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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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			Hell cannot be caged, nor bound. It can only be weathered.

			– Badabian proverb
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			PROLOGUE

			


			Around him there was only darkness, blood-slick and waiting.

			Jubal, Great Khan of the White Scars, was seated – nailed in place upon a false throne.

			His breaking had not been a simple thing. The torment was a work of dark artistry that would have made the drukhari weep. Exacted perfectly upon his flesh by warriors who understood the weakness of it. Artisans of pain and misery, shaped by the tumult of the Maelstrom until everything they touched became an echo of their bleak agony.

			‘You will never sit a steed. Not ever again,’ a voice said from the ­shadows. Something whispered alongside it, cooing with some low animal guile. The voice, mortal and transhuman yet ruined beyond the cadence of both, gurgled into choking laughter. ‘Yes, my pet. You may be right. Perhaps he will not even walk again. Such a loss to an empire of lies.’

			‘You,’ the Great Khan rasped through blood. ‘You are a heretic. A renegade. And a monster.’

			‘Careful, cousin,’ the voice said, and loomed forwards, dark against deepest black. At a gesture a lumen blossomed, the light too harsh for Jubal’s eyes and nerves. The monstrous hulk stepped forward, each movement weighted with pain.

			Huron Blackheart grinned with broken iron teeth and looked down upon the horror he had made of the Great Khan. ‘After all, you and I are of a rank, Chapter Master.’

			Jubal struggled, pushing himself up from the prison of the throne in futility. Fresh blood burbled down his wrists and from a dozen other points, staining his skin as red as the sigil upon his discarded pauldron. As deep a crimson as Huron’s own armour and ruined cybernetics. 

			‘Nothing… like you,’ Jubal slurred. 

			‘That is what they all say. A pretty lie you can mortar into the fabric of your great Imperium. Until, one day, it inevitably crumbles all about you, and you die beneath its weight.’ He paused, reaching out with one long and ­unkindled claw, tilting the Khan’s chin up. ‘Eventually it always betrays you, even when you give it everything.’

			‘The Emperor…’ Jubal murmured.

			‘Oh, Him.’ Huron sneered. ‘He cannot help you here.’ He paused and drew back the claws, letting them flex in the air before the Khan’s torso. ‘I could end your pain here and now, but I do not think even you want that. Only in death does duty end, is that not what they say?’

			Huron Blackheart was gloating, standing over him, looming in judgement. Mocking him with every poisonous word. Jubal wondered if this was how others had been broken, not in body but in spirit. Their loyalty pared away as easily as flesh, dappling like blood upon the deck. Leaving them as pale and withered things, barely worthy of being called Astartes any longer. 

			‘You will not kill me,’ Jubal said. ‘I do not die here.’

			‘Perhaps not,’ Huron growled and pulled the Tyrant’s Claw back. ‘Where would the fun be in cutting short this little chase, hmm?’ He laughed again, the sound thick and gritty, forced from mechanical lungs. ‘Not that there is much chase left in you, Great Khan. Will your proud hunters still follow you, knowing just how you have been humbled?’

			The ship shook. The lumens flickered, restoring the darkness for a series of brief spasmodic moments. ‘Ah,’ Huron said. ‘Perhaps they will. Maybe you still have some use to them, even as an empty figurehead. The Imperium does so love a martyr they can string up on a banner pole and wave around to motivate the troops. So long as they bow, scrape and obey.’

			Jubal shook his head. ‘It is no surprise that you do not understand honour.’ Every breath was pain. Each time his flesh shifted he felt a new spike of agony, save where he could intimately sense the nerve death. Creeping in from the extremities like frost upon the plains. 

			A slow death. Not the end of hunter or warrior. Is that my fate? Withering over time, a shadow against the setting sun. All war-joy gone.

			‘Where was honour when I fought the Emperor’s wars? Was that loyalty repaid well, eh? You sit here at my sufferance and that honour that I grant you is infinitely more generous than your false godhead and the shrunken fools who prattle in His name.’

			‘Do not speak of–’

			‘Of what? High Lords who laugh and grow fat while their Imperium burns? Blind fools who could not prosecute the wars they wage at their whim? One day they will fail you, just as I was failed.’

			‘It was you who broke faith.’

			Huron’s jaw tightened. His claws rattled together and he leaned in close to the shattered Khan. 

			‘Faith? How can you betray what never truly existed?’ He stalked about Jubal. ‘Bold words from a broken coward.’

			As though in mechanical sympathy the ship juddered again, ringing with the bursting of distant airgates. 

			‘Cowards would not be coming for you.’ Jubal laughed. He pushed himself up, straining at the spikes once more. Another incoherent howl of rage and pain poured from him while the Tyrant of Badab simply smiled. Something writhed like smoke upon the traitor’s shoulder, coiling its way down the bionics of his right arm, at one moment reptilian and chittering, then feathered and cooing. Jubal’s eyes could not focus upon it, drifting from fleeting detail to detail. 

			Huron’s free hand slid down to tap at the vessel chained at his hip. Each contact of metal digit and vessel rang with muted screams of soul-bound agony and provoked more gleeful noises from the indistinct monster upon Huron’s outstretched arm. 

			‘It was inevitable that the game would be played out,’ Huron said, almost sadly. ‘Let them come for you. They can parade you around and marvel at how brave you are, but the wounds will linger. Mind, body and soul. You will always remember that it was the Red Corsairs that broke you, and Huron Blackheart who bested you.’

			Huron drew back and turned from the humbled Khan. 

			Now bolter fire had joined the sounds of the ship’s violation. Screams and battle cries warred their way down the corridors. The unfolding carnage only seemed to make Huron grin wider as he strode backwards into the shadows. The lumens died in his wake, restoring the cloying darkness.

			‘I hope we meet again, Jubal Khan,’ the Tyrant called back. ‘And if not, then I have no doubt I will see plenty of your weakling brothers, before the end.’

			Jubal could hear the doors blowing in, so very close by. Chogorian voices echoed about him, singing through the bones of the ship, resonant with all the joy of the plains. 

			That joy died in their throats when they finally forced their way into the chamber and saw what had become of their Great Khan. Then there were only howls of pain and hate.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			ACT I

			HUNTERS AND HUNTED
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			CHAPTER ONE

			VICTORS AND SPOILS

			It was a beautiful thing, to watch a ship die.

			Even before he had fallen to infamy, his body shattered and trans­figured, Huron Blackheart had revelled in the act. A perfect encapsulation of what defined him as a warrior and a commander. The precise and thorough application of superior firepower.

			Here, aboard the Spectre of Ruin’s bridge, Huron paced and gestured with the great horror of the Tyrant’s Claw. Every barked order was acted upon with swift efficiency, for his servants knew the price of failure. 

			‘Bring us about!’ he snarled. A line of bloody saliva dribbled down the corner of his mouth. His grey skin caught the light of a dozen crimson hololiths, painting him as red as his armour. He stood, more massive than other Adeptus Astartes warriors who wore his colours, the focal point of their attention and devotion.

			Huron Blackheart’s focus remained on the ship wheezing away from them. ‘I want another lance volley in its guts,’ he growled. ‘All bounty here is mine. No matter what the dregs of Chogoris might say.’ He moved away from the great viewport that dominated his bridge. ‘Do you not agree, turncloak?’

			An armoured warrior dropped to one knee, head downcast. His plate bore the marks of fresh repainting and, in places, Huron noted with a wry smirk, there were still flecks of white visible. Elsewhere the red was thicker, the blood of former brothers worked into the metal to sanctify it for the new cause. He had, at Huron’s instruction, kept the plume of crimson horsehair upon his helm. ‘You are correct, lord.’

			Tseren was fresh meat, a convert from the war for Chogoris itself. A White Scar who had turned aside his oaths for the surety of survival and for the rewards offered at Huron’s own hand.

