECUTIONERS 

			It had taken years to find this place. Years of scent and spoor, of false trails, of rumours carried like smoke. Not this time. This was no hunt of distraction, no chase, no shadow-stalk. This was an ending. They had come to kill.

			The Lord of Virulence had made his den here, and the Wolves of Fenris had come to burn his hall about him.

			They took up their stations without words. Each knew his place. Each knew the part he played. The pack closed in, jaws tightening around the lair.

			Bjorn stood with the vanguard. He had seen this moment before too many battles to count. 

			The moment before battle was a window into men’s hearts.

			When he was young – before his gene-forging, before joining the Rout – battles were fought with axe and club on the ice-flats. The night before was always the same too. Boast, brag, drink. Promises shouted over the roar of the fire, sagas sworn as the ale was drained. And at dawn they gathered, the boasts still in their mouths, breath fogging as they stood on the frozen plain.

			Those earliest memories came freely now. The fitful Fenrisian sun, breaking through storm clouds, dazzling the flats like a blade’s edge before the grey skies rolled in. And then the enemy. The Brandingas, dark against the horizon. Two hundred paces away and closing. Their chieftain, Ragnar the Black, axe slung casually on his shoulder.

			The night’s boasters grew quiet. They knew they faced more blades than they had brought. Men muttered of anything else, but their thoughts circled the same point, like a tethered mount: the number of foes, the heft of a blade in hand.

			Bjorn remembered it all with startling clarity. The hiss of the wind dragging at his braids. The stench of fear, sharp as piss in the snow. Men voiding themselves before the clash. No one judged. Fear could hollow a man in strange ways.

			But Space Wolves did not fear. Not as mortals did. They feared failure more than pain, disgrace more than death. And now, as then, he stood with his brothers, facing the oath-breath before the storm.

			There was fierce joy among the warriors about him. The Plague Marines dealt not only in steel, but in pestilence and rot. The Space Wolves’ gene-seed had already been harvested, entrusted safely to the apothecarion. Whatever befell them, the Chapter’s line was secure. They would meet the foe with nothing to lose, and nothing held back.

			The packs readied. Bolters checked. Chainswords revved, spitting sparks. Grenades mag-locked to plates. Rune-displays flickered green. Veterans muttered lessons from past fights – the slowness of the Plague Marines, the way they endured, wounds that should have ended them shrugged off. The young listened hard. They knew the difference between life and death might come down to a word remembered.

			If Bjorn felt the eyes on him he gave no sign, only let his cannon cycle up, the sound rolling low and steady like a drumbeat.

			The Vlka Fenryka were ready.

			The loading chamber was a crude hall of steel and shadow, drop pods waiting with their ramps down, their machine spirits eager as hounds. Overhead, cranes were ready to winch the pods into the firing tunnels. 

			Atmund’s pack was fifteen strong. Grizzled warriors – Grey Hunters, the shock troops of the Chapter. Bolt carbines were made ready, axes and chainswords mag-locked to their side, heirloom blades at their belts.

			They were veterans all, warriors with a hundred scars. But when they looked upon Bjorn, all fell still. Even Atmund Ironhide hushed.

			The Fell-handed’s vox-growl filled the chamber. ‘Gunnar Forkbeard would be proud to see his old blade drawing Death Guard blood!’

			Atmund glanced at the weapon, then at the towering Dreadnought. ‘You knew him. Tell me what the Forkbeard was like?’

			‘You’ve heard the songs?’

			‘I have,’ Atmund said. ‘He must have been a mighty man.’

			There was a pause, then the whine of gyros as Bjorn turned on his waist axis. ‘He was. And before him, that sword was carried by Hvarn Felltooth, a great war-chief of the old days. I watched him lead the charge on Grendel’s Plain.’ 

			The chamber stayed hushed. Even those with the longest fangs, older and harder than most, stood silent. 

			‘Tell them,’ Bjorn told Kaspr. ‘You know this story.’

			The Lone Wolf laughed. ‘I was just a cub.’

			‘True enough. But don’t be shy with your battle-wisdom,’ Bjorn stated. He held up Trueclaw and the three blades spun upon their wrist axis. ‘It’s a long time since I fought the Death Guard hand to hand, but none of them are tough when I get hold of them.’

			The Wolves loved that. They cheered and howled, fangs were exposed as they laughed at his words, and Bjorn moved to where the thralls waited to carry out last systems checks. He ran through the rituals of motion, pistons hissing as he tested ankle and knee, waist rotation, the limited swing of his armatures. 

			The thralls stepped forward for the final rites. Their voices were low, murmuring ritual songs and blessings as they worked.

			Thermic reactor levels: within safety parameters.

			Hydraulic fluid reservoirs: full.

			Power couplings to the armatures: secured.

			Vac-seals: complete.

			Magazines: loaded and sanctified.

			Bjorn stood motionless as they worked, his vast frame looming while each item was checked and answered. The machine spirits murmured back in a chorus of runes and data. As the checks cycled, Bjorn’s thoughts drifted.

			To old battles; to the sagas of long-dead heroes; to Russ, of course. Names and deeds that still burned bright in memory. Stories he had carried for centuries, ready to be given to the young, to set their hearts alight and remind them what it meant to be a Wolf of the Rout. 

			When the rites were finished, the thralls hung the last wolf tails from his weapon arms, the pelts swaying faintly in the draught of the chamber.

			Through it all, Bjorn was aware of the Wolves. They had fallen quiet, their boasting stilled. Curious, reverent, they watched as the Ancient One readied for war.

			The klaxon wailed. 

			‘Load up,’ Atmund ordered. 

			Atmund carried Fafnir at his side. The wolf-fang blade sat heavy with the weight of its wyrd, a weapon and a saga all to itself. A pack-brother to the Grey Wolves. 

			The Wolves of Fenris moved without a word. Ramps clanged shut, one after another, locking them into the pods. Iron wombs, hot with recycled air, stinking of oil and sanctified grease.

			At the end of the line stood Bjorn’s Dreadnought pod. Vast. Brutal. Heat-scorched from a hundred burns through atmosphere. He stomped up the ramp and the cradle took his weight with a shudder, braces locking home, clamps biting tight about his sarcophagus frame. 

			For a saga-beat, Bjorn was elsewhere. 

			Younger. Before armour. Before iron. 

			He remembered stepping back into the shoulder brace. Side to side with his long-dead brothers; eager as Blood Claws. He remembered the clamp of locks, the hiss of sealing ramps. Darkness as the pod was wrenched upwards on chains, and the pod slammed into the launch rack. Then the roar of descent. Laughter before battle. Feet stamping in the snow. The drum of shields. His brothers at his side. Breath misting in the cold.

			There was the crunch of gears as Bjorn took his place in the centre of the drop pod. 

			His memory cut to this moment. 

			The now. 

			He stood alone. Not a troop of the line, but the pilot of a walking sarcophagus, a tank given his shape. 

			About him, machine spirits snarled, hungry for release, as his pod clamped into the cradle. 

			Warning runes strobed across his vision, harsh red light flaring. Above, the firing tube sealed with a metallic thunder and the voltaic hum rose, deep and angry, as the impulsion generator began to charge.

			On the vox, the pack’s voices cut through one by one. Harsh. Brief. Affirmations only. Pods locked. Spirits appeased. Weapons armed.

			Then Atmund’s voice, steady and hard.

			‘Fire!’

			The launch hit Bjorn like a hammer as his pod was spat planetward. 

			Gravity vanished as he fell. 

			Fire clawed at the walls as it screamed down through the black. Pressure crushed. Warning runes flared. Amniotics boiled about him as the iron shell became an oven, deck plates glowing hot beneath his feet. And the reactor howled, systems straining to compensate.

			His vision bled red. His frame shook. The world howled with burning metal, and Bjorn added his own voice to the cry.

			A sound like mountains grinding. 

			A sound that made the pod itself tremble.

			For a heartbeat, memory cut in – a shield wall breaking into a charge, the roar of mortal throats in the icy wind.

			Then it was gone.

			Only fire. Only iron. Only the fall.

			The descent lasted half a minute, every heartbeat an eternity of fire and pressure. Then the pod struck. 

			The impact jarred through his frame, bone-deep, machine-deep.

			Memory bled in. The primarch howling beside him. The shield wall breaking into the charge.

			The pod struck like a hammer. It slammed into the swamp, sending a geyser of brown corpse-water into the air. Petals crashed open, smacking down into the mire. Steam boiled off the swamp, choking clouds rising as the water hissed and burned. 

			Drowned cadavers bubbled up as Bjorn strode out, splashing knee-deep into putrid water. Slime and weeds coiled around his armour. Trueclaw whined, blades crackling with white flame. 

			He was still howling, and his war-cry tore from the vox, grind­ing iron and fury until the swamp trembled with the sound.

			Above, the sky split open. Drop pods screamed down in waves, each one burning bright as it fell, each one a spear of ordnance hurled from the heavens. They slammed into the mire all around Bjorn, fountains of filth and steam erupting about him. Space Wolves spilled out of each pod, bolters raised, chainswords revving, their howls rising as one. And the earth heaved under each impact, like a corpse forced to breathe once more. 

			The smoke and the heat blurred into memory, and Bjorn almost paused as he remembered: Russ beside him, mane whipping in the wind, their shield wall charging. The roar of his brothers, the crack of axe on shield. The smell of snow. 

			That glorious past! 

			Then it was gone.

			He was marching to war in a sarcophagus of iron. Bringing judgement to the foulest of his storm-worn foes. 

			Only rot. Only war. Only him.

			Bjorn raised his claw. His vox-howled rage drowned out bolter fire, drowned out thunder, drowned out the world.

			‘For Russ!’ he raged against all the foes he had ever faced. ‘For the Allfather!’
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			VI

			


			The Death Guard were never swift, but the Wolves of Fenris knew well that the sons of Mortarion needed no speed. They were an implacable foe, and their method of war was as creeping and inevitable as plague. 

			The Space Wolves’ assault was a hammer strike and within the bastion, the impact of each drop pod was like the call of a corpse-yard bell. The Death Guard heard Bjorn’s howl of rage and memory, his voice louder than fire, louder than thunder.

			Bloated forms shifted in the half-light. Swarms of fat flies rose suddenly from wet flesh. Cracked visors turned, and understood, and each of the Plague Marines cast aside whatever foul distractions had held them. The swollen, squirming children of decay chuckled with anticipation. Great shapes of rusted plate lumbered forward, huge and ponderous, their fly-filmed lenses burning faint green in the dark. 

			Fly, thrall, and Plague Marine moved to repel this enemy. And in the foulest depths of the penal camp, the Lord of Virulence stirred. His swollen coils writhed as he shuddered, venting corpse-gas from bloated pipes. The whole undercity seemed to heave with him.

			War had come, and the followers of Nurgle welcomed battle with as much anticipation as the Space Wolves. War meant the slow choke, the smothering of life, the despair of stagnation. 

			It meant a harvest. A test for their lovingly incubated plagues. On the battlefield their spores would bloom, bursting forth in clouds of filth and fever, filling lungs and rotting flesh. To Nurgle’s faithful this end was the sweetest of gifts, a chorus of agony transformed into a hymn, a garden of despair flowering under Grandfather’s eternal smile.

			The Wolves of Fenris were the strongest of the Corpse-God’s children. But even they would sicken. The healthy would bloat, the festering dead would rise again, press-ganged into service for their plague lord.

			The Space Wolves blasted a way through rotten doors and bulkheads in a storm of shot and steel. Fast, ferocious, deadly – they were masters of the assault, striking with merciless fury. And yet the Plague Marines did not yield. 

			They refused to be driven into chaos, standing resolute amidst the thunder, springing their snares and ambuscades. 

			Within a wolf’s-breath the bastion was drowned in a battle of speed against resolve. The Space Wolves plunged deeper, breaking each trap with fang and fire, their fury an irresistible avalanche of ice.

			The Fell-handed plunged into the exposed guts of the bastion, silencing pockets of resistance as the wolf packs cut their way through shattered doors and into the putrescent interior of the Death Guard lair. 

			He was a behemoth of steel, every step bound to the stiff rotation of greased axles, every stride heralded by the whine and grind of pistons. Metal shrieked against metal in a chorus of war, and to Bjorn there was no sweeter sound. He thundered forward at the full extent of his machine’s wrath, the most terrible of any son of Russ.

			He led without pause, never once looking back, for he knew his pack as none other could. Only death would halt them, and there was danger in delay. 

			Speed was their truest friend. 

			The Blood Claws pressed the pace so hard that even he, at times, encased within his iron shell, was forced to labour to keep up. The bastion shook with their passage, its stones echoing to the thunder of Cawl-pattern bolters.

			As the drop pods emptied, Ulf Krakentooth struck from above, bursting through the roof of the hogsback mound with his warriors, assault shotguns roaring. Throm Elderrvak descended in a second storm of drop pods, his assault packs forcing entry through the upper circuit loading bays where the mouldering hulks of lighters lay in ruin. Behind them came the Long Fangs, their rune-scarred weapons unleashing storms of fire that scoured the halls.

			Reivers struck like mountain storms, swift and merciless. At a dozen breach-points the wolf packs carved inwards, severing the arteries of the defence, throwing the faithless into disarray.

			Yet still the Death Guard endured. 

			They were implacable in battle, and sought to blunt the Space Wolves’ fangs, but they were still off-balance. They fell back, unable to bring their full strength to bear. 

			Through the smoke and ruin Bjorn carved his way, his sarcophagus a juggernaut of iron hatred. Nothing could withstand him as he drove Atmund’s ship-company ever deeper, towards the festering core.

			This was life, Bjorn thought, as he led the Rout. 

			At last, he met one worthy of battle.

			The bloated shape filled the corridor, a vast and vile figure looming before him. Exhaust stacks jutted from its corroded armour, belching clouds of corpse-green smoke. Pustulant ichor wept from the rents in its plating, hissing as it spattered upon the deck, and rusted bells dangled from chains at its waist, tolling an uneven dirge as it took each lumbering step. 

			In its fists it carried a great scythe, the crescent blade mottled with rot. A fine blade to harvest flesh and souls alike for Papa Nurgle’s tally.

			Bjorn did not pause. He came on, and the traitor staggered beneath the blast of his Helfrost, a lance of frozen brilliance piercing the gloom. A second shot hurled the great warrior back against the wall, pinned there for a heartbeat like some bloated insect transfixed upon a spike.

			Armour split beneath the Helfrost’s fury and the Death Guard came apart, rotting flesh disarticulated under the onslaught, walls splattered with icy gobbets of rot.

			Bjorn howled with the savage glory of the kill, even as sporadic counter-fire hammered his armoured shell. The Fell-handed was a force of nature – as wild, deadly, and relentless as the Fenrisian storm that sweeps all before it. Portals groaned shut in a futile attempt to halt him, but he battered his way through, every blow a hammer of the Allfather’s wrath. 

			The whole mound shook with his fury. He was as ferocious as a frost giant; his sarcophagus reverberated with the sound of grinding gears, cycling hydraulics, and loading mechanisms readying their next kill. 

			With every salvo or claw-swing he reaped a deadly tally. He howled with joy – a wolf’s howl, the war-cry of the tribe, the ancient Legion’s hunting song. It was the note that once heralded the Great Crusade across the stars, the howl that drove terror into the hearts of mankind’s enemies. The yowl that still kindled fear in the souls of traitors. 

			And all around him was the glory of the pack. 

			‘We’ve got them on the run!’ he told them. 

			Throm’s vox growled through the din, a furious soundtrack of boltgun fire, murder-shouts, and the wet grunts of pain and injury. Three wolf packs were an ominous force unleashed, each aware of the other’s stride. Atmund and Throm read the battle’s rhythm as only pack-brothers could. Target points were marked in seconds; once the first shot was fired, the clock began to tick.

			For the sons of Russ, life was war. War, its preparation, and the retelling of sagas forged in blood. In their sagas there were so many names for battle: sword-play, bolter-storm, blood-shower, reaping-time, life-stopper, murder-make, slaughter-time, Wind of Morkai, shield-crash. 

			They had performed this action countless times. Each warrior knew his role. Secure the landing zone. Establish sentry points. Drive immediately towards the target.

			The Wolves were alert to every trap and decoy, but they knew they were up against the most stalwart of all the enemies of the Imperium of Man. The Death Guard lacked their speed and punch and ferocity, but they were relentless and implacable and enduring, and they had spent long years preparing their home terrain as a bastion against any attack.

			‘Let death come!’ the Wolves laughed. Each man only had so much luck. 

			The Death Guard kept withdrawing, until the moment they did not. 

			At a four-way intersection, vents vomited choking toxic shrouds and Throm’s pack was suddenly struck from all sides. Bolter fire hammered in from every angle, shells sparking against bulkhead and armour. The Death Guard were there in force, kill-squads rising from the shadows like a tide of decay. Their visors were smeared with filth; tubes and pipes hissed from their bloated and rust-eaten armour. 

			Their guns did not match the sharp report of the Space Wolves’ bolters. They coughed or wheezed, venting clouds of rot-gas, while degraded mechanisms whined or ground with clogged filth. Each salvo was slow and remorseless, forcing the Wolves to brace against walls slick with slime and the stink of rot. It was not just gunfire – it was contagion made manifest, every shot a curse hurled across the battlefield. 

			Their weapons barked with dull, corpse-heavy thunder, each bolt shell leaving a smear of corruption where it struck. Each time the trigger was pressed a bolt round splattered out with a wet tearing sound, like phlegm forced from a corpse. And where their rounds struck, metal blistered and paint peeled as if corrosion itself had been accelerated a thousandfold. 

			The Plague Marines advanced with the patience of the grave, flies swarming about the cracks in their armour. Pus and rotting flesh showed through, wounds that should have killed them long ago, their innards slopping with every stride, living corpses that had refused to die. They came on in chilling silence, the only sound the splash of their boots and the choking rasp of phlegm-clogged vox-grilles. 

			A single grazing shot could eat through armour seals, venting toxic vapour into the lungs of those within. The detonations did not echo with the sharp thunder of loyalist guns. They thudded, dull and heavy, like sods of earth being shovelled into the plague-pit. 

			Ynngard the Grim was the first to fall. At the rear of the formation he bore the brunt of the storm, his war plate torn apart by heavy fire, his systems drowning in toxins that flooded him as suddenly as mountain meltwater. 

			There was no panic. No fear. 

			Luck might have run out, but fury never would. 

			The Space Wolves answered in kind, returning fire in every direction as they forced their way forward, cutting themselves free of the ambush. Where the Death Guard weapons coughed with phlegm-choked rattles, the Wolves replied with salvoes of thunder. 

			Their guns cracked like splitting ice. Like mountain trees snapping in a winter gale. Each report was sharp, clean, violent. The fury of Fenris brought to batter their foes. 

			Where the Death Guard barked, the wolf packs roared. Where the traitors fired in sluggish, diseased volleys, the sons of Russ hammered back in a rhythm of fury, a drumbeat of war that shook the bastion to its foundations. Their bolters cracked like splitting ice, each round a sharp report that rang through the corridors like a storm breaking across sea-cliffs. 

			It was soul-rot against the storm, decay against the howl of the pack, stagnation against motion. 

			Throm was too swift for the foe. He led the charge, shrugging off bolter impacts and torrents of warp fire. His bolt pistol flashed as he surged forward, hammering shells into enemy helms, staggering the Death Guard back, frost blade in hand, the weapon gleaming white with its cold killing light.

			Fang to fang, blade to blade, the Death Guard were no match for the fury of the Wolf Lord. His frost blade rose and fell, and three traitors fell with it. He barely slowed. Each stroke maimed, crippled, destroyed. His pack came on behind, finishing those he had broken, putting the corrupted wretches out of their misery.

			It was an axe-cruel business, his blade smashing through armour and flesh. The Space Wolves left behind only a butchered ruin, a charnel shambles of hacked corpses, wound-slurry sloshing about their boots.

			Throm was relentless. He hurled himself down the next corridor, running down two more Death Guard before they could flee, cutting them apart before they reached cover.

			The pack moved too fast for the enemy to mount a defence. They smashed through makeshift barricades, ripped down hastily thrown decoys, and tore strongpoints apart before they could be manned in strength. With every kill the Wolves drove deeper into the exposed underbelly of the corrupt and the vile.

			Putrescence hurled itself again and again against the storm. And each time, the storm tore it apart. They kept ahead of the Death Guard’s defence, scrambling squads, lone warriors and cringing, mewling thralls all cut down with contemptuous ease. The song of chainswords ringing out like a brutal choir.

			Atmund’s pack faced resistance no less fierce, but the Death Guard knew there were none who could stand against Bjorn. They withdrew before him, slow and ponderous, like a snail retreating into its shell, hoping the storm would pass.

			But unlike Purgatum, this was no raid. No hall-burning. No passing strike to punish, chastise, or glean scraps of knowledge.

			This was a death-strike. A kin-slaying. Jarl against jarl. The Breaking of Crowns. 

			Bjorn had come for the Lord of Virulence. No wall or host would stay his wrath. He would tear the rot-born tyrant from his foetid lair and cleanse the stars of his corruption.

			‘Ground floor levels secure,’ Throm voxed, his words half-drowned beneath the crackle of fire.

			The Space Wolves left the upper levels in ruin. Behind them they left the smoke of bolter fire, the stink of charred flesh. 

			The Death Guard had fled like vermin into the deep places, where the light of day never dared to enter, where the air was thick with damp and rot. 

			The Wolves of Fenris went after them, cutting deeper into the cancerous filth. 

			‘Where the elk runs,’ Bjorn snarled through the vox, ‘the wolves must follow.’

			The Dreadnought led the way down the main ramps and access routes, his bulk smashing through broken bulkheads, his mass shaking rust and filth from the ceilings, but he did not slow. Trueclaw dripped gore, and the Helfrost cannon hissed steam as it recharged, eager for the next kill.

			The foe had fallen back before him, and Bjorn had barely been tested. His fury was far from satiated. He felt restless, hungering – like the wolf that has scented blood. 

			Iron Priest Kaganm Twinbeard seized a service lift. Mechadendrites connected with the corroded power couplings. He growled as he battled the scrap-code, fingers hammering a sequence of overrides. At last, the old machinery shuddered, then answered his command.

			‘We have control,’ he stated as the lift doors opened with a diseased sound – a choking, metallic death-rattle. Corpse-stink and damp rot spilled from the open doorway. A handful of thralls cowered inside, pallid faces lit by the sickly glow of lumen-strips. 

			A brief burst of bolter fire cut them down. Their broken carcasses collapsed in silence, strewn like discarded garments across the deck.

			The grille doors refused to open wide. Trueclaw wrenched them free and tossed them aside. Gore dripped from the Ancient’s talons, steaming with a hiss against the deck plates as he stepped inside, turned, and faced back out into the corridor. 

			‘Who’s with me?’ he boomed, one claw pushing the button. Warriors leapt to join him before the cage plunged down.

			There was no faster way to the heart of the rot. 

			But sanity disappeared. The world faded at once – the echoes of gunfire, the light of flame, the last sickly rays of the local sun filtered through panes of filth-stained glass. Even lumen-strips flickered and died, the rust-slick walls now illuminated by patches of glowing fungi. 

			The world down here was wrong. Everything was wrong. 

			It was as if the boundaries of sanity had corroded, and the Othersea pressed in upon them. The darkness sloshed and breathed about them, and the drone of flies, millions of flies, passed over them in clinging shoals. Sometimes laughter rose – phlegm-choked laughter that just as quickly died away. 

			The air had a heavy, liquid quality, as if they had plunged beneath the surface of a festering ocean. A sea of sickly green water and sluggish tides, where waves slapped like wet meat, the surface broken by islands of scum and swollen corpses, bobbing like driftwood. 

			The Space Wolves growled low in their throats, the vox-net crackling with oaths and kill-promises, but they did not flinch. They were Fenris-born, and had hunted in the ice-caves beneath the Fang, where unnamed monsters dwelt. 

			The lift shuddered to a wheezing halt, and Bjorn strode forth – a warrior-king of myth, daring the land of the dead. He let out a wolf-howl, calling into the dark: a challenge to the Lord of Virulence. 

			Come forth and face me! 
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			VII 

			


			The penal undercity was an open, suppurating, festering wound. 

			Bjorn plunged in with a song of death and destruction. A scalpel of purity, cutting rot from the flesh; a narrow wedge of sanity plunged into the cracks of an insane world. 

			The ground shifted under Bjorn’s ice-giant tread – not so much stone or earth, but feverish flesh writhing under a surgeon’s buzz-saw. The walls bulged, birthing nightmare forms that slopped wetly to the putrid tunnel floors, and slithered together to smother the intruders. 