			‘If you betray my trust, meagre though it may be, then there will be consequences, turncloak,’ Huron rasped. Something clicked and realigned in his throat with a harsh burr of servos. ‘I do so admire those who are able to see which way the wind blows and act accordingly. Some of my favourites have been those Imperial bastards who possessed that foresight.’

			The light of the hololiths danced across his iron teeth, making the fresh blood and saliva gleam. 

			‘I will not fail you, lord. I have brought this to you as an offering.’

			‘As well you should. Betrayal is always sweetest when sanctified with a gift. You turned your blade upon your brothers and that earned you the right to the colours. This, though, this is your first step to truly being one of us. It is not the red alone that makes you a Red Corsair. Oh no. It is the mindset.’

			Tseren was silent, still kneeling. Huron’s mouth quirked into a bemused scowl. 

			‘Get up, you’re no use to me grovelling and bargaining. Not when there is blood to spill and spoils to be won. Especially not if it is as precious as you claim.’ He swung the Tyrant’s Claw round, flames licking from its palm almost involuntarily. ‘You will serve with Disoneiros and his bold hellions. I have no doubt that he will keep you on the right path.’ The Tyrant paused, then added dryly, ‘And worry not… You will not fight alone. I will see to it myself that you prove your worth.’

			Huron Blackheart grinned emptily as he watched the warriors gather, filing into the belly of Bloodstrike. A motley assortment, as so many of the Red Corsairs were. The traitorous White Scar would be a fine addition to the forces who served the Master of the Maelstrom.

			And perhaps soon, Master of Chogoris.

			The thought made Huron chuckle, the sound wet and gritty in his throat. If the other warriors noticed then they gave no indication, too lost in their own preparations for war. He could see Tseren’s head dipping now and then, as though the turncloak were working through the old battle rites that had sustained him. Once those oaths had been Huron’s too, parroted for the sake of a silent Emperor and an uncaring Imperium. As useless as they were hollow.

			Disoneiros, known of old as the Eater of the Sun, had taken his seat, unharnessed as he waited for take-off. His hands played over the helmets chained at his belt, wearing lines into the faded paint that indicated the allegiance of the warriors to whom they had once belonged. Once friends and old foes from across the tormented history of the Badab War, taken as his own personal tally of slaughter. He had been an Executioner, when Badab had risen in rebellion and then burned. Now he served at the whim of Huron Blackheart, chasing glory in the blood and defilement of his enemies.

			Gardr Blackblood had yet to seat himself. The warrior had once served aboard the Wolf of Fenris, yet had been cast out from the renegade Space Wolves for his relentless ambition and bleak temperament. Now he had gravitated towards Disoneiros, binding his fate to whatever perceived ascendancy the other warrior was set upon. Gardr reached for his belt and plucked up a stoppered flask. He opened it with predatory relish and downed a hefty measure of the thick liquid. Blood mjod, he called it – a mixture of the Space Wolves’ ancestral drink and the blood of fallen enemies, the balance perfectly crafted to bypass a Space Marine’s gifts, ensuring both inebriation and a potent triggering of the omophagea and its cannibal revelations.

			‘We fight and die and drink, for Huron Blackheart!’ the Wolf slurred, throwing his head back with wild mirth.

			Ossian Tresenor bore his third allegiance with quiet disdain. First a Fire Hawk, then a Relictor, he had found his way into the embrace of the Red Corsairs. He toyed with a string of intricately carved beads, bound with tight metal wire about his wrist, trying to ignore Gardr’s excesses. He was a deep soul, riven through with guilt and longing, as though ashamed of his own ambitions.

			Cairon, a former Star Gorgon, looked across at the Wolf’s preening and shook his helm. He bore scars etched into the crimson of his armour, signs that he himself would brook no insult nor compromise. He leant to his left and vox-whispered to another disparate warrior. Merogais turned to his comrade and shook with stilted laughter, even as oil leaked from the joints of his armour. The Maelstrom was not kind to its inhabitants, even when they were as doughty and bionically augmented as the Brazen Claw.

			Last of all was Tragallamas, who had once called himself a Fire Lord. He wore his past like a badge of honour, flaunting the burn scars that coiled down the left side of his face and across his bare scalp. His injuries did nothing to stop him from checking and rechecking the flamer he lugged around with almost perverse affection.

			No matter what Chapter they hailed from, no matter their Founding or past allegiance, all were now servants of the Tyrant. They danced to Huron’s tune, regardless of what he asked of them. 

			‘We wait for one more,’ Huron said with a growl. ‘Then we plunge into battle anew with the Khan’s bastards. Clearly they have not yet had enough. They could leave the Yasan Sector to us, but instead they persist. We have bloodied the plains of their home world, and still they struggle to throw us back. Defying their betters.’

			Cheers echoed about the interior of the Stormbird, caught in the Tyrant’s rhythm. Even when he had worn the blue and silver, he had wielded boundless charisma, a leader and a warrior who could turn the hearts of thousands. Entire Chapters had moved at his command. Now his armies had swelled such that they rivalled the Legions of old.

			‘This night we do not simply punish our enemies.’ Huron grinned. He turned as he did, gesturing with one great clawed hand. 

			Another figure loomed, ducking low as he entered the gunship. The bloodlight within caught upon the red of his armour and made his dark eyes glitter for a moment. He stood tall and lean, even by the standards of a Space Marine, yet it was his reputation that lent him weight. Garreon, Lord Apothecary, the Corpsemaster, bowed his head to his liege lord, the greatest triumph of his healer’s arts. 

			Huron snorted and turned back to his gathered warriors, fixing his gaze upon Tseren. ‘This night we kill a piece of their future.’

			The Stormbird cut across the void like a discarded blood drop, trailing fire from the howling mouths of daemonic thrusters. It wore its corruption as a shield, its hull writhing with every alteration of its course. Carazzalan, the adept fused to the controls, cooed and whispered, enjoying the baleful symbiosis that made them a part of the unholy machine.

			‘Find me a landing spot,’ Huron crooned. ‘One of the port landing bays.’ He hefted his axe, grinning maniacally as he readied himself. ‘And prepare for a combat landing. Let the guns have their fill.’

			Bloodstrike weaved through the enemy vessel’s near-space, dodging between volleys of point defence fire. The entire gunship shook as shells detonated around it, and the warriors heaved forward in their cradles. The ship’s lights flickered and Huron grunted with amusement. He raised the Tyrant’s Claw, tracing patterns through the air, and its flamer’s core glowed once more, adding its own hungry resonance to the luminescence.

			The Stormbird fired its thrusters and spun about on its axis before slamming down onto the deck. Its guns were roaring as it hit the metal of the hangar bay, spewing actinic blasts from its lascannons even as the heavy bolters saturated the immediate area with mass-reactive shells.

			The ramps hit the floor a second later.

			Huron was the first to emerge, practically tearing himself free from the ship and out into the storm of waiting enemies. Lesser men opposed him. Not mere Naval armsmen but Chapter-serfs in all their borrowed finery: white uniforms marked with wicked slashes of crimson, steppe-trinkets and totems pinned to their jackets. They fired madly, almost blindly, as Bloodstrike answered them.

			‘Here is the glory your Emperor has promised you!’ Huron bellowed, swinging the great claw round and reducing one of the serfs to ribbons of smoking flesh. He strode through the mortal ruin, trampling shattered bones to powder. ‘Your masters have given you up to me!’

			The hangar was a broad space bounded above by vaulted adamantine ribs, hung with banners proclaiming the glories and victories of the White Scars of Chogoris. The fingers of the Claw clenched once more, yearning to tear them down and burn them to ashes. As dead as memory, as fleeting as dreams. Till nothing remained of the enemy’s hopes.

			The other warriors poured into the hangar behind him, fanning out into a rough semi-circle oriented to turn aside any blow or challenge. Beyond them, others were finally arriving. Drop pods slammed into the hangar, gouging vast trenches through the metal. Red Corsairs hurled themselves forth, Huron’s name upon their lips, weapons raised for the promise of the slaughter to come. Other mass-conveyers crunched home upon the deck, opening to disgorge waves of mortal soldiery to match the Chapter-serfs who opposed them.

			The Imperials were rallying, but too little and too late, like an ailing body’s cells rushing to staunch a mortal wound, not knowing they were already dead.

			Huron knew. He strode through the foe, surrounded by his warriors, laughing as the serfs’ fire dappled against armour and augmetics. He felt a las bolt score his cheek and that merely made him laugh harder. He was no stranger to pain. The agonies of his near-death and rebirth upon Badab Primaris were all-consuming compared to the light balm of combat.

			‘Into them!’ he roared. ‘Bleed these mortal bastards! Tear them apart!’

			‘Blood for the Blood Reaver!’ Gardr bellowed. ‘Skulls for the harvest!’

			‘Enough!’ Huron snarled back. Here and now he had no time for babble to the gods, no matter if it was a jest or not. ‘Oaths do not kill. Less words, more bullets!’

			Gardr raised his bolter and fired, bursting a charging serf apart into a rain of bone and viscera. Tseren stepped up beside him, choosing his shots with precise care. Limbs and heads detonated, adding to the gory slurry that now coated the deck.

			‘You would chide me,’ Gardr said, ‘but your new pet has no joy in his heart! I thought your breed liked to laugh as they killed, turncloak.’

			Tseren’s head snapped round. For a moment Huron wondered if the former White Scar would rise to the bait and fire upon the Space Wolf. Then it passed, a hesitation as disappointing as it was fleeting. 

			‘I will gladly kill those I once called kin and comrade,’ he said at last. ‘Just as I would not hesitate to put down any ally who thought to lay me low.’

			‘Touching as this may be…’ Huron said. He gestured up to the higher gantries, where even now the enemy were preparing their entrenched positions. Shields had been locked into place, forming a bulwark from which the barrels of heavier weapons pointed. ‘Our prey musters.’

			The Hamadrya chittered as it scampered along the line of Huron’s outstretched arm, tasting the soul resonances of the mortals above. It clamoured for the gifts of their suffering and spirits. Huron had a mind to feed it.

			‘Break them and take the ship. Bring me my prize.’
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			CHAPTER TWO

			STOLEN FUTURES

			The warriors of the Red Corsairs howled with savage joy as they tore the enemy apart.

			Metal shields buckled and shattered as the bolt rounds found them. Las and melta weapons took their toll upon the gantries until the iron of them ran like water, pouring in hissing rivulets down onto the hangar floor. Adepts of the Dark Mechanicum, sworn to Huron and promised the ship’s bones once the battle was done, oozed and undulated across the decks in coils of mismatched mechadendrites and streamers of black fabric. From their anarchic bulks came stranger weapon configurations, lashing unlight which reduced men to mere burn-scar silhouettes against the walls.

			It was a pleasure to watch them work.

			Huron often savoured the skill of his warriors, the tireless application of guns and blades. Each of them killed in a different way, blending the murderous arts of their original lineages with the savage reaving of his Red Corsairs. He had heard that when Guilliman had returned to the galaxy, his Unnumbered Sons had fought as a blend of gene-lines, melding their ways of war into a finely alloyed blade.

			A fine thing for his wretches to have learned from my example. Five hundred worlds he claims, covets and rules. And beyond that, a regent. 

			‘And yet they cursed me for my ambition,’ he said aloud. Huron laughed to himself.

			‘Often, I imagine,’ Garreon rasped. He had drawn level with Huron, his morbid attention drifting over the Tyrant’s remaining exposed flesh. ‘Are you well? Your mind wanders…’

			‘Do not fret, Corpsemaster,’ Huron said. He swung his axe down, burying it into a prone and smoking body. ‘I am not about to drop dead on you. Your focus is demanded elsewhere, is it not?’

			‘As you say.’

			‘Come now, Garreon, you and your Vivisectors have reaped a rich tally from this war. The greatest prize lies ahead of us… And who knows? Perhaps we shall find some White Scars for you to render down to bare bones, hmm?’

			Hunger had crept in across Garreon’s lean features, anticipating the opportunities before them. ‘You spoil me, lord. So many opportunities to cull from the flesh of a Chapter of the First Founding. It will serve us better than it ever did the sons of Chogoris.’

			‘I hear our warriors yearn to return and rule it as kings.’ Huron chuckled. ‘In time, perhaps. We have so many wars to occupy us before then…’

			‘One step at a time, lord. There is very little need for us to rush.’ Garreon stooped low, closing one gauntleted fist around a corpse’s throat, hefting it as easily as a child would lift a doll. ‘They are a hardy stock, these children of Chogoris. Their world has made them defiant.’

			‘Do you miss our own cradle, Corpsemaster? Does sentiment make you think of Badab Primaris and the bounty you once enjoyed there?’

			‘New Badab has its advantages, even now,’ Garreon mused. ‘The Maelstrom is a harsh mistress, but the gifts often outweigh the limitations. You have girded your domain in fire. Made walls of what once you encircled. You have made the weakness of others into your strength. There is something to be said for that. Before the coming of the Cicatrix Maledictum, even Abaddon would not and could not roam as freely as you.’

			‘Always we must be compared to the Despoiler and his sable-clad rabble,’ Huron said. ‘Let him have his shame and shadows. I will cut my way across the stars in blood and spite.’

			They walked together beneath archways that were now smeared in molten metal and burned blood. Warriors, madmen and monsters followed in their wake. Traitors and turncoats of every stripe were flooding into the hangar bay, disgorged from the cavernous maws of transports. Mortal soldiery in the defiled uniforms of their old regiments moved into supporting positions, weapons readied. Astartes warriors formed a line of ceramite and iron at Huron’s back, blades already kindled.

			‘Into the enemy’s heart we go,’ Huron growled. ‘Lead the way, turncloak. I want to see your loyalty repaid in blood.’

			Tseren nodded and moved ahead, his bolter raised and panning for targets.

			‘Like a good little soldier, is he not?’ Huron said, nodding at the ­warrior’s back.

			‘The Imperium remains generous in providing us with fodder,’ Garreon agreed. ‘The higher they build them up, the swifter their fall.’

			‘The same could have been said for us. Once upon a time.’

			‘All things change, Blackheart, and we change with them.’

			‘Or we die like dogs, ground beneath the Imperium’s heel. That was never a choice. Never an option.’

			‘As it was in the beginning, so it will be at the end,’ Garreon mused. ‘And the end is far from now. For us, at least.’ The Lord Apothecary waved a hand absently ahead of them. ‘Others may find their fates much quicker, of course.’

			Huron’s attention drifted. He could feel the pinprick footfalls of the Hamadrya as it crawled up to sit upon his shoulder, its whispers becoming an unceasing chitter as it tasted the emotions that roiled about the warband. Blackheart felt the spice of them in turn, muted and parsed through his familiar. Lingering threads of distrust wormed their way towards Tseren’s back. Hate and bleak amusement. No fear, though, not even from the lingering mortal soldiery.

			That is good. As it should be. If they want to fear anything then let it be me.

			‘Disoneiros,’ Huron called. ‘To me.’

			Disoneiros bowed his head and walked to face Huron, going down on one knee. ‘My lord.’

			‘Time enough to bow and scrape later,’ Huron said with a growl. ‘Get up.’ 

			Disoneiros obeyed and rose, eyes still downcast. 

			‘Follow your new brother closely, yes? If there is a second treachery in his heart, I would see it cut out before it can bring the Khan’s bastards down upon us in force.’ He paused. ‘Make sure he spills the blood of his kin.’

			‘You do not trust him, then?’ the Executioner asked.