			To the denizens of the underworld Bjorn was not just a foe, but a mortal threat to their diseased communion. His presence was alien and intolerable. He had to be drowned in filth, lest their whole corrupted body was ruptured from within. He was an antibody that had to be swamped and overwhelmed. 

			Chambers heaved, walls convulsed. It was as if the whole underworld was spewing up its guts. From the depths came crawling, mewling things, dragging themselves from breeding pits, slick flesh-vats, the deepest nightmares. 

			Mutations. Mad experiments, spat out of the darkness to repel the intruder.

			They crawled from the shadows like organic and fused monstrosities. The Stitched. The Twisted. The Bloated. The Worm-Filled. The Wasted. The Two-Headed. The Worm-Mawed. The Carrion Eaters. The Maggots. The Grafted. Living ruins, half-corpses, dragging their limbs through the slurry-choked gutters, leaving smears of putrefaction. 

			There were Surgeons of Rust, with masks of cracked glass and clothing that made a mockery of surgical garb. Organ collectors, with cleavers and shoulder baskets heavy with slick meat. Bringers of Mercy, tolling their pockmarked bells – the sound wet, obscene, like flesh slapped raw.

			Some had once been men. Others were nameless. Centipedes of meat and corroded metal shell. Swollen brutes, their skin stretched so thin you could see the cancerous organs within, or the bulge and writhe of maggots eating their way out. 

			Mewling, blubbering, blind and ravenous. Wretches that should not walk dragged themselves on limbs not meant for such weight. Beasts that should not breathe wheezed plague-gas from rotten lungs. Leprous scum that should not live, lived in Nurgle’s name. 

			The poisoned tide rose about the Space Wolves like living sewage, a thick green soup crawling with rotspawn, slimekin, carrionborn. Bones, teeth, swollen organs – a corpse-soup that was not yet dead. The Wolves waded through the liquid of the grave, waist-deep, each step taking them deeper, their armour hissing with the corrosion. 

			Bjorn led them. He filled the prison city with a song of death and destruction, loudest of the murder-choir, Trueclaw scooping up thralls and Plague Marines and unknown creatures in dripping handfuls, crushing them into splattered ruin.

			He was closing in upon the Lord of Virulence, and the Death Guard’s befouled court threw themselves at him. Some were little more than husks, bones and rags, but others still bore ghastly shapes of death: flesh seared black by a flamer’s kiss, bodies torn open by bolter fire, or las burns that had bubbled and stretched their skin into obscene masks. 

			It was hard to tell the dead from the half-dead, the animated corpses stumbling at their masters’ call.

			Most were age-marked. Bellies burst. Rotting flesh fell from bone in putrid strips. The stench was appalling. But the Fell-handed pressed on, cutting a deeper path. 

			‘They’re slowing us down,’ Atmund growled, but Bjorn simply kept moving, iron feet splattering as they stepped into the gore-covered floor. 

			‘Take the stairs.’ Bjorn turned towards the main stairwell. Pistons hissed. Darkness yawned. The walls sweated, filthy. The bottom of the shaft was lost in hanging green mists and a swarm of festering organics. 

			The tide of abominations fell faster than their diseased masters could drive them forward. Bjorn carved the path down, Atmund at his right, Hrutur in his wake, wiping gore from the vents of his chainsword.

			This was the finest battle Hrutur had ever fought. It was all charge and fight and kill and shred. It all played to the Blood Claw’s strengths. His grey armour was covered in heretic blood and the marks of this day’s kill-tally. 

			Between sub-levels eight and nine, the stair-shaft filled with a low thrumming. It grew heavy and foul, until the girders of the stairwell started to shake with it. The air was heavy. 

			Wrong. It was all wrong. 

			The green mists churned, parted. Shapes rose through the vapour – first the glare of optics, baleful red, then the whine of turbines slick with filth. 

			Blight drones. A swarm of them, rising from the depths, a grotesque melding of daemon, machine and swollen maggot-flesh. Propeller vents hacked through the air, splattering the walls with slime and pus. The maggot-flesh rose, slow and implacable, and the chamber vibrated with the drone of their motors. 

			Then the underslung cannons opened fire. 

			The stairwell became a gale of filth. Rust-flakes and pus-spray erupted where each corroding shell hit. They were no simple round, but pure contagion, each one blessed with the foulest curses that Nurgle could bestow. 

			Rounds hammered Bjorn’s iron hide. The impacts did not ring but thudded wetly against him, bursting like diseased fruit. Pus and rust hissed against ceramite, dripping in rancid streams down his armour. Flies rose from the splatter, a living haze swarming his optical array. 

			Bjorn was safe for now within his protective cradle, but the Space Wolves beside him were not so lucky. Three brothers fell in as many breaths. One took a round through the visor. The armaglass gave way with a sharp pop, and shards punched inwards, a red mist splattering out through the exit wound and spraying the warrior next to him. 

			Another was hit square in the gut, which blew him off the stairwell in a rain of bone and gore. The last was snagged at the hip, genhanced flesh struggling to withstand the virulence of the pox-round. He tried to rise, but the flies were faster. They swarmed him, a living cloud crawling inside his armour, laying maggots into wound and flesh.

			Hrutur was hit in the chest. He staggered, helm cracked and sparking, visor clouded with static. His lens display froze, flickered, then the machine spirit imposed sanity.

			But he felt the clutch of rot taking root within his flesh. 

			A furious firefight began as the Space Wolves rallied and countered the attack. Blight drones burst under bolt fire. The flying grubs were torn apart, carcasses leaking rotten green fluids. 

			But there were too many. The fog swirled and writhed with the churn of their rotors. It was impossible to kill them all. The stairwell ran slick with toxins as the blight drones passed overhead, venting their maggot bodies, noxious poisons hissing down on thralls and Space Wolves alike, chewing through armour, flesh and bone. 

			‘For Russ!’ Bjorn boomed, and the Helfrost fired. 

			Crystals mined from the remote wilds of Fenris flared, flooding the chamber with a cold, blue-white light – as dreadful as the breath of a frost-drake. Blight drones struck by the beam froze solid. Metal shattered. Flesh blistered. Rotors locked and failed. The dread creatures spluttered, bubbled, and fell from the sky. 

			Even those that only passed close were rimed with hoarfrost colder than the void.

			And Bjorn shook the stairwell. He plunged into the green mists, vanishing from sight as though descending into opaque water. And the Wolves followed without hesitation. 

			Hrutur led them, the world warped green through the crazed glass of his visor, but his spirits were up. 

			He was eager and reckless, every breath a baying howl for yet more blood. 
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			VIII

			


			Skalmold, the ‘sword-time’ when death was most brutal; 

			Toe to toe, trading blows, the closest of killers. 

			Sanngrithr, the testing of will when the shield wall was broken, 

			The enemy press in, and warp-fire is summoned. 

			Bjorn cut his way deeper. The foulness thickened as he descended into the putrid guts of the complex. The enemy fell back, broken, the purge of thralls exhausted, the dead bodies slumping, melting, running into a dripping slime of organic soup. 

			The Lord of Virulence’s lair was deeper yet, right down in the venerable sewage system; Bjorn sloshed knee-deep through the corroded pipework, past fatbergs studded with solid effluent, floating in ­centuries of liquid filth. 

			He did not pause. He could not. He was the ice-storm, the betrayed, the curer of depravity. He felt as though he was cutting his way into the entrails of a rotted giant. 

			Each chamber was a raw wound. Each movement was a cadence, a ritual of violence. One thought persisted: I am the Fell-handed. I survive. I endure. The Allfather will calls. 

			Wet, sucking sounds stirred the darkness. Gobbets of rancid matter clawed and fanged, scratching ineffectually at his rune-bright ceramite. They had no strength, only numbers. Their true weapon, debasement and infection. Daemonic forms squealed and chittered, bubbling up from the wet floor like blisters rising from infected flesh. Bjorn smashed them aside, and there was a sick, bubbling laughter as they burst over him like pustules.

			At last, his way was barred by a warrior worthy of the Ancient One’s attention.

			The Terminator blocked the pipeway. A looming creature in corroded armour, power axe held across his chest, the great blade pitted with dripping lesions. The warrior waited in silence, larger than any of the Wolves of Fenris, flesh swollen with pestilence. As Bjorn approached, the axe swung, crackling with toxic green fire.

			Bjorn met the blade with Trueclaw. Both were relics, ancient and terrible. But there was no duel. The traitor’s axe shattered under the blow, splinters of corroded metal flying as Bjorn stomped forward, fist the size of a hatch door carrying through in a vicious stab.

			Frost-light flared in the dingy green dark as Trueclaw twisted, severing the outcast’s arm.

			The claw caught the flesh, swivelled on its wrist, and spun the creature like a top, smashing the Terminator into the wall.

			Once to break.

			Twice to bleed.

			Thrice to end it all, in the Allfather’s name.

			The Terminator’s armour cracked like eggshell. The body broke and tore, flung sideways, sliding into filth, where the shattered remains splattered and sank.

			Bjorn did not stop. The rhythm of killing pulsed again, steady as a heartbeat, and he exulted with each thump.

			‘Russ!’ he boomed, and the whole prison-city shook to his howl as he met corruption with berserk fury.

			He was deep in it now – the storm state almost meditative, as he raged and killed, voice booming with mechanical thunder. The Death Guard grew desperate in their attempts to stop him, bolter fire slamming against his armour.

			They faltered before his fury.

			The ferocity of sagas, every strike honed by centuries of war.

			His Helfrost cannon sealed off side corridors in blue-white flame, entombing Death Guard in slabs of frozen sewage. They strained, trapped, laughter failing, unable to break free, and Bjorn smashed through their ranks.

			He raged.

			He killed.

			He ripped them into shreds.

			Squads tried to slow him, but even these dread warriors had never before faced the ferocity of the Fell-handed. He was a spirit of old, wrenched from saga, brought to iron and flesh.

			A Fenrisian gale loosed in the heart of the bastion.

			The storm on the summit

			The bear in the night-black

			The crashing icefall

			The cold death of winter. 

			Blood-rain broke upon them

			Bjorn the Unbroken

			Breaker of the shield wall

			The Wrath of Russ 

			Reaping the wretched. 

			Fafnir flashed, keening with battle-joy. Each cut was a verse, each thrust a stanza in a song of killing. 

			‘Stay with him!’ Atmund ordered, but only a handful of Wolves had the strength – or the madness – to obey. 

			Hrutur sang his battle-fury, joining Fafnir’s song. Where Grey Hunters faltered, Hrutur threw himself headlong, chainsword screaming as he hacked a way through. 

			It was the Blood Claw way: fury first, thought later. Every heartbeat mattered as he plunged into the sealing wall of mist, following the path Bjorn had carved – a trail of ruin, a corridor of corpses.

			Bjorn was unheeding of pain, but even in his battle fugue he was aware that he had lost half his assault force. Atmund’s pack were spread thin through the tunnels, and being picked off as they fell behind. The flesh of the Space Marines, fierce though it was, could not withstand the swelling power of the pox.

			Bjorn alone was unstoppable, despite the corruption that was leaking into his housing. Neural links throbbed. Clamps on his ruined body tightened. Amniotics boiled. Every ache came alive, every wound he should not have survived returning to haunt him. Warning runes flared red, a dozen at once. 

			Heat. Pressure. Containment. 

			Machine spirits screamed in his ears. 

			Or was it laughing? 

			Phlegm-rattle, gurgle-song, the chuckle of drowned lungs, grave’s belly, the unquiet pop of corpse-gas. 

			Sleep, old man, the laughter urged. Yield. Rest. 

			Old wounds roared awake: missing limbs, puncture scars, fibrosis binding hard tissue to nerve and blood vessel. All of it enflamed at once. His body locked with stabbing agony, memories of hurt he did not want to remember. 

			That moment when he died. 

			He died twice.

			Too many for most. 

			Only the zeal of his brothers saved him. 

			They would not let legend die.

			He should have died. 

			Been laid to rest, not bound to everlasting war. 

			And then – the mask. The descending iron face that sealed him in this half-life of wires and pain. 

			The undercity spoke to him, the voice dripping with disease, the false comfort of decay, the lies of Nurgle. The chuckling went on, gurgling in his mind. Taunting and tempting him.

			Bjorn snarled with fury. As the machine spirits slipped into corruption, he felt as if he was stranded. 

			As if he was alone. 