			‘Unconditional trust is the downfall of many a ruler,’ Huron said. ‘Trust is earned. Forged. That is why it, like any other constructed thing, can be so readily broken. I trust few, though I value the skills of many.’ He nodded ahead. ‘Watch him. Have your dogs keep their eyes upon him. Let them know that there will be advancement for any reporting of his failings…’ The Tyrant trailed off and then chuckled with fresh amusement. ‘Perhaps more, should they take matters into their own hands.’

			‘Is that wise, lord?’

			‘Entertaining if nothing else, Disoneiros. If he proves himself then there is no danger, but if he doubts? Falters? Well, then there will be the need for a trial by fire.’ His face split in an iron grin. ‘And there is no stronger fire than the wrath of your allies.’

			‘If you wish it, lord,’ Disoneiros said, and bowed his head.

			‘Is it sentiment that stills your hand? How touching. Perhaps the years since the war have made you soft, hmm? Perhaps one day soon one of your own brothers will stand over your corpse and take your trophies from you. Maybe your own helm and skull will be mounted upon a spike.’

			‘They can try. Many have.’ Disoneiros patted his axe. ‘You know me, Blackheart.’ 

			‘And it is always a pleasure to witness, but do not think that you are irreplaceable. There are thousands who would gladly usurp your position.’

			‘I know.’ Disoneiros laughed without humour. ‘Why do you think I fight so hard?’

			‘And here I thought it was your devotion to my cause.’ Huron nodded ahead. ‘Go. Watch your mongrel.’

			Tseren did not look back. He dared not. The only way was forwards now. Not a single step backwards, lest his new master think it some weakness or shame. There was enough of that already, his own doubts swirling in the storm of his mind. Lost amidst the chaos of his soul.

			You did not wish for this. No prayers led you to this moment, only the realisation that you craved life more than you valued your honour. Or your brotherhood.

			The voices of the dead still haunted him, dogging his steps as readily as the other Red Corsairs. The echoes of his guilt had followed him from the surface of Chogoris and the plains of his youth, as though the world itself were rejecting him as a betrayer of kin.

			Behind him there were only the crimson shadows of the Red Corsairs, their armour like the plate he had so willingly defiled, and yet at the edges of his vision he could see the white armour of the warriors he had betrayed. Blood stained the armour, obscuring the honour marks and etched names of his former brothers, branding them like scars upon his own skin. They stood as still as statues, locked in place, almost decorative. Whispering.

			He blinked the phantoms away and paused. Tseren could hear his own breathing filling his helmet, melding with the ship’s air systems. His hands tightened around his bolter and he instead forced himself to focus on his surroundings.

			For all their bluster and performative exuberance, there was a cunning at the heart of the White Scars. Too often they had been underestimated by their foes, thought of as simple savages who would rush the guns of the enemy with bike and blade.

			That could not be further from the truth.

			The Khans of the Chapter were mighty warriors, skilled in all the arts of combat that the Imperium practised. Even now, somewhere in the heart of Quan Zhou, Jubal Khan maintained his vigil and directed the hunt. Denied his noble death.

			These are not your concerns. He is no longer your lord. You have made your choices.

			‘Be silent,’ Tseren snarled. ‘You are not real. I will not answer to phantoms.’

			‘Answer to me, then.’

			Tseren spun about and found Disoneiros standing before him. He had been so lost in his reverie that the Red Corsair’s approach had escaped him. He felt his finger clench, poised just at the bolter’s trigger, still unused to the sight of the Tyrant’s crimson as that of friend and not foe.

			‘It is natural, you know,’ Disoneiros mused. ‘To hesitate at the thought of killing those who were once your brothers. The heat of the moment cannot compare to the considered coldness of what is necessary.’

			‘You think I do not know this?’ Tseren laughed, low and bitter.

			‘I know that you do. Just as I do. That is why I know your pain. The agony of freedom bought with blood. Of brothers lost and forged anew.’ Disoneiros reached down to pat the helms that hung from his belt. ‘I have been killing my fellows for far longer than you have.’

			‘I am true to my loyalties,’ Tseren said, too quickly.

			‘Perhaps you are, but you have already betrayed one oath. What is another? Fools and weaklings have tried before to salve their lost honour in the Tyrant’s blood. All fail, and die. Mocked and forgotten.’

			The silence hung between them before Disoneiros gestured ahead of him.

			‘Prove yourself. Show us what the White Scars would do. Earn your keep, or die. It is your choice.’ His hand drifted down to the haft of his axe, now mag-locked at his hip, patting it with affection.

			Tseren nodded. 

			As they moved away from the hangar they passed into one of the ship’s main thoroughfares, a corridor as broad across as two Thunderhawk gunships. An archway of fused glass greeted them, glimmering with refracted lumen light, prismed through its fulgurite sheen: the storm rush of a dozen battlefields fused together into a symbolic representation of the White Scars’ lightning-strike sigil.

			Tseren paused beneath it, reaching out to brush his hand along its rough surface. He hesitated, then let his outstretched fingers clench into a fist. 

			Forwards. Ever forwards. Even into damnation. We are beyond the storm’s light now. Removed from the Emperor’s grace. The Khagan will never know your name. It will not be chanted as your body burns.

			‘They will strike us when we least expect it. They know every inch of this ship and they will exploit it at every turn. As on Chogoris they will rely on our overconfidence. These are not the plains. They will claim their advantage wherever they can, and they will sacrifice anything to protect what you seek.’

			‘Good.’ Disoneiros nodded. ‘Let them.’ His arm snapped up, his axe kindled in an instant. The Executioner swung the blade around and drove it into the cultivated beauty of the arch. It cracked, raining splinters of fused glass. He drew back and attacked it again until it shattered entirely, bursting apart as though the lightning that forged it was discharged anew. The shards caught the reflections of their armour. Red, like flash-frozen blood drops. 

			Disoneiros laughed. ‘Come out, you bastards. Are the sons of Chogoris really such cowards that they wait to strike from the shadows?’ He swung his arm round to gesture at Tseren. ‘One of your own stands here, proudly, in the colours of the Red Corsairs! He has more courage than any of you. Hiding in the dust like the mortals you were culled from.’ He set his stance, axe raised and ready, the actinic light of its power field dancing in his eye-lenses. 

			New sounds echoed down the great corridor, each one a war chant in a tongue that Tseren knew all too well. The Khorchin cant of his youth. His people’s language. Promises of blood vengeance and swift death. Oaths of laughter and murder-joy that would hollow out the very hearts of the foe, if they had the wit to understand it. They meant nothing to Disoneiros, Tseren knew. How could they? He was a son of a different bloodline and a different world. 

			Tseren raised his bolter, matching Disoneiros. Behind them the other members of the squad formed up, readying themselves for battle with a unity which belied their differences. Tseren could already hear the smile in Gardr’s voice as he pushed up beside him. 

			‘About time we had a challenge. Mortals make for a poor feast.’ He raised a bloody hand and daubed it down his faceplate, leaving trails of red against red.

			The sound of brewing conflict shifted. Now the war cries died away and were replaced instead by the revving of chainblades and the snap of bolter rounds. The first shots impacted the walls around them, ricocheting madly, filling the air with smoke and shrapnel.

			The first of the White Scars hurled himself through the sudden fog, firing a bolt pistol one-handed as he slashed with the curved blade.

			Tseren froze.

			He felt it. The disorientating wrongness that Disoneiros had promised saturated him. Not in the heat of the moment, but in cold blood. His brothers were coming to kill him, and he stood against them. 

			‘For the Khan!’ the first White Scar screamed. ‘Hai Chogoris!’

			Tseren fired. The first shot took the warrior in the side of the head, glancing off his helm with such force that an eye-lens cracked. The warrior’s head snapped back and then he swung for Tseren once more. 

			‘Traitor!’ the White Scar bellowed. Others came with him, roaring with fury, firing as they moved, laughing as they sought to kill. Bolt rounds impacted against armour, turned aside or blunted as the Red Corsairs brought their weapons up or hurled themselves into cover. 