			All lives end alone, the cough-laughter told him. At the end of the feast, every saga faded into silence. 

			‘Not mine, not yet,’ Bjorn growled and broke through, raging with pain and fury, the wrath of the sagas burning through his veins. 

			He willed the rising corruption back. Imposed iron will on all the machine spirits about him. 

			Time was against him, and iron gates barred his way. They were raw with sickness, white-tipped papules bursting and spilling pus in a steady trickle. Beneath each, fresh boils rose, red and furious, until the gates seemed no longer metal but a wall of suppurating flesh. 

			Inside, Khalpax stirred. Lord of Virulence. Warden of the Carrion Nebula. 

			He heard Bjorn’s approach and did not quake with fear. He was bloated with satisfaction, his corpulent body bubbling like a cauldron of pus. 

			The jaws of his trap had snapped shut. Not iron jaws, but a living maw, a mechanism of fangs and ulcers, a maw of rusted teeth, slick with mucus, alive with disease, hungry to swallow the Fell-handed whole. 

			Bjorn strode towards the barred gates as the corruption pressed into the fat of his brain. 

			Why endure, child of Russ? the chuckling voice asked him. Why ache in iron and tether? 

			Bjorn answered the rattle with his own fierce laughter. 

			But the rattling voice went on. 

			No warrior should die thrice. 

			Once for his lord. 

			Twice for the pack.

			Thrice is the longest rest. 

			Rest now, Ancient One. Rest in Grandfather’s arms. 

			Bjorn did not baulk. 

			He was no stranger to filth, nor the lies of the warp. 

			He was a frost-drake in iron, a creature of the Fenris wilds, and he let out his war-howl as he roared and fought his way through the closed sewer doors. 

			Boils ruptured under Trueclaw’s bite, and the gates did not shatter, but popped and sagged, weeping as they peeled back like fever-tight skin. But still Bjorn fought, till at last the gates collapsed inwards in a rain of rot and blood and slime.

			The way, at last, lay open. 

			Bjorn burst through into the chamber and the membrane walls shuddered with satisfaction. They pulsed, slick with slime, carpeting the floor as the whole lair closed about him. 

			The gates had opened not to a fortress of stone or steel but a stomach – like an organ of Khalpax, sealing tight to digest his prey. 

			A handful of Space Wolves entered as he lit the chamber up with the Helfrost’s light. Blue fire against green rot. Shadows shrieked back. Chains rattled as the Lord of Virulence uncurled. 

			Bjorn had taken his foe for part of the chamber: a swollen wall. A mound of filth. Until now. 

			‘Welcome, Fell-handed… the Ancient One. Do you smell the sweetness in the air?’

			Bjorn laughed. ‘I smell nothing but rot.’

			‘Russ is gone. Your pack are withered husks. Only we remain, and we will welcome you to Papa Nurgle’s rest.’

			Bjorn’s voice was fury, looking for the foe. ‘You are carrion! You offer rest, but I am war. You offer rot, but I am the cure. My god is Morkai. Let us meet in battle-play and see whose god keeps faith!’

			‘Little Bear, lay down your burden. Let Grandfather cradle you.’

			‘I am Fenris born!’ Bjorn roared in reply. ‘Not cradled in silk, but in iron and ice and snow. Now, show yourself!’ 

			‘I offered you sweetness, Broken One. And yet you cling to the one who left you caged in iron. A whip-dog of the Corpse-God!

			‘Come now! I will crack your cradle, spill your pretty corpse from its box and let my flies feast on your wounds.’

			Bjorn paused for a moment, hesitating, till another voice screamed out. It was Hrutur. Standing beside him. Standing with him. The pack together. 

			‘No!’ he raged, and Bjorn took strength from that. 

			He knew he was not alone. 

			‘Stay behind me,’ Bjorn told the Space Wolves who had forced their way into the chamber. There was no time for anything more. 

			‘The time for riddling is done. Now, old wyrm – show yourself. Let battle decide the winner!’

			The fog tore apart, and from its heart the Lord of Virulence revealed himself in all his terrible glory.

			The coils of Khalpax made up the walls of the chamber. He was a vast wyrm of the deep, uncoiling from the world’s roots.

			‘Yes,’ he chuckled. ‘You see me now.’

			His flesh sagged under the bulk of boils. A storm of black flies blasted out with each breath. Armour fused with fat. His belly was split, with weeping sores. His limbs were coils of wyrm-flesh, festering where the metal grafts had failed. 

			He slid forward, maggot mouth lined with rot-clinging teeth, a titanic creature that moved with impossible fluidity, his bulk slithering like a serpent through its lair. From his vertical maw belched a thick green cloud – a toxic shroud, death to all it touched.

			He loomed over Bjorn like a mountain of putrescence. Carrion-drake. Plague-wyrm. A saga-monster upon whom heroes met their end. 

			A cloud of filth burst from Khalpax’s maw, a tide of rot that scoured the Ancient’s venerable armour. But Bjorn did not retreat. He moved without hesitation, stepping into the poison, shielding the younger warriors with his iron bulk. 

			The cloud broke over him like a tide. It swallowed him whole. He set his iron feet, shielding any that came behind him. His mind-screen blazed with warning runes – contamination glyphs pulsing, hull-break sigils strobing crimson.

			He marched into it, laughing at the plague dragon. 

			‘Come now, wyrm!’ Bjorn laughed, his howl shaking the carrion walls as he stepped forward to meet it. ‘I am Fell-handed, and I endure!’

			The serpent came on with a hiss of fury. 

			Fangs gaped wide, and Trueclaw answered. 

			Adamantine talons slammed into the beast’s corrupted shell, screeching across the blistered chitin. Pus sprayed, but the elder blades found no purchase. 

			Khalpax writhed forward. His jaws locked onto the Dreadnought’s frame. Warp-slick fangs pierced deep, grinding against sacred plate. 

			Bjorn reeled as the monster threw him backwards. But he battled back, an avatar of ruin. 

			The earth was too weak to contain their fury. Stone buckled, ground split. Graves were torn open. Swollen rivers plunged down through the sundered roof-beams as the penal city shook, walls weeping rust, the high towers sagging and crashing down into ruin.

			Vox-speakers shrieked in fury, half roar, half static, but at last the wyrm’s coils wrapped Bjorn tight. He howled with fury as he found himself locked in that poisonous vice. 

			Iron groaned in protest – low, resonant, the tragic note of a great ice-cutter holed below the waterline. 

			Plates buckled. Hydraulic lines burst. Warning runes strobed as the Dreadnought listed. The sarcophagus echoed with each mournful note. 

			And still Khalpax wound him round. 

			Each turn was slower, heavier, inexorable, like the roots of the world closing over stone. Inside the sarcophagus, Bjorn hung in the dark of his cocoon. Each groan of iron shivered through his cradle like a whale song from the abyss – long, mournful, resonant with finality. His vox-grilles spat static and fury, the bellow lost in the grinding dirge of his own breaking hull. 

			His rage filled the chamber, a bubbling and choking song, as though his mouth was slipping beneath the poisoned waves. 

			Runes burned across his mind-screen. Integrity breach. Coolant loss. Contamination critical. Glyphs pulsed and overlapped until they became a storm of red light, drowning his sight.

			Fluid thickened around him, black threads curling through what had once sustained him. He felt them seep across his withered skin, as if Nurgle’s hand itself pressed against his chest.

			His skin flinched as if stung. He should not have been able to feel this. As the poison seeped through, a cold awareness permeated his desiccated limbs, maggot-touch on parchment skin. 

			Hrutur howled as he threw himself forwards, the Blood Claw’s voice high with fury. His chainsword whined, teeth snarling as he hacked down at the serpent’s noxious coils. 

			But his armour seals were starting to fail and fumes were entering, thick and oily, forcing their way in. 

			His arm struck less strongly than he needed. His gene-wrought frame should have endured poisons ten times as vile, but this Nurgle rot bit deep. His grip faltered. He bent at the waist, chainsword juddering from his grasp. 

			For a heartbeat he tried to rise once more, teeth bared, eyes blazing. Blood Claws knew no fear, no hesitation, no thought but to fight. But even his howl failed him as the haze wound about him, filling his throat, and turning his snarl into a wet gag.

			Bjorn was losing his iron grip. 

			Voices whispered at the edges of thought. Wet, buzzing, infinite. Promising release, the sweetness of life renewed in rot. Hymns of Nurgle, soft and insistent, pressing through every breach in his armour.

			Bjorn summoned his strength, but Trueclaw was slow, lagging, smothered in coils of rotting flesh. Commands choked before they reached the machine. 

			The coffin no longer obeyed its occupant – it obeyed the weight that crushed it.

			Iron shrieked, a death cry echoing through his bones.

			And still Khalpax wound him round.

			Within his sarcophagus, Bjorn felt the Dreadnought stagger. Warnings cascaded before him in a screeching flood of failure. He forced Trueclaw forward, but every strike felt slower, weaker, as if the Dreadnought was labouring for breath. 

			A low tolling resonated through the hull, like a funeral bell rung deep beneath the sea. Each grind of Khalpax’s jaws made it peal once more. A dirge of iron as the world serpent dragged it down under the waves. 

			It was his death knell. 

			A lament of iron. 

			A memory rose to the surface like a ship’s anchor, weedy and dripping. The hollow boom of longship drums, calling the Fenrisians to row into the teeth of the storm. The crack of ice floes grinding on a steel-clad hull, the thunder of glacier ice collapsing into the black sea. 

			Each toll blurred past and present. 

			Once he was a warrior beneath an open sky, frost in his beard, axe in hand, the fjords of Fenris stretching wide and silver before him. War-drums boomed deep and steady, calling the clans to war. 

			He smelt salt wind, woodsmoke, the cold bite of winter on his skin. 

			Another toll. 

			The scene split like shattered ice. The sea blackened, boiled as coils rose from beneath, glistening, slim tendrils dragging his folk into the deep. 

			Bjorn stood and watched Fenris drown, and when he tried to howl, salt water filled his throat. 

			No. The black ooze of his sarcophagus. 

			It was he who had been drowned. 

			Ironbound, entombed, listening to his own death song bubble through the water. 
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			IX

			THE NUMBER OF THE OTHERWORLD

			Bjorn was lost in the choking fog of past and present. The groan of his armour was a warning that it was starting to come apart. A fog hung over them all. Poison fog, boiling with the struggle within. 

			Through it came Atmund. 

			The Grey Hunter burst from the haze like an axe hurled by the Allfather. A warrior of Fenris, broad-shouldered, armour scarred from a life of battle. Fafnir burned in his iron grip, a shard of Fenrisian winter, scattering the mists with cold fire.

			He did not pause. He did not measure the mass of the foe. 

			He was war-chief, oath-hot, revenge burning in his hearts. 

			His war cry split the chamber as he carried with him the sagas of a thousand warriors who had howled before him. 

			‘For Russ and the Allfather!’ 

			He was a lone warrior rushing headlong to meet the coils of Khalpax. 

			An echo of Bjorn. 

			An echo of Russ himself, driving his axe into the jaws of the wyrm. 

			The diamond-edged blade, wrought by the finest Iron Priests, rang against Khalpax’s carapace. It scoured a gouge that bled yellow pus. 

			It made the wyrm pause.

			But despite the Fenrisian artifice, the venerable blade did not bite true. It skidded off the warp-enchanted armour and the wyrm wound its coils ever tighter as its maggot-maw turned towards the newcomer. 

			Atmund did not know fear. He leapt in again, too close, too brave. The wyrm’s head smashed him aside. Teeth as long as spears punched through his armour, and venom surged into his blood.

			Still he struck. One more swing. Fused rib-plates fractured, chest breaking, war cry smothered with the rush of hot blood. 

			The wyrm shook him and Fafnir slipped from his acid-burned fist. 

			Still he tore at the creature with claws and teeth, dragging at a loosened scale, but it would not yield. He called on Fenris for the strength of his home world as a talon pinned him to the floor, and with a wrench of Khalpax’s head, the wyrm ripped him in two. 

			Atmund’s body thrashed for a moment, not knowing he was dead. 

			Khalpax sucked the blood from the veins, then gulped him down that putrid gullet. 

			All this time, Bjorn was mute, wound with foul coils, drowning in poison as the Dreadnought’s sarcophagus filled with defilement, amniotic fluids curdling black and noxious about his ruined flesh. 

			Wolf voices called to Bjorn. Once. Twice. Thrice.