			Tseren held the line, standing with them and yet apart from them, singled out by the enemy – even if he could not quite bring himself to think of them as such – for his betrayals. 

			‘Where is the Khan?’ Tseren forced the words out, purging them from his soul. ‘Look around you, brother! Look! The galaxy is burning, end to end. We have had our last charge across the plain. Would you ever have thought that our world itself could be so vulnerable? And yet no one stands for us. None come to our aid. The Ultramarines? They have their father back. Where is ours? Where was the Khagan as Chogoris burned?’

			Each utterance was punctuated with another clash. He had dropped his bolter and drawn his blade, meeting the hate of the White Scars with fury of his own. The teeth of chainblades ground together, biting and tearing at each other.

			Do I know this warrior? Did we fight side by side in some other war? As brothers? 

			He could see no declarations etched into the warrior’s armour. Nothing that would identify him. If it was there then it was lost in the frenetic rhythm of combat, stolen away with every blow and parry.

			Tseren gritted his teeth, pushing back hard. The White Scar stumbled, his feet sliding on the deck before his tread caught the rough grating and he sprang forward. Their blades met again, sparking with the intensity of each blow.

			‘You betrayed us all,’ the White Scar snarled. ‘You will never see the day that the Khagan returns to his people. You will not burn in the old ways. None will honour your spirit when it is released to the winds.’

			‘So be it,’ Tseren spat. ‘Let me have new gods and new masters.’

			And as though in answer to that finally uttered prayer, Huron Blackheart was suddenly amongst them at last.

			The joy of murder had never left him. Not truly.

			Once they had called it battle and daubed it in glory. In truth, it had only ever been murder. Slaughter for its own sake. Not offered up on a gory altar to the blood-soaked sovereign whom the World Eaters grovelled for, but left steaming as tribute for a silent and uncaring Emperor.

			The Old Legions and their paragons, they were His blood in truth. So fresh as to still have the taste of that power in their veins. Huron, though… he had always been the spurned servant. One who had given everything, and all in the name of a corpse lord who cared nothing for his struggles. The hatred burned through him, alive in blood and vitae-analogues, aglow in the oils that thundered through the augmetics which had replaced so much of his body.

			Flesh and killing iron were locked in unholy symmetry. He let his teeth grit with the mix of pain and pleasure. Need saturated him, to break them utterly so that they might never oppose him again. That was how they had girded the Maelstrom, and caged hell with blood and bodies.

			‘I piss on your primarch and his memory,’ the Tyrant growled. ‘It is a fine thing that he is not here to see your weakness.’ The Claw cut through the air, trailing its distorted power field. The digits caught the turncloak’s foe across his chestplate and barrelled him back, hard enough to dent the steel of the walls.

			Huron grinned. ‘Perhaps I will send you to him in pieces? One at a time, down into whatever pit holds him.’ He slid forward, effortless. There was a whispering at his ear now, a chatter of parsed secrets and revealed shames. He brought the Claw round and up. Its blades hooked beneath his enemy’s armour, and he pulled. The lodged talons bit into the ceramite and he ripped the entire breastplate free, trailing blood, bone and fragments of black carapace.

			He deactivated the power field and let the ruined ceramite fall, stepping forwards and raising the great hand to close around the warrior’s helmeted head. ‘Send my regards to Jaghatai,’ Huron crooned. ‘Tell him I will make sure his world is ruled well.’

			Huron triggered the flamer set at the Claw’s centre. A rush of burning promethium enveloped the warrior’s head, drowning any screams in the howl of its ignition. The white armour blackened and cracked. The lenses burst fully and then the eyes followed suit. They did not weep blood and humour; instead they sizzled away, boiled off immediately in the intensity of the Tyrant’s hate.

			He squeezed. The simplest flex of the great power claw shattered the helm like an egg, crushing the skull beneath to powdered bone and blackened flesh. Huron dropped the corpse and stepped on it, crushing its stomach as he turned and gestured ahead. ‘Bring me your champions and I promise you they will all burn!’ 

			He laughed, deep and grating, then turned back. 

			‘Into them, you bastards! For your master! For the Red Corsairs!’ Huron paused. ‘And Garreon! Here is the first to slake your carrion hunger!’
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			CHAPTER THREE

			THE TYRANT’S PRIZE

			Huron led from the front, as if there were any other way. 

			Across the galaxy’s span and the entirety of the human species there were countless weaklings who would hide behind miles of defences. Millions of guns would separate them from their enemies. Huron no longer feared death and he savoured the freedom that brought him. Let the others cling to their petty mortality. Let them beg for another chance at the games of gods and guns. 

			He had seen what waited beyond. Felt the cold talons of the void reaching for his soul. There were times, many times, when the world crowded in about him, barbed and waiting as the Palace of Thorns once had. He felt the phantom hands grasp at him, the indistinct memory of salvation at the hands of Garreon and Valthex. When those memories came upon him like a fever he could hear the malicious whispers of the Hamadrya, and felt the vessel at his hip burn hot.

			Dreams cannot wound me and the past will never rule me. I have my strength, and that gifts me my freedom.

			Huron stalked forwards into the madness of battle and let all doubt evaporate. This was what he had been made for, though he imagined the Imperium now cursed and denied the masterful weapon they had crafted. One that had only been sharpened and barbed by time.

			He shouldered his way past his subordinates, ignoring Garreon as he knelt – almost heedless of the conflict around him – to examine the ruined body, judging whether Huron’s choler had damaged the progenoids or if they could be salvaged. It was a wonderful thing to turn the Imperium’s legacy against itself, a bleak joy that both Blackheart and the Corpsemaster shared. Every warrior, no matter their gene-lineage, who took on the colours of the Red Corsairs was a blow against the sagging bulwark they had once upheld. 

			He was easily the match of any of them. His armour and raw bionics repulsed or absorbed whatever fire found him. Dull pulses of pain spread through him, mere ripples in the sea of agony he had borne since the fall of Badab. 

			More White Scars surged forwards to meet him, drawn to the trophy that the Tyrant of Badab would make. 

			‘Like for like, is it?’ Huron called. ‘A Chapter Master for a Chapter Master.’ He swept his axe around and drove it through the chest of the first onrushing warrior, shattering the Mark X armour. ‘He was weak, just like you are! Even the newest of your toy soldiers are so very pitiful!’

			The first of the chainblades struck him, whirring against his armour and tearing at his flank. Shrapnel flew from him, hurled out as readily as blood from a body made of flesh and bone. For all the White Scars knew, Huron was made from warped armour alone. One swung for his throat, aiming for a killing blow. Huron’s axe turned it aside. 

			‘Try again,’ he growled. ‘Try harder.’

			As though in answer, the first of Huron’s warriors began to die. Mortal soldiery burst apart, chests cored out by mass-reactive shells. Helmets cracked and fell away as heads were detonated, spritzing the air with a bloody slurry of brain meat and bone. 

			Tragallamas strode ahead, spraying flame into the midst of the advancing White Scars. He laughed dully, his voice long since muted by the fumes and vapours he inhaled. Trundling forward, he was as inexorable as the consuming fire he worshipped. Tragallamas’ burn scars flexed with amusement as a White Scars lieutenant suddenly caught alight. His armour blackened, the flames crawling along the plate until it split.

			One of the burning warrior’s brothers swung for Tragallamas and he brought the flamer up, its heft blocking the first attack. Tragallamas yanked hard to the right, pulling the White Scar closer, straight into his fist. 

			Another dived in at him from the left, plasma pistol readied. The White Scar jammed it against the flamer’s fuel tank and fired.

			Tragallamas ignited.

			He did not scream. Instead, he surrendered to the cleansing inferno, throwing his arms up, the molten metal of the ruined flamer and trails of blazing promethium streaming about him. For one glorious moment both the Fire Lord and the White Scar wore the same colours, wreathed in ashes. 