			But the Ancient One gave no answer. 

			In Bjorn’s mind the drums slowed. 

			They deepened. 

			No one was eternal. 

			Legends died in the end. All sagas ended. 

			Only cowards die in their beds, said a laughing voice in his head. Come – sleep in Papa’s cot. 

			Bjorn’s world went dark. Systems failed about him. His vox-grilles spat out a distorted growl before silence claimed them. 

			But the tolling did not cease. 

			It filled his iron cradle, long and mournful – the only sound left to him, echoing from ages past. 

			The Bell of Lost Souls tolled across the stars – for every fallen hero, every great warrior, the mightiest champions who bled out in the Emperor’s wars. 

			And now, at long last, it tolled for Bjorn.
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			X 

			NIGHTS OF THE FEAST, VOICES AT THE LAW-MOOT, 

			THE TURNING OF THE YEAR

			Sanngrithr, the testing of will when the shield wall was broken, 

			The enemy press, and warp-fire is summoned. 

			Thögn, the dread silence when the battle has ended; 

			Wounded cry out as carrion descend, sharp beaks stab into empty eye sockets.

			Bjorn had never felt so powerless. 

			So vulnerable. 

			So trapped. 

			Fresh blood stained the rancid life-serum as scrap-code corruption throbbed in his thought-rune feed. 

			The vision came. He was no longer in his sarcophagus. He was in an iron maiden. 

			A naked and broken body, all cabling and flesh-plugs ripped away. 

			Nails of rust and bone closed about him, piercing his flesh, pressing deeper. 

			His ruined body hung suspended nine long nights as blood ran down the spikes, black and tar-thick, stinking with infection and writhing maggots. 

			The maiden moaned as if alive. Its jaws clamped tighter. Flies buzzed about his head, crawling into the hollows of ear and nose and mouth. The empty sockets where his eyes had once been. 

			The voice came, soft and cloying.

			Yes… my son. This is what they did to you. Your own Wolf Priests did this. Only I can free you from this iron cage. Lay down your anger. Let Papa hold you in his embrace.

			The nails drove deeper, each spike a memory – his first breath on Fenris, his first hunt, the fierce burn of the Canis Helix, his first kill. This sarcophagus was his coffin. His hanging and public grave. 

			Bjorn had never felt such weakness. 

			But he would not end his days like this. He was Bjorn the Fell-handed, eldest of the Rout. The Old King. He Who Walked with Russ. Last of Russ’ Company. Wyrd-grim, storm-dire, most cunning. 

			His will was iron, his mind sharper than any blade. Even the filth of the scrap-code began to break before his iron will. 

			Bjorn threw his head back and howled. 

			It was the lost wolf’s cry. The call of Fenris itself. The sound shook the chamber. The crystals of his Helfrost cannon blazed in reply, flaring with sudden cold light. 

			Ice-born purity filled his frame. 

			Frost seared his psyche-wired circuits.

			Cold cauterised every wire and conduit. 

			A storm of winter flooded his housing, cleansing as it burned.

			He felt the cold ice of the storm on his skin, felt the fever turn to nothing, the ache of missing limbs lessen. Scrap-code withered before it. 

			Bjorn roared again, hatred and hunger fused into one. The earth trembled as he shook the coils from him, and began to move with deadly intent. 

			Khalpax reared to meet him. The wyrm’s open maw spewed soul-blight, a tide of filth, coating the Dreadnought in putrid strands. Warning runes screamed as bio-toxins seeped into every crack, hungering for the flesh within. 

			Bjorn did not falter. He fixed upon the foe as the ragged remains of Atmund’s wolf pack leapt to his side. Blades flashed white. But axes that had split heretic skulls and cleaved ceramite slid harmlessly from the serpent’s cursed scales. None could bite.

			The serpent towered over them, swollen with rot. Its eyes glowed sickly green. Unholy power leaked through rents in the rotting carcass. With a convulsion, it vomited a cone of bubbling pestilence. Filth engulfed the Ancient One and the Space Wolves about him. 

			Of the Grey Hunters, none survived. Even sealed within armour, their flesh blistered, eyes bulged, veins ruptured. Gouts of blood erupted from mouths and eyes. Some staggered, hacking in defiance, as blades slid from their grip.

			Bjorn surged into the filth. Trueclaw lashed out, skidding free once more until the wyrm twisted away and Khalpax’s coils wrapped about him again, slick and crushing, binding the Dreadnought in a vice of rot. 

			But truth bit deeper yet.

			You’re losing this battle, Bjorn told himself. He was unaccustomed to the feeling. 

			One by one, the Grey Hunters’ broken frames jerked upright, eyes glowing sickly green as they turned upon their ancient hero. Their scrabbling talons could not pierce his iron hide. But the fact of their desecration cut deeper than any fang. The pack was cheated. Fenris was defiled. The honour of those brave warriors was smeared and befouled. 

			Systems spat anti-toxins into his veins. Caustic fluids surged, burning through him. Time-old wounds, long scarred, flared open and bled anew. 

			Too late, Bjorn understood. 

			This was no simple foe. He had led the wolf packs, arrogant and proud, straight into Nurgle’s snare. 

			Why fight, old Wolf? that chuckling voice asked him. 

			You have carried the Chapter long enough. Buoyed their hope. 

			Be remade. 

			Be renewed. 

			Be free. 

			Whispers curled about him like smoke. 

			His thoughts grew heavy. 

			The ache of ages.

			The futility of this endless war. 

			The futility of his long wait.

			The impossibility of Russ’ return. 

			For the first time in centuries, doubt bit deep. 

			Bjorn faltered. 

			The most terrible of the Space Wolves – uncertain. 

			Not since the days before the Canis Helix had he felt so broken. 

			Before his flesh had been remade. 

			Before his blood had burned with the gift of Russ. 

			Not yet a weapon of war. 

			Just a youth, fearful and afraid.

			The past surged through his brain. He remembered when his hand could still touch, his lips could still taste, his lungs could still drink the wind. When his feet could flex, leaping like the snow-lion of Fenris. When he could catch a crevice with raw strength and haul himself upward. 

			Alive. Fierce. Unbroken. 

			He yearned for those moments. There was peace there. 

			Lighter days: before millennia of weight had settled upon his shoulders. 

			Now he was weak and blind; he was drowning in poison. 

			In his mind’s eye he was hung in iron. Not the twelve tons of steel and armour that now caged him, but the greater weight of responsibility, memory, survival itself. Twice he had stood upon the threshold of the Allfather’s hall, and each time the Wolf Priests had dragged him back. 

			He had been so close… So close he could see his old brothers.

			Smell the beer. 

			Hear the groan of benches beneath the ranks of warriors sitting shoulder to shoulder. Brothers. Packmates. Greater Wolves than he. Bigger, braver, worthier. Better suited to this endless burden.

			He could almost reach their outstretched fingers.

			Why him? 

			Why was he left behind?

			Many had told him that he was the finest of the Space Wolves Chapter. The finest son of Fenris. But Bjorn knew the truth. 

			Oldest was not the greatest. 

			He had known such fine warriors! Such mighty warbands, numbered in the thousands, not hundreds. What honour was there in leading such a diminished pack? 

			The best had left long ago. Their sagas had ended with the greatest of battles. 

			Many times he had wished for the struggle to be over. For his entombment to close at last. For death to make him whole again. 

			Bjorn could picture the end with vivid clarity. He would cross that threshold where so many others had gone before him. He would slip between his old pack-mates, and they would laugh at the Little Bear, as if he had never been away. 

			It was so close…

			He could feel the rough grain of wood beneath his fingers, the weight of their arms about his shoulders, the comfort of the pack.

			No iron. No isolation. 

			Only the warmth of brothers. Russ sitting at their head, waiting for the Wolftime. 

			The last and final winter. 

			The knell came again. 

			The slow, resonant toll of the Bell of Lost Souls, naming him among the fallen. 

			Calling him home. 

			Death would grant him that homecoming. Death would be a blessing. 

			Not you.

			Death was too easy. An escape from responsibility. From the charge given by his primarch. He could not let his story end here. 

			Khalpax was not worthy enough a foe. 

			No wyrm was going to take down Bjorn the Fell-handed.

			Bjorn roared – not a howl; not any human cry. It was the wild blast of the wind about the Fang; the groan of Fenris itself; the centuries of pain and anger; the unanswered question of why he, above all his wolf pack, had been left behind. 

			Not you.

			The words struck his mind like a hammer. 

			The bell’s note cracked and scattered, fleeing the chamber like smoke caught by Fenris’ winds. 

			And the coils eased their grip as Khalpax drew back.

			The serpent hissed. It was the sound of a thousand flies erupting at once. A mocking retort that rattled the chamber. 

			The bell tolled, and you broke it. Break it again. Break it into shards of rust, and you can rot with it. Papa will claim you all.

			Bjorn staggered free, and as the coils surged forward once more, he felt the mantle of the Chapter settle heavy on his shoulders. 

			Not you, echoed in his mind as he drew power and fury into himself, and unleashed it upon the foe.

			Vision flared, blinked, guttered. 

			His mind-screen was a tide of red glyphs, his hearing the pain-song of iron. But of all the wounds that had crippled his body, this wound was one that he could draw strength from. 

			Fluid sloshed as the sarcophagus groaned about him. Every nerve was fire, every limb phantom pain. He felt Trueclaw bite and he was no longer Space Marine, nor machine, nor legend. He was only will. The pure, blind refusal to fall. 

			Alone, he battled the wyrm. 

			Not me, Bjorn told himself. 

			And Russ’ voice came back to him across the years. It was close, as if Russ stood at his shoulder, assuring him: Not you. 
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			XI 

			


			The Ancient One and the wyrm tore at each other till the rafters shook. 

			Their battle was too violent, too ferocious; the penal city could not contain it. Bolts screamed free from their housings, girders snapped like bones, and iron beams came crashing down in sparks and dust. 

			The hall began to die about them. Stone split. Steel shrieked. Hatred burned so hot that the columns of iron sagged and melted under its weight. 

			Bjorn held the dragon’s head, the foul smjúga – the creeper, the crawler, the squeezer through holes – locked in his grip. Its coils cinched tight about him, grinding his frame as claws raked his back. Fangs like rusted scythes tore at his armour plates, stripping them away, desperate to get to the frail flesh within the coffin of iron. 

			Ruin spread. Space Wolves and Plague Marines were swallowed in the collapse, crushed under falling beams or buried in clouds of choking slime. Pillars toppled like felled trees, the thunder of riven rock drowning out the howls and war cries. 

			It was no longer a hall. It was a tomb, collapsing upon the dead and the nearly dead. It was as if the world itself was breaking. The sagas of Fenris made real: the cracking of ice-seas, the crash of mountains. 

			The long winter come at last, in iron, in rot, in white flame.

			Bjorn exulted. His luck was done and this was his doom. 

			A battle fit to shatter a world. 

			No skjald would ever speak of Bjorn’s end, because this was the end of all things. 

			The concluding battle. 

			The Wolftime. 

			Berserk fury filled him. He welcomed it. Russ would return with his brothers and they would sweep all the foes of the Allfather from the field of battle.

			Not you, Russ’ voice reassured him. 

			Twice Bjorn tore free of the wyrm’s coils; twice they closed again. Fibre-bundles tensed, pistons groaned. Dreadnought arms strained against the crushing vice. The Helfrost sparked and flared, freezing a coil into brittle ice.

			Battle-old smith work met daemonic strength, and for a wolf’s breath the old craft held, before the forged plates groaned, creaking on the edge of ruin. Only the thrust of Trueclaw gave him a heartsbeat’s reprieve. Talons punched deep into the weeping wound that Atmund had cut. The wyrm writhed, convulsed, ichor spraying as it howled in fury. 

			Bjorn kept fighting. 

			He clawed and hammered and raked at the beast, caught it by the throat, blades crushing as the wyrm writhed in fury. Bjorn held on as the daemon closed its vast jaws upon his sarcophagus. 

			Even through iron he felt it. 

			The pressure. 

			The pain. 

			Toxins leaking in, machine spirits screaming as they were drowned in scrap-code and virulent bacilli. 

			Contamination spread through the tubes. 

			Sepsis gnawed at his gene-forged flesh. 

			Fangs burned with a furnace flame. 

			He could taste blood in his sutured throat. He swayed on the edge of consciousness. Neural pathways seared, light blinding, hearts pounding like the war-drums of Fenris. Pain consumed him and he roared back in defiance. 

			Bjorn would not let go. He held the daemon by the throat, and in his amniotic sac, he imagined his feet braced against Fenrisian snow, the ice splitting as the world beneath him cracked. 

			Veins bulged, muscles knotted, the Dreadnought strained with his defiant will. 

			Fibre-bundles screamed. Hydraulics vented steam like geysers erupting from the ice-pack. Trueclaw blazed with voltaic light, cold fire licking along its blades. 

			To Bjorn it seemed as if the sky split, the mountains crashed about him, the seas rose to drown the land. But he did not care. All that filled him now was murder. All he wanted was to rip this wyrm apart. 

			They were locked in this death-spiral. 

			Wolf and the wyrm, as in the oldest sagas, straining at the world’s ending.
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			XII 

			


			The chamber shook as Hrutur rose. About him were the remains of the Grey Hunters, turning their dread gaze towards him. 

			He forced himself upright. Suppurating ulcers bloomed up his legs, his flesh mottling and blackening as he remembered the times when the Wolves of Fenris had sat in the hall, awaiting Bjorn’s coming.

			A gleam of white shone through the haze. Hrutur’s hand closed about Atmund’s storm-worn frost blade. Fafnir – the blade that Gunnar Forkbeard had brought back from death. 

			Heavy with wyrd-runes. Bane to the champion of Fenris. 

			A wolf-howl given edge. 

			Hrutur staggered forward. Each step was a trial. His body was failing. 

			The sword burned against the rot, snow-bright, sharp as spite. 

			It sang. 

			They sang. 

			The old, eager song of the Blood Claw’s hymn. Battle-joy, raw and eager. 

			The hunger of the pack. Steel on bone. Vows shouted in firelight. Oaths unbroken. Sagas begun in the feast-hall-glow. 

			Through the shattered haze of his visor, Hrutur saw where Trueclaw had bitten. The daemon’s armour had been torn. Pocked plates half-loose. The rotten corruption was exposed, bared to the killing air. 

			‘I am with you, lord!’ Hrutur raged, but Bjorn made no reply. 

			The Fell-handed looked small in the wyrm’s grip. The hero staggered under the wyrm’s weight. The battered Dreadnought was weeping foul fluid. The metal moaned with pain.

			With a howl of grief and rage, Hrutur struck. 

			The rune-scarred war-tooth bit into the foul flesh. 

			The Blood Claw steadied himself and hacked once more, the wyrd-marked blade cutting deep. Sprays of rotting fluids seared through his armour, burned his flesh. Acid fountained out. Sour liquids erupted and seared his hands down to the bone. 

			Bjorn remained silent, but still Hrutur did not relent.

			‘Remember your oaths,’ the Blood Claw bellowed. ‘Strike now!’

			Hrutur raised the blade again, but his arms’ strength was gone. All he could do was to put his weight behind its point. 

			His failing weight plunged the sword deeper till it was buried to the hilt in corrupt flesh. The wyrm squirmed, impaled by the ancient blade. 

			Filth sprayed Hrutur. Flesh sloughed from the Blood Claw as a geyser of toxins boiled him alive, and his voice eroded to a hoarse hiss.

			‘Strike!’ he gasped, even as his flesh melted into putrefaction. Hands of bone remained locked on the weapon, still forcing it home. ‘Strike!’ he hissed, but Bjorn did not answer. 

			The Dreadnought was broken. Its battle done.

			A heartbeat away from saga’s end. 
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			XIII

			NUMBER OF THE UNWELCOME GUEST. ILL-LUCK. CHAOS. 

			THE CORPSE-RENDERS

			Bjorn was swimming in a lake of his own blood. The amniotics within his sarcophagus were foul as his body bled, battling rot, corruption, and the soft lure of death. Everything was failing. 

			His flesh. 

			His armoured cradle.

			The Imperium of Man. 

			And yet the fire of his soul burnt on, fierce as a forge. 

			The wyrm hissed as Fafnir was plunged into its throat. The grip of the coil-vice loosened and at last the ponderous Dreadnought wrenched himself free, the ancient hero staggering back. 

			The Helfrost cannon spluttered, ruined by damage, and Khalpax gathered itself and surged in to finish him, and Bjorn knew his wyrd dangled on a wolf-hair. 

			Russ whispered in his ear. 

			Not you. 

			Not now. 

			Not this. 

			That voice gave him strength. Machine spirits howled as Bjorn blanked out all thought of pain and failure. With his dying rage he hurled himself at the beast. His Helfrost cannon blazed with its last light – like the flare of a dying star – icy-white light searing from the muzzle. The torrent struck the wyrm’s abdomen, frosting chitinous plates till they cracked like river-ice. 

			Khalpax shrieked, writhing in pain and fury, then came hissing back in for the kill. 

			Its headlong charge was met with Trueclaw. The talons slammed about the daemon’s head. White fire arced across the blades as they closed and locked.

			Bjorn roared – not in words but in pain, in fury, in bestial defiance. 

			More plates cracked and smoked. 

			With a shriek like mountains breaking, they shattered, and the saga-

			worn talons punched through to the rotting heart within.

			Bjorn had it caught. 

			Iron torso twisted, pistons venting hissing steam, he wrenched the wyrm’s head from side to side. The wyrm’s coils smashed into walls, lashing like a flail as Bjorn swung back and forth. Armour plates split. Vertebrae popped. Ichor burst from the tearing flesh. And Bjorn was filled with the fury of the Fenrisian shark, dragging the wyrm into a death-roll. 

			Khalpax screamed. A wet, rattling howl, like rusted chains dragged over stone. It writhed in his grip. It mewled and moaned as the death-roll tore it apart, gurgling and moaning bestial notes, the death cries of something that should never have lived. 

			At last, Bjorn set a foot upon the stunned wyrm and wrenched with all the strength left to him.

			The power of fang and claw. Of storm and surf. Sky-fire. Rune and wyrd. Feast-hall vows. Blood-oaths kept. Shield wall standing. 

			The strength of the wolf’s death-howl. 

			The wrath of winter’s bite. 

			Bjorn bent the wyrm back upon itself, and rotted sinews tore. Muscles ripped. Scales were sundered, popping apart as the wyrm’s spine dislocated, link by link. Bjorn kept forcing it back, and armour plates peeled away with the scream of rotten steel.

			Rotten bones cracked. 

			Soft tissue burst.

			Rot gushed out as laughter died to choked gurgles. 

			With a final crack, the spine snapped. It was the shatter of shields. Of sundered steel. Of broken oaths. The crack of a keel breaking in a storm-bound sea. Of death’s gate clanging shut. The blast of Russ’ wrath. The breaking of the ice-pack. 

			Throttled curses died to rattling convulsions of a ruined body. 

			Still Bjorn was not done. 

			The skull tore free in Trueclaw’s grip and a droning buzz sounded as a chorus of flies rose from its ruined throat, carrying the faintest note of laughter – wet, mocking, eternal. 

			A blast of flames cleared the air, and Bjorn stamped on the twitching remains till there was nothing more than a smear of ichor and broken chitin, steaming with decomposition. He cast the final scraps from his claw, and ground them beneath twelve tons of iron fury.

			Runes flared in his vision. Every system was critical. Nothing was not broken. And yet, Bjorn was victorious. 

			This Lord of Virulence had dared to steal their gene-seed, to mock the Space Wolves within their own halls. They had hunted him through decades, across worlds, to this swamp of rot on the edge of sanity. And Bjorn had found him. And Bjorn had crushed him. 

			‘Damned wyrm!’ Bjorn hissed with a final stamp of contempt. The Dreadnought staggered, groaning, carapace scarred and leaking blood and amniotics. 

			The Fell-handed howled in victory. The cry made the whole compound shake. It echoed through the prison-city’s rotting heart, reverberating in ruined halls like a call from the age of saga. 

			It was the sound Russ himself would give on his return. A cry that seemed it might carry through time and void, to summon the Wolf King’s company back from their exile in the Eye of Terror. 

			Bjorn had beaten death itself. 

			Utterly spent, the Dreadnought creaked and groaned, the deep note of glaciers grinding on rock, and toppled backwards. 

			Bjorn lay on his back, bleeding oil, amniotic and hydraulic fluids, leaking his lifeblood into the ruin. 
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			XIV

			THE NUMBER OF THE PLAGUE BEARERS

			Thögn, the dread silence when the battle has ended;

			Wounded cry out as carrion descend,

			sharp beaks stab into empty eye sockets.

			Thögn, drawing the dead in upon her spear-spindle.

			The defeated, the stubborn.

			The brave Wolves of Fenris, finally brought home.

			Fanged teeth etched with runes,

			runes on her nails, slick with blood.

			Runes in her eyes, red as coals.

			The few survivors picked their way through ruined doors. They leant against broken door jambs, armour rent and bleeding. Some were dying. All were silent. Weapons mag-locked to their sides, they stood in awe and looked on in disbelief.

			The stench struck them like a fist. It was thick, cloying, alive. Even gene-forged lungs gagged as it leaked through visor seals. The hall was a butcher’s shambles. Rotting flesh carpeted the floor. A heap of decay, the dreadful coils of their foe stamped into ruin.

			Within lay the quiet of the grave. A heavy, filth-soaked stillness.

			They saw him.

			The Last of Russ’ Company.

			Bjorn the Fell-handed.

			The Dreadnought lay on his back, arms slack, the sarcophagus tomb-quiet.

			They limped through the gore-slick ruins, stepped over the rotten bodies of their brothers. The wolf pack lay where they had fallen, armour cracked, streaked with corpse-weep, claws still outstretched. They picked through the choked and twisted iron and forced their way across the tattered membranes of the chamber, moving to where Bjorn lay, searching for signs of life.

			There were none.

			They called to him, voice after voice, trying every name they knew.

			Trueclaw.

			Ancient One.

			Fell-handed. 

			The Last of Russ’ Company. 

			Bjorn. 

			The iron form lay grave-still. No vox replied. No answering howl.

			Life, it seemed, had fled. 

			‘Stay with him,’ Hedin Elderwolf voxed. ‘I am coming.’

			The Iron Priest led what remained of Throm’s pack. They had been just yards behind Bjorn when Death Guard Terminators fell upon them. The fight had been brutal, fought at arm’s length in blood and ruin. Throm had died to a war scythe. But he took two of the traitors with him before he fell, and his pack had dragged the rest down in a savage knot of teeth and steel. 

			Only seven of his pack had survived. They followed Hedin in silence, letting him lead them down to the place where Bjorn lay.

			To where the survivors kept vigil. 

			They turned to watch the Iron Priest approach. Hedin was a ruin, his left arm ending below the elbow in a cauterised stump. His helmet hung at his belt. Under the tribal ink, his face was pale, sickly. 

			The Iron Priest’s yellow eyes scanned the ruin – the stinking remains that had once been the self-styled Lord of Virulence. 

			It took nine steps for him to cross to where Bjorn lay. The priest was dwarfed by the Dreadnought. He dropped to his knees, laid one hand to the ornate carapace, took in the damage. 

			The others came closer, voiceless, eyes wide with dread. They stared upon the ruin of the Last of Russ’ Company. Once, every ray of light had been caught by the finely crafted gold tracery adorning his carapace. Now the light snagged on the ragged edges of wounds: torn metal, puncture marks, the foam of foul fluids. 

			Each gouge was a sacrilege.

			Their hearts sank. It could not be. Not on their watch. Not in their time.

			They bowed their heads, stricken. 

			Hedin closed his deep-set eyes. He drew breath, all three lungs letting it out in a single, low note – mournful, keening, resonant. The sound was like the lonely wind hissing through the pine forests of Fenris. 

			Like sea-ice grinding in the dark. 

			Like a lone wolf calling in the depths of a winter night. 

			The sound raised the hackles of every son of Fenris, and one by one the wolf pack joined in, each voice choosing its own pitch, weaving wolfish harmonies into the song. 

			The rise and fall of the wolf-song filled the ruined hall with melancholy. In that dreadful place, the howl of the pack was haunting. 

			Lonely.

			Stricken with grief, they howled through years of pain, through the memory of loss and grief, the shock of sudden absence. It was the saddest sound in all the galaxy – and yet it was also one of fellowship.

			Of brotherhood.

			Of the pack, united as one.

			Hedin kept his head bowed, eyes closed, his voice lost in the sea-swell. Hand pressed upon Bjorn’s casing. 

			Then he felt it. 