			Huron spun through the melee, standing over the fallen Red Corsair, drawing yet more of the enemy’s ire. Bolt shells cracked against his chest, yet he stood strong. A second blast of plasma hurtled past his head and he barely tilted it away, letting it kiss what remained of his skin.

			Sensation roiled through his nerves, drawing a grunt from him. Huron hurled his axe, end over end, watching as it buried itself in another White Scar, pinning him to the ship’s wall. His primary lung ruptured, the warrior could barely scream. Blood poured from his mouth, yet he still reached for the axe as though brute force alone might save him, trusting that his hate was stronger than the pull of death.

			Huron laughed to see it. This was what he craved. The beauty of defiance. A foe so committed to resisting him that they would destroy themselves in the attempt.

			The ship shook around them as their own personal war was mirrored in macrocosm. There was a scream as air vented from distant airlocks or violations of the hull. Drop pods were biting home. Red Corsairs ships were drawing alongside, deploying their own boarding gates and breaching ramps. It was proceeding like perfect clockwork, shaped by the master artisan of woe that was Huron Blackheart. Each impact sent a shudder through the defenders, more psychological than physical. Their resolve was dying as readily as their warriors, disadvantaged here in these suffocating tunnels when they should be riding the open plains. Walls and confinement were anathema to them and their way of war. 

			He savoured it, though.

			To get in close was to truly understand your enemy. Spitting bile and blood into their faces, never giving them the satisfaction of an easy kill. While the big guns never truly rested, even before his fall Huron had always preferred to finish matters in person, with claw and flame. Huron had ever hungered for the intimacy of death. 

			Never his own, of course. He had sacrificed too much for that. The compacts he had made would have broken others and devolved them to mindless spawn, grovelling in the dust before the altars of the gods. Huron bowed to nothing, now. He served only his own eternal ambition.

			Mortals pushed in between the duelling Astartes, lending their own meagre strengths to the battle. Loyal soldiers of the Red Corsairs, their old Imperial uniforms bloodied and defiled, hurled themselves at the Chogorian serfs. Blades clattered against each other, rough-hewn and unpowered. Behind them, looming like liquid shadows, the Dark Mechanicum adept-things reared up and brayed in scrapcode. Conversion beamers unspooled from the writhing mass of their bodies, splitting the gloom with lashing arcs of unclean light. The walls burst apart, showering the combatants in smouldering debris. One of the White Scars was torn to pieces where the beam struck him, armour plates deformed and steaming amidst the boiling blood. 

			The momentum shifted. Huron’s warriors surged ahead. Some paused to mutilate the fallen, others loped after the fleeing mortals.

			Huron lingered. He took his time, not even looking back to check on Garreon’s works. He strode forwards and raised his claw, drawing one long talon down the cheek of the warrior he had left pinned and obliterating his ritual scar. Then, deliberately, he dragged another down the opposite cheek. 

			The White Scar hissed in pain, his lips drawing back from his teeth as he began to whisper under his breath. Some prayer from his dull little home world. 

			The Tyrant of Badab leaned closer and chuckled to himself. The Hamadrya clambered up his shoulder, its voice low and guttural at his ear as it drank down the dying man’s last thoughts. Huron’s voice burred unpleasantly as he tasted them in turn.

			‘Commend my soul to the Khagan and give me to the flames,’ Huron repeated, in flawless Khorchin. ‘I serve no other fate.’

			The warrior’s eyes flicked up in shock and then went blank, staring into nothingness, released at last from Huron’s fickle attentions.

			Huron reached down and yanked the axe from the corpse, letting the White Scar slide to the deck. He turned the axe over and over in his hand, looking at the dead warrior. 

			‘None of you deserve mercy,’ he said at last, and swung the blade at the man’s throat.

			Huron turned to look back at Garreon. 

			‘Get moving,’ he said. ‘You can amuse yourself with your trophies later. Your true calling lies ahead.’

			‘A moment,’ Garreon said. His dark eyes remained fixed on the corpse as he raised his narthecium, letting the blades and drills work at the exposed flesh. The reductor snapped out, the carbon alloy retracting swiftly with its gory prize, and the Corpsemaster smiled coldly. He rose, bowing his head towards Huron. ‘They are a hardy breed. I cannot wait to sift more of the secrets from their flesh.’

			‘You will have ample opportunities,’ Huron said. 

			‘If all proceeds as planned.’

			‘There is no “if”,’ Huron said. ‘We have the curs on the run. Even this is a move of desperation. An attempt to slink back out of sight of our guns. I think we might even have found them without the wretched little traitor.’

			‘He may surprise you,’ Garreon ventured, but Huron only scoffed.

			‘Perhaps fixating on their gene-seed has addled you more than I thought,’ he said. 

			Ahead of them the sounds of battle were growing fiercer. Flashes of bolter fire and plasma discharge refracted down the corridor, catching on the bronze etchings and carved wood that decorated its higher reaches. Blood pooled underfoot, making wet slapping noises with each of their heavy footfalls, dark against their red armour. They stepped over bodies. A serf lay roughly bisected, his top half propped against one wall of the corridor and his legs sprawled against the wall opposite. A trail of blood and entrails lay between them.

			All around them was death and suffering. 

			Gardr had lifted one of the serfs bodily and torn a bloody chunk from his shoulder with his sharpened teeth. Ossian’s blade, a wickedly curved black-and-crimson thing, was buried to the hilt in the innards of a prone White Scar.

			Tseren and Disoneiros were leading from the front, standing side by side as they fired after the retreating White Scars.

			Spite enough to carry us all the way across the sector, the Tyrant thought. Perhaps there is still hope for the youngblood.

			More warriors in red armour had joined them now, pouring in from side conduits, barking of their conquests and the taking of core systems. Many of them were already laughing, treating the victory as a foregone conclusion.

			That was good. Their blood was still up. With an army this invigorated, Huron could lay waste to all of Yasan if it so pleased him. That would come later. For now there was only the relentless progress of the moment, and the wound that the White Scars would not soon forget.

			That prize lay ahead of them, beyond the spartan trappings of this band of plains-world vagabonds who had once stood as one of the Emperor’s Legions. The corridor opened up into a wide and repurposed space. Where once it had been a storage hangar, now it was crowded with whirring cogitator banks and massive cryo-preservation mechanisms. Pale blue light radiated out from its core, making the encrusted frost that dappled the chamber glisten. 

			The advance had stalled, Huron noted with some distaste. Some of his warriors were even backing away, weapons raised like wards against the cold encroaching light. Yet it was not the light that had them on the defensive.

			Standing before them, silhouetted in the radiance, were six warriors in ivory Terminator plate. The Chapter’s elite, sacrificing their speed and manoeuvrability for the raw power of Tactical Dreadnought armour. The talons of mighty raptors clinked against their armour, hung from rough-spun rope. One of them stepped forward ponderously, a crimson cloak shifting at his back. Blood red against the unsullied white.

			‘You have come too far,’ he growled through helm speakers. ‘No farther.’

			‘I do not take commands on my new ship,’ Huron rasped. Laughter echoed about him, his warriors reducing themselves as ever to mimicking sycophants. ‘Though I would have your name before I kill you.’

			‘Gantulga, of the Spearpoint Brotherhood.’

			‘It is always so very rewarding when veterans come to die in place of their lessers,’ Huron said. ‘Proves to me that there is still a little fire in your blood and the best of you did not die on your little home world.’

			‘No more talk,’ Gantulga snapped. ‘Now falls the hunter’s cut.’

			‘So serious, cousin, with all your empty boasts!’ 

			Huron threw up his arms. Spurred on by their master, the gathered forces of the Red Corsairs hurled themselves forwards.