			The hairs on his arms lifted with the faint crackle of voltaic charge. The surge was sharp, uncanny, like the last flare of life in the dying.

			Status lights across the sarcophagus began to flicker. 

			He felt hope for a moment. 

			But it was just a last surge, and the lights blinked, then faded one by one into darkness.
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			XV

			DRAUMR

			The Fenrisian moon glitters like cold fire upon the snowfield.

			The heaven-stars blaze. 

			Orbital platforms glint like sparks in the void.

			Breath plumes in the white light. 

			The lone wolf settles upon its haunches, white fur luminous in the moonlight. It lifts its muzzle to the northern sky. The dark shape of the Fang rises, half-cloaked in shadow, half-bathed in light. 

			The lone wolf scents the wind. 

			Ice. Silence. 

			Nothing more.

			No trace of his kin. Not even the faintest whisper of another.

			The wolf is old. One ear torn by forgotten battles, pelt scarred and thick with age. Hunger hollows his ribs. Weariness weighs every step. 

			He tilts back his head and cries. 

			The frozen wind carries it: the rising note of the lone wolf. 

			The saddest sound Fenris knows. 

			No reply. 

			He calls again. Nothing. 

			No pack for him.

			The Fang looms, black and brooding. It does not answer. Only the wind replies, whistling thin and sharp over the ice-fields. It is too cold for snow. The frost bites like iron. 

			The lone wolf endures. Then turns to go. 

			He halts. 

			Ears twitch. 

			Faint. Distant. 

			An answer…

			So far that it seems to fall not from the earth, but from the void above, as though the Sky Wolf is calling. 

			Not one voice, but many. A harmony of low voices, rising, falling, weaving into the call of the pack. 

			The lone wolf’s head lifts. His own song rises to meet theirs. 

			He is the one who is lost. 

			The one who will be found. 

			The reply call comes again. Stronger, rolling down from the north. 

			He pads towards the Fang. 

			He has just enough luck left for that. 

			If he makes it, he knows what awaits. 

			The young will race ahead to greet him, tails eager, pressing close, licking his muzzle, claiming him as their own. And after the greeting, there will come the hunt.

			The elders will test the wind, finding the path of elk and mammoth. The young will follow. Watch. Learn. 

			So it is with the wolf pack. 

			If he has enough luck left for that. 
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			XVI 

			BROTHERHOOD

			‘Stop howling and get me upright!’ Bjorn’s voice crackled through the damaged vox. 

			The Wolves’ mourning howl turned to a joyful growl of greeting. With their combined strength they hauled at Bjorn’s massive frame until they managed to drag the Dreadnought’s torso vertical. It settled into place with a groan of gears and the weak hiss of hydraulics. 

			Bjorn’s voice came out flat, machine-filtered. 

			‘Where is Hrutur Redmane?’ 

			They found him among the dead – bones half eaten by acid, body riddled with blight. They pulled off his helmet to reveal the shock of flame-red hair, a face smeared with blood, eyes wandering. 

			They carried him to Bjorn’s side. The Wolf Priest bent low, pressing his palms into the Blood Claw’s skull. 

			‘The Ancient One has asked for you,’ he said softly. 

			‘That’s it,’ Bjorn boomed. ‘Bring him closer. Hrutur… you stood where the Grey Hunters failed.’

			Hrutur was too weak to answer. His face was drawn, yellow eyes blinking in surprise as the Dreadnought lowered one claw to rest gently on his chest.

			For a heartbeat the warrior’s strength rallied. His gaze focused. Then it failed again. 

			‘Thank you,’ the Dreadnought said, the word flat yet full of weight. 

			Hrutur coughed bloody froth, lungs collapsing as the rot of Chaos devoured them. He felt the pressure of the blade upon his chest, and took it as a blessing.

			‘Once,’ the Ancient rumbled, ‘I was not in this box. I could kneel. Take you in hand. Lift your head from the dirt. Wipe the filth from your flesh, and ready you for the barrow’s long rest.’

			The great voice lowered. A whisper. 

			‘But those days are long gone. My hour came, and yet the Wolf Priests clawed me back. I’ve stood where you stand now. Upon the threshold of the Allfather’s hall. 

			‘Pass over, brother. Sleep with honour. Rest in the know­ledge that when Leman Russ returns, you will march with him.’

			Hrutur’s lips moved, but no sound came.

			The time of speech was past. 

			Hrutur lifted one trembling hand, pressed his palm against the ornate metal.

			‘You stood at my side, brother. Hrutur Ill-luck no more. I name you Hrutur the Steadfast, for you held where others fell.’

			The Blood Claw was drowning in his own blood. He struggled. Clutching. Clawing at the shores of the lifesea. 

			‘Go now, brave wolf. And be ready for when Russ calls us all. Until next winter, young cub.’

			Hearing was the last sense to leave. The flat vox-tone filled Hrutur’s ears, a voice heavy with the wisdom of ages. 

			Hrutur’s body tightened in a final grasp at life. 

			His grip on life was too weak. 

			Pain and shame lifted. 

			Death took him softly, like a man slipping beneath still water. Sliding so gently there was barely a ripple. 

			The surface parted, and closed over him, and lay still once more. 

			And so Hrutur Redmane passed across that threshold to the Allfather’s feast-hall. 

			Hrutur the Steadfast rejoined the Rout. 
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			XVII

			


			The Space Wolves formed an honour guard, though they looked more like pallbearers than victors. They limped through the ruins in silence, eyes hollow, armour wrecked, faces gaunt.

			Ahead of them the Fell-handed trudged in weary silence. He would be taken back to the cruiser. Then to the Aett. To the dark heart of the Fang, bound into silence in the deep vaults. 

			As he slept the Iron Priests would mend his broken frame. The Wolf Priests would ease what pain they could. They would whisper into his dreams of honour, of sagas, of duty.

			But nothing would change what he was.

			A revenant. A relic. 

			An old wolf, chained to the tombstone.

			Too old to die. Too stubborn to sleep. 

			The gateway of the fortress was strewn with corpses. Kaspr Doomganger stood sentinel there. The renegades lay torn open and unburied, their stink rising to join the stench. 

			As he reached the swamp’s edge the sight of the Lone Wolf briefly lifted Bjorn’s mood. 

			‘Not run out of luck yet, I see.’

			Kaspr half-smiled. ‘I’m getting closer.’

			Bjorn’s vox carried a rough echo of amusement. ‘Aren’t we all… That wyrm ran me close.’ 

			Static fraying his words for a moment, he plunged on. 

			‘Lord of Virulence. Warden of the Carrion Nebula. He thought himself safe, deep in this cesspit. He thought himself untouchable. We showed him what the Rout could do. We dragged the old wyrm from his hole.’

			The Wolves smiled as they followed him, their fangs show­ing. They were too weary for words. Too sore with battle-loss. 

			Far off, a Thunderhawk waited, landing gear half buried in the swamp, half buried in the toxic water lapping against its hull in oily waves. The drop pods listed in the mire, their bases swallowed, flanks crusted with swamp mud and slime. Tall as rune-stones upon this blighted world. 

			Bjorn’s gears whined. The sound could have been laughter. It might have been pain as he waded through the stagnant water, iron feet splashing through the lake, stirring up the putrid soup of bone and cloth, clots of organics, a scum of plastek. 

			‘Never did like wyrms,’ he said. ‘You wouldn’t find such things on Fenris. I bet Barbarus was full of them.’

			Static crackled once more. Silence stretched.

			‘You don’t know what I’m talking about. Old ghosts. Ignore me.’

			At last he reached the boarding ramp. The Space Wolves dragged the ropes of slime clear of his frame, flung them back into the water with wet slaps. 

			‘Always thought I’d die a wolf cub,’ he said, half to himself as he mounted the Thunderhawk with a hiss of leaking hydraulics, a sigh of effort. The rear ramp sagged under his ten-ton weight. As he reached the top, he said, ‘I know. In the middle of the craft. Against the bulkhead. I know the drill.’

			Systems creaked as Bjorn lumbered forward and turned his whole body, like a wolf circling upon the spot where it would lie. 

			He stepped back and set his exhausts against the bulkhead, his voice a low monotone. 

			‘Safely stowed.’

			The Wolves filed in and stood about him. When all were aboard the ramp rose, and brown water sluiced off back into the corpse-swamp, and they left this blight-world behind.

			The Thunderhawk’s engines screamed against gravity, and Bjorn fell silent. 

			Another battle was done. 

			He would return to the ship. Back to the feast-ritual where the pack would gather, eating, drinking, telling the saga of the battle just fought. They would call on him, as they always did, to tell a tale of his own. One of the old stories. 

			There were so many.

			Some they had heard and would want again.

			Some secrets, of course, he would never tell. 

			At the end, when the feast was done, the Priests would come. They would invoke the runes. They would ease him back to silence.

			The weight would lift. The responsibility would fall away.

			The dream-time would come. 

			And Bjorn the Fell-handed would swim once more.
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			EPILOGUE

			The Song of Hrutur the Steadfast

			The Blood Claw’s hand did not falter.

			Kinship’s cry could not be stilled.

			Forkbeard’s frost blade,

			Dropped in death, 

			Burned once more in Hrutur’s grasp. 

			He would not return to the Fang

			Bearing the bones of the Oldest.

			Shoulder to shoulder, 

			Wolf with wolf. 

			Kinsfolk, oath-bound.

			He crossed to the Allfather’s feast-hall

			Bearing the Fell-handed’s parting:

			‘Go now, young wolf. Be ready for Russ.

			Until the last winter. 

			Until the Wolftime comes.’
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			Ivar Krakenblood’s gauntleted fingers brush across the swordmaiden’s face with exaggerated care and close her eyes for the last time.

			‘We should have been here,’ he says finally. ‘To shepherd at least a few of the near-slain from their first death.’

			His mentor advances behind him. Ivar rises and turns, regarding Ulrik the Slayer with the wary awe that has never truly left him. The other warrior is a force of nature caged in flesh. In his every grim motion and pronouncement Ivar sees the distant echo of Leman Russ. The soul and spirit of the primarch lives in him.

			The Wolf Helm of Russ is locked at Ulrik’s belt. The ancient’s face is weathered, his hair and beard faded to white, yet he radiates strength and determination. Ivar yearns to have even a fraction of that surety of purpose.

			‘We cannot be everywhere,’ Ulrik says with a sigh. The wind whips about them, casting frost up onto the black and bronze of the Slayer’s armour. He bends to examine the dead boy, tilting his head one way then the other. ‘Weak,’ he pronounces.

			‘It was not their time,’ Ivar muses. ‘Their wyrd led them only to death.’

			‘As ours leads us to our task,’ Ulrik says, rising. ‘Do you know why I have brought you here, Ivar?’

			Ivar pauses. Within the confines of his helm he can hear the hammering of his own hearts. Blood rushes in his ears. He looks down again at the dead pair and remembers that, despite his myriad gifts, he was once as they were. Fragile. Brittle little toys in the hands of fate. Now he stands beyond their weakness. ‘You wish to test me, Wolf High Priest.’

			Ulrik chuckles at the formality, a dull rumble in tune with the winds. He stands ancient and indomitable. Fenris sings in his bones and bleeds from every pore. He and this world are one, perhaps more than any other living soul in the Chapter.

			‘I am always testing you, pup,’ Ulrik says. Ivar tenses, though he knows it is no insult. ‘I am old, Ivar. The oldest of us not yet given to the iron sleep. All who serve as we do… they shall be tested, and one day, when I am gone, that warrior will stand as my replacement.’

			‘Lord, I–’ Ivar begins, but Ulrik raises one gauntleted hand.

			‘I will not leave this life without a fight, pup. You need not worry. I shall fight as I have always done. I will serve until the enemies of the Rout finally bring me down. That is all any of us can hope for.’ He hesitates then. Ivar hears the barest hint of it creep into his master’s voice. ‘For any of us to continue in this life, there must always be a blood price. Our fates must be sanctified with death. Do you understand that, when you stand as Wolf Priest?’

			‘I understand,’ Ivar says at last. At his core he knows the truth of it. We are called to our purpose – tending the souls of the living and the legacy of the slain. ‘I know what is expected of me. I do not shirk from it. I simply…’

			Ulrik snorts and turns from him. They are walking onwards now, up from the ice and onto the steep slopes of the land. ‘Kraken blooded, kraken minded,’ he interrupts. ‘There is a hunger in you, pup. Relentless. It drives you on as sure as land thirst.’

			‘Perhaps it is duty,’ Ivar says, too quickly. ‘My wyrd.’

			‘Glory,’ the Slayer says patiently, ‘is not the same as duty. It is an ill thing to wish glory alone to be your destiny. Those who yearn for an end worthy of the sagas, shall never find the end they imagined. Those songs will be mournful in the singing.’

			‘I understand,’ Ivar began.

			‘You do not,’ Ulrik finished. ‘But you will. Follow me, pup.’

			Fenris claws at them. As they climb, the wind seeks to pitch them from the rocks and throw them beneath the hungry waves. Even through his helm Ivar can taste the sharp cold of the world and scent its salt. 

			There is something else on the growing gale. An animal reek, riven through with spilled blood and torn guts. It is the smell of predation, yet it is more than that. It stinks of gluttony and waste.

			‘What is the greatest strength of our world?’ Ulrik asks, pausing to look back at Ivar. 

			The Wolf Priest hesitates and many answers whir within his mind. He bows his head.

			The strength of Fenris is…

			‘Our people,’ Ivar says at last. ‘The flesh and blood of our world rose up to conquer the stars and slay the beasts where they nested. We challenged false gods and cast them from the heavens.’

			‘Very good,’ Ulrik says, and nods ahead of them.

			There is a wound in the world.

			That is the only way Ivar can truly think of it. Not merely a cave but a festering cut into the body of Fenris. Icicles rim the entrance like fangs, alongside the grey stone of stalactites. The stone has been shaped by geologic pressure, by glacial action, and by the work of claws. It has been riven like meat. 

			The wrongness is a physical thing. It radiates from the aperture, and Ivar holds in the face of it. His armour growls as he moves towards it. Ulrik’s hand grasps his pauldron.

			‘The strength of Fenris lies in its people, yes, and so it falls to us to protect them. The first trial you must undertake upon this new path is to shed blood for theirs. You have walked the path of priest and warrior for many years now, since the Spur’s test. Now comes a truer blooding. The beasts are wild and mad in the wake of the sorcerers and their wiles. The sons of Magnus have left their heathen mark here, and it festers like old bloodrot. Even now Fenris is in upheaval.’ He gestures into the looming darkness. ‘There are trolls below. We will slay them in their lair and safeguard those who dwell nearby.’

			Trolls. The thought radiates through his mind. Old kill-lessons blossom. Cants of battle and skjald’s wisdom on how they might be bested.

			‘The battle, before?’ Ivar asks. ‘Did this lead to that end?’

			‘They fear, and so they flee or they fight. Some wish for better land, further from the predation. Others would take advantage of a tribe already weakened. Cravens and carrion birds. Such should not be our way.’

			Ivar’s fist tightens and then unclenches. Within the iron and bone of the helm, his dark skin prickles with growing outrage. His old scars ache down his chest, the old burn of a kraken’s wrath. He is as Fenris-marked as any other soul. He has seen the wild heart of their world, red with the blood of its inhabitants.

			There is always a blood price upon Fenris.

			Ivar looks to the skies and thinks of all those who have been taken by the rapacious hunger of the Allfather’s watchers, doomed by the Cyclops’ wrath. Somewhere beyond the skies, there are kin who yet suffer. Sometimes he dreams of distant screams that shake the foundations of the strongest land.

			Some prices are too high, and some wounds never truly heal. Some slights can never be forgiven.

			‘Show me what I must do, lord,’ Ivar says at last.

			The descent is a strange and liminal thing. It does not feel as though it is part of the world – not as the passageways and vaults beneath the Aett are. There is no solidity here. All surety flees. The cave winds and sprawls, intestinal, like the innards of some vast beast.

			Water drips in a relentless tattoo, matched to the slow pulse of Ivar’s hearts. The air, even filtered through his helm, is rancid with spoiled meat. It is a place touched by the passage of Morkai, clotted with death’s embrace, like a crater filled with brackish water.

			The blood-scent draws them deeper, past great pillars of stone gouged by claws, under hanging mosses that crawl with unclean biolumine­scence. Ivar does not need the pale illumination to see. His sight is surer than that. Even without the helm’s systems, cradled by iron and bone, the darkness holds no secrets for him.

			Something crunches beneath his boots.

			Ivar looks down and sees the first of the bones. The remnants of the beasts’ gluttony is everywhere, strewn without care or ceremony. Femurs, snapped open, their marrow gulped down, lie in ragged piles, littered with fragments. The top quarter of a skull leers up at Ivar, in mockery of his own visage.

			‘Hold,’ Ulrik whispers over the vox. They are both helmed now. Each draws his weapon and they ignite in the cold gloom, shedding light and energy in a wave of purity. Each crozius is a sacred thing. Blessed in the sight of the Wolf Priests, anointed in accordance with the ways of Fenris. Allfather-blessed and spirit-sanctified. ‘We are not alone, pup.’

			‘Where are they?’ Ivar asks as the world growls around him with tectonic thunder. The surrounding passages sprawl, no longer serpentine but instead a rat’s warren of tunnels and burrows. Something has hewn at the walls, expanding its den until it seethes like rot beneath Fenris’ skin. 

			Ulrik is turning when the first of the brood slams into him.

			The massive presence bowls the Slayer over into the darkness. Ivar pushes himself back, crozius raised in sudden defiance. The haft is wound with tendrils, rising up to brace the wolf’s skull and bladed wings worked in adamantine and bronze. The light it casts illuminates the monster as it turns, as it lurches forwards out of the shadows, bellowing into his face.

			Its maw is all peg teeth and fangs. Mismatched. Cobbled together as though made by the hand of a drunken craftsman god. Scaled shoulders hunch forwards and it roars again, drenching Ivar’s helm in spittle and blood. 

			Ivar swings for the monster and it slides backwards, eyes narrowing with sudden irritation. They are predator and prey and neither entirely sure which is which. Ivar’s voice growls from him with subdued fury. ‘Come, monster, show me your mettle!’

			It howls forward, goaded. Claws flash down and Ivar ducks out of the way. He moves to the right, behind a gleaming pillar of crystalline stone. The creature flails after him, arms swinging round like a club of flesh. The pillar chips and then shatters before the troll hurls its bulk through the cloud of debris. Ivar blocks and parries, drawing back where he can, weaving inwards where he must. 

			The bladed wings of the crozius, limned with killing light, gouge in at its flanks. Once. Twice. Three times. Ivar kicks it in the chest, as though might alone could topple it. The thing staggers back as ichor dribbles from its wounds.

			There it is, he thinks. There is the old legends come to life. Monster and beast. Eater of men. Slayer of kin.

			The wounds in its hoary blue-white hide are knitting back together. It grunts – with dulled pain or muted rage, Ivar cannot tell – and lumbers forward again. The monster mocks him. It drums its massive paws against the bone-laden floor and crushes them to powder. The cavern shakes again. 

			Ivar lunges at the troll, crozius raised in both hands, and swings. It strikes in the same moment, slamming its massive fists into the crackling head of the mace. It drives Ivar down and then seizes the weapon. The foetid stink of burning flesh oozes from it, and it trembles with something like mirth. 

			Like Ivar, it enjoys the kill. It takes some bestial pride in it. 

			‘Fenrys hjolda!’ The cry jolts both Ivar and the beast, forcing the monster to turn. Ulrik the Slayer barrels into it, out of the darkness, slamming it into the chamber’s wall with a percussive boom. 

			He is not alone.

			The monster’s lesser kin follow at his heels. Weaker examples of the breed. Stunted and malformed vermin, scrabbling and snapping at Ulrik’s back. He turns with contemptuous disdain and fires his plasma pistol one-handed, atomising the knot of wretched flesh. The troll-kin scream and squeal as the fire consumes them, a sudden sun-bright pulse of blue flame. 

			Ashes colour the air. For an instant they seem to hold their shape, screaming simulacra of slaughtered monsters, lit by the plasma light, and then they blow apart in the murder wind.

			The monster turns for a moment, distracted by the pain of its murdered progeny, an animal keening forced from its distended lips. Ivar seizes the moment and swings upwards, gouging the troll’s face across the right eye. It reels back, ichor gouting down its maimed face, squealing now. It wrenches its head around, and Ivar stares into that one remaining eye. 

			The eye burns with hate and then with more than that. The flesh splits. Fire blossoms out from the wound, coiling about the monster’s face in a myriad of colours. It spreads like a creeping vine, winding through the meat of the beast. The scales ripple and change with a serpent’s guile.

			‘Maleficarum,’ Ivar breathes. The corruption of the Archenemy. Chaos’ foul power. The mocking horror cast from the hands of the Cyclops’ bast­ard sons.

			The troll laughs, or seems to. Its shoulders shake and it lurches forwards again. It swings madly, fists grazing the walls, showering Ivar with shards of granite. Sparks fly from the contact and Ivar ducks under them, swinging for the troll’s legs. The ichor flows sluggishly and the troll staggers. Ulrik meets it, gouging at the monster’s back.

			Flesh burns at the contact. Fluids cook off to steam. Still the thing changes. Skin and muscle shift and morph, running like wax, lashing from the bone like snakes. Venom glistens at the tip of bone needles, flexing like teeth in the meat.

			Every part of it is screaming now. 

			The sound rings off the walls. Unholy. Unclean. The two warriors standing against it hear the mockery in the sound. The distant ringing of past battles. The muted menace of the sorcerers’ last great infamy. Runes burn on its skin, shedding their dark light. The monster howls and thrashes. Each gouge and slash begets new atrocities, spreading and rising from its tormented form.

			‘Monster!’ Ulrik bellows. Unholy mirth burbles from it once again.

			‘These wounds are forever. Your mongrel world shall never heal.’ It does not speak. Something speaks through it, goaded to sudden voice. ‘We have left our mark upon you. Cut into your very fates. Doomed dogs! Damned by Prosperine hands!’

			‘Speak. No. More!’ Ulrik snarls.

			Its head snaps around, single eye blazing with hate. It radiates loathing, till the walls glisten with its benighted illumination. Its jaws yawn wide. Wider. Too wide. Tendrils made of muscle and sinew vomit forth and seize Ulrik’s raised weapon arm. The armour sizzles but does not buckle or melt. 

			It is master-crafted. More than that, it is sacred.

			He swings his pistol up and fires. The monster’s distended lower jaw explodes. The searing blast is so intense, so close, that for a moment it blinds even Ivar’s auto-senses. A star being born and dying, all in one second.

			Its howl degenerates into a brutal animal squeal of pain. Part of the ancient enmity is driven from it in a cleansing fire, purging the animus of the Cyclops. The once-troll flails back, claws scraping against the walls. It pushes itself off and slams forwards once more, into Ulrik. New limbs bleed from its torso, clawing and gouging at the warrior – trying in desperate animal futility to pry the Wolf Helm of Russ free. 

			The Slayer does not falter. He takes the blows as they rain down upon him. Ivar cannot stand idle, and so he swings at its broad back, tearing into undulating flesh. Faces made of ghost light and spite push outwards, laughing at his efforts even as cut after cut obliterates their visages. 

			A knot of mutating flesh and bone surges forward to coil around Ivar’s mace hand. Gnawing at him like a jackal at a bone. Ivar grunts in pain and slashes down once more. The trap falls away in a rush of stinking fluids, scuttling into the shadows. The monster spits bile and shrill invective at them. A wave of sound and fury, seeking to unman them.

			They are more than men. More than flesh or bone. In sacred symmetry the two move as one to sanctify the moment. Each crozius rises and falls. Each strike cleaves open flesh or reduces it to powder. They stave in its skull and crush the malicious eye to jelly. Ichor pours from it only to boil away as soon as the disruptor field touches it. 

			The creature finally unravels. Muscles uncoil and try desperately to wriggle away, only to be crushed beneath boots. It dissolves further beneath the onslaught. Battered down. Beaten. Ivar snarls as he hews into it, striking with such ferocity that even the stone beneath it is cut and broken.

			They pause for a long moment, both watching the thing as it dies. Even its regenerative gifts are no match for them, not even woven through with a sorcerer’s wiles.

			‘Now,’ Ulrik breathes. ‘Now you are blooded, pup. Ready for what comes next.’

			‘What comes next?’ Ivar asks, his helm tilting as he watches the troll’s carcass degrade and flow away like so much waste.

			‘This was but the first of your trials. A test of your mettle.’ The old Slayer pauses, eyes lingering upon the dying monster. ‘There is a fate for which you are well suited.’
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