			Everything seemed to move around them. White Scars threw themselves from cover, trading on their speed and the hyperfocus of the enemy upon the Terminators. The trap had been baited, and now it sprang around the invaders.

			The White Scars Terminators held even as bolter shells rained down upon them, sparking from their armour to detonate against the walls. Some strode into the flames that blossomed around them, shrugging off gouts of burning promethium and ship-death, implacable where their brothers were blurs of motion. Huron’s warriors fired and fought, cursing as they did. Spitting their hate as the White Scars proved too durable, or too cunning, to be felled.

			The first blood to spill upon the deck once again belonged to the Tyrant’s men.

			He did not care. Huron waded through the storm of shell and fire, letting it slide from his armour. He stepped over fallen warriors, gesturing about with his claw and axe. 

			‘Afraid to face me, Gantulga? I would expect nothing less from your Chapter. Forever running.’

			‘You have fought upon the plains and learned their lessons,’ Gantulga blustered. ‘Now you face the mountains. As mighty as the Khum Karta. None of your traitors or yaksha shall stand against me.’

			‘Oh, I do not need daemons to lay you all low,’ Huron called. ‘They make for unreliably tedious allies. I much prefer to trust in flesh and iron.’

			Gantulga lumbered forwards, raising his own crackling power fist. It flashed through the gloom, disruptor field ablaze like lightning. Huron slid back, turning it aside with his ignited axe. The fields screamed against one another and both warriors pushed, vying for supremacy.

			Huron gritted his teeth and then swung in for Gantulga’s side. Another of the Terminators interspersed himself, staggering into range and bearing the brunt of Huron’s assault. He felt his talons cleave through the plate as though it were nothing, the blazing claws plunging into the White Scar’s flesh. Organs shredded and burst in his grip as he clenched his clawed hand closed and twisted – yanking the other warrior apart in a rush of burning mechanisms and smoking flesh.

			‘Pathetic,’ Huron said. 

			Gantulga’s other hand snapped up and Huron noticed the storm bolter almost too late. He spun about, claws raking across the Terminator’s armoured breastplate, and dived behind one of the great cryo-engines. The shots went wide, chasing his course.

			Huron smiled again. Now he was enjoying himself. ‘You would not want to break your charge, would you?’ he called.

			The only answer was a growl of frustration. 

			Gantulga rounded the corner, swinging for Huron’s head with his burning fist. Huron ducked low, slamming his own claw into Gantulga’s chest. A thunderclap echoed between them, staggering the White Scar. Gantulga fired again, the impacts forcing the Tyrant’s Claw down before the power fist followed it, closing about the bionics of Huron’s wrist. 

			Huron snarled and swung his axe, hacking into Gantulga’s pauldron and driving him back a few steps. He yanked his right arm clear and triggered the flamer, bathing the White Scar in a torrent of unclean fire.

			Lesser warriors might have stumbled back or fled the field entirely. Gantulga threw himself through the flames, swinging wildly for Huron. Blackheart met him, blow for blow. He swept for the White Scar’s legs with his axe and felt the blade scrape along the ancient plate.

			‘You are used to fighting weak foes,’ Gantulga growled.

			Huron slammed his claws into the Terminator’s midriff, hooking them upwards into Gantulga’s entrails. The other warrior hissed in pain. He battered the storm bolter mounted at his wrist into the side of Huron’s head and thrust his power fist for the Tyrant’s throat. Flesh sizzled. Oil and ichor boiled away, and Huron yanked his head back. He moved bodily, pulling Gantulga with him. Red and white armour alike was burned and blood-slicked. 

			Huron looked down and gurgled with mirth. The power field of the Claw, the blades still buried in the Terminator’s body, had seared the armour with the questing black claw-mark that served as the sigil of the Red Corsairs.

			‘Fitting,’ Huron slurred, ‘that you wear my mark now.’ He threw Gantulga from his claws and drove his foot into the warrior’s chest. The Terminator overbalanced, tumbling back and struggling to rise.

			Bolter rounds hammered into the back of Gantulga’s legs, keeping him down. Huron looked up and smiled.

			Tseren stood looking down the sight of his bolter with something approaching dismay. 

			‘Well done, turncloak,’ Huron said. ‘Clearly some of your bloodline has at least some worth left in them.’ He kicked Gantulga again and floored the warrior completely. He stepped forward and brought his foot down on the Terminator’s neck, just under his helm.

			Others had joined him now, Disoneiros amongst them. Huron gestured to one side and watched as one of the undulating Dark Mechanicum things oozed and flowed over to linger at Gantulga’s side.

			‘He loves his ship and his Chapter so,’ Huron mused. ‘Bind him to both.’

			The nest of mechadendrites and black robes squalled and chittered, writhing upwards like questing deep-sea tendrils before Huron’s sharp gesture stilled it. 

			‘I promised you the ship’s bones, yes, but I will give you a grander prize when we return to Thaxis.’

			The thing paused, frantic tremors stilling, before it began to chirp in approval. Blades and cutting implements began to unfurl from its innards, even as red light bled from the flamer and plasma tools that emerged alongside them.

			Huron turned away as, behind him, Gantulga began to scream.

			‘Bind him to the command throne when you are done with him,’ Huron called back. ‘Let his be the hand that guides the ship back to Chogoris. Perhaps they will blow it from the void and spare him his everlasting shame. If he is lucky.’

			The Tyrant strode to stand before the vast cryo-preservation array. The cold light washed over him like the blue of distant skies. He basked in it for a glorious moment, savouring it as one should a victory. 

			Despite their loss, the White Scars had acquitted themselves well. There were barely a dozen of them lying dead or incapacitated on the deck. Each had taken at least three of the Red Corsairs with them, alongside countless mortal soldiers. Still, Huron Blackheart enjoyed his petty triumphs and the greater achievement he stood before, now. 

			‘Corpsemaster!’ he called. ‘Come forth and earn your keep.’

			Garreon tucked another preservative capsule into his belt and rose from the Red Corsair body he had been attending to, walking to stand at his master’s side. He gazed up at the array.

			‘Impressive work on their part. It will take some time for me to retrieve the gene-seed stores safely. More time to ensure their correct transfer.’ His eagerness filled every word. ‘This is not all of their supply, of course, but a cache taken and hidden from us. Until now.’

			‘Enough for you to toy with, and more than enough to forge into new warriors.’ Huron grinned. ‘The Imperium’s precious sons turned against it. Enough to stand alongside us in red and rule over what remains of the Yasan Sector.’

			‘They will serve us in the future, of that I have no doubt, lord,’ Garreon said.

			Huron looked back at Gantulga and laughed. ‘And all that will be left to them is this empty ship and this monument to their failure. Their broken Khan will gaze up at his beloved heavens and know that it was my hand that killed their legacy.’
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			CHAPTER FOUR

			COFFINMAKERS

			In the time between life and death, he dreamed. 

			Gantulga remembered the wide skies of home and the vastness of the plains. He had watched them both from the walls of the fortress and wept for their despoiled purity. It was as though with burning hooves the enemy had trampled the sacred beauty of home, until the skies were deadened with smoke and the plains sullied with loyal blood.

			Pain cut through the memory, blossoming from his soul to his flesh. He remembered how the crimson-armoured foe had laughed as they killed, not with battle-joy but mere cruelty. Blood-red shadows with black-taloned claws reached out across the skyscape of his dreams, tarnishing it to a nightmare of storm clouds and lightning. He was alone against the fury of the storm, drowning in the dust and wind, falling against gravity, up and into the tumultuous skies.

			Gantulga screamed, not in fear but in the searing agony that saturated every part of him as the light and heat and fury poured into his body and set his nerves ablaze.

			When he finally awoke it was to the blinding brightness and cold comfort of the apothecarion, robbed of his nightmares and his shame. He felt the crushing weight of unpowered armour pinning him in place. He could not move. He was entombed in his own plate. Dying by degrees amidst the light and the chill of the healing space. Incense smoke spiced the air in a cleansing rush, pushed outwards from one of the chamber’s filters. He could hear the low chanting of prayers as the emchi and Iron Khans worked over him. Gantulga could barely speak, his throat tight and dry. 

			‘Please…’ he whispered.

			‘Do not fear, brother,’ one of the emchi, the Apothecaries, said. ‘I am Selmegh. You are within Quan Zhou. You are wounded, but you are safe.’

			‘I cannot move,’ Gantulga said. ‘Why can I not move?’

			‘Peace, brother, please. Your wounds are many. We cannot remove the armour. It will kill you. We treat you as best as we are able. The Iron Khans look to your wargear, that you both may endure.’

			He has made me a coffin, and yet to leave it is death.

			‘Stasis?’ he asked.

			‘You have been in sus-an coma for months,’ Selmegh said, bowing his head. ‘The time it took you to return to Chogoris.’

			‘In shame and defeat.’ He would have winced had he been capable of any movement. The leaden weight brought an inaction that was anathema to any Space Marine, but especially to a son of Jaghatai. I should never have trusted in this armour. Too heavy. Too much damned pride. May the Khagan forgive me.

			Selmegh looked away from Gantulga’s face and nodded. 

			There was new pain, sudden and sharp. Radiating out from the interface ports of his black carapace, rippling like storm fronts through the meat of his body. White-hot needles of agony blazed in his chest, and he could not help but scream.

			His fingers clenched, locking into fists, and then he was up, heaving his body from the slab, flailing at the open air. Gantulga struggled, and felt shame burn in his cheeks as he faltered. Selmegh reached out, steadying the armoured figure.

			Gantulga’s body shook. He could feel his nervous system rebelling within his muscles, meshing badly with the systems of his armour. 

			‘What have they done to me?’ he gasped. 

			‘Your body and armour have both been injured. Bonded together in their pain in a manner similar, though lesser, to what has been done to the Great Khan. Were we to remove the armour, the systemic shock would kill you outright. A stain on your body and your soul. The armour itself would be lost to us. Desecrated and unfit for future use.’

			‘I am cursed then.’ Gantulga laughed bitterly and then hunched over as the coughing fit built in his throat. ‘A thousand deaths upon Blackheart and his bastards. There is no pit deep enough for their corpses to be cast into.’

			Selmegh leant in at Gantulga’s neck and injected a relaxant into an artery. ‘Be calm, brother. You must seek peace within the storm. Your body is the battlefield. Your flesh is the killing ground. Find tranquillity.’

			Gantulga measured his breathing and reclined, stilling the exaggerated reactions of his armour. He let out a final, ragged exhalation and then looked Selmegh in the eye. ‘How long did I slumber?’

			The emchi sighed. ‘Your ship was adrift for three months, brother. They set you on your course into the home world’s orbit. Empty and alone.’

			‘A final shame to bear to the grave.’

			‘And yet, by the Emperor’s grace, by the Khagan’s will, you endure.’ Selmegh nodded. ‘A fine omen, when so many have been lost.’

			Gantulga did not feel blessed. He winced as he moved up again, rising unsteadily to his feet. ‘I must speak with the Great Khan.’

			Selmegh bowed his head. ‘This was expected. He awaits you in his chambers. There will be much to discuss, I imagine.’

			The Great Khan’s chambers were still and sombre, save for the burning of candles and incense.

			The scents that rose from the lit bowls around the chamber managed, at least partly, to obscure the sick-room reek of the chambers. The Khan was well attended. There was no healer’s art that had not been applied since his rescue from the grasp of the Red Corsairs.

			Gantulga hissed at the thought. His hand brushed the dark wounds upon his armour, tracing the mark of the Tyrant’s Claw. The questing black talons, clenched into a ragged, burn-scarred fist. It had been sealed and tended to by the Iron Khans, each violation healed in a way that his flesh would likely never be.

			Gantulga went to one knee and bowed his head before the enthroned form of his Great Khan. Jubal’s body was broken and yet his spirit seemed incandescent. To look upon the Great Khan, borne up by callipers and surrounded by the dull whisper of medicae stimm-dispensers, was to look upon a simulacrum of the Emperor Himself. Broken and yet unbowed.

			‘You need not kneel to me, brother,’ the Great Khan whispered as he shifted in the support cradle. ‘We are almost as equals here. Victims of the same malice.’

			‘Forgive me, my lord. I beg of you.’

			‘Forgive?’ The Great Khan leant forward. Above them both there circled young berkuts, the great raptors pausing only to perch upon the various supports which held the Khan in place. ‘The agonies of this war have taught me that forgiveness is to be hoarded for when it is most needed.’ He grunted with pain. ‘Will we one day have to look the people of Chogoris in the eye and ask for their forgiveness, that their protectors failed them? Only when the last of the yaksha have been banished from our world and the skies no longer swim with unclean smoke. The zadyin arga tell me that while the soul of our world may heal, the wounds done across the Yasan Sector will be longer in the salving.’

			‘The galaxy has split, lord. We were all unprepared for what came upon us. Even the Arts of Heaven cannot foresee all the ends of fate. We walk its paths with only the vaguest idea of where it will lead us. Destiny is the walls of a labyrinth, not the freedom of the plains.’

			‘Perhaps you have spent too much time amongst the Stormseers yourself, Gantulga. Or maybe your long ride through the darkness of void and dream has provided you some insight that others lack.’ The Khan laughed dryly. Gantulga rose and moved to a nearby table, pouring pure water from a crystal jug. He raised the glass to the Khan’s lips, tilting it lightly so that his lord might drink.

			‘The finest warriors of our brotherhoods, scrambling to see who might pour me water.’ Jubal laughed again. ‘The Stormseers have spoken of you, though. That is why you did not die in fire above Chogoris and why you were not allowed to die beneath Quan Zhou.’

			‘I am not worthy, my Khan.’

			‘I am the Great Khan and my word is law, and I say that you are worthy. Let that be an end to it. That is why I have a task to offer you.’

			‘Anything.’

			‘Perhaps you should hear what I ask of you before you agree. Heed my words and then seek wisdom from Ayanga and the unconquered will of the Armoury’s ancients.’

			‘I will, my lord. I swear it.’

			‘I do not doubt it, Gantulga. Now let us speak of vengeance and taking back what the enemy has stolen from us. Just as we will reclaim all of Chogoris and Yasan.’

			Long after the Khan had imparted his will, Gantulga wandered the spaces of Quan Zhou. They seemed empty. Devoid of the battle-brothers who would usually people it. Too many of their own destinies lay amongst the stars, fighting the never-ending wars. Gantulga envied them. They had their chance to grasp glory anew, their battles rendered as noble struggles. He had failed in his duty, and the Chapter suffered for it.

			Above and below, you will find guidance. That is what the Stormseers have told me. Seek that truth and carry it to the stars. Avenge us, Gantulga. Do not allow monsters to be begotten from our legacy.

			He paused only to watch the sun setting over the Khum Karta Mountains, the light catching on the great peaks of the range and the gilded defences of the fortress-monastery that surmounted them. Everything was bathed in ochre and gold, echoing a cleansing flame far removed from the horrors that the Red Corsairs had visited upon Chogoris.

			Gantulga steeled himself. Every movement brought new fluidity, restoring piece by piece his sense of self. This, so Selmegh had said, was a good sign. His nerves were healing and the bond between man and armour was stabilising. Soon, perhaps, when the muscle fatigue and atrophy had passed, he could return to the duty set before him.

			Gantulga turned from the setting sun as gold faded to blood red, and began the long ascent to the storm-wracked refuge of the zadyin arga. The stone trembled around him. Everything thrummed with captive energy, vital in a way that Gantulga no longer felt. Totems and wards were hung from the walls or carved into them, alongside trophies that jangled against the stonework, whispering and shifting of their own volition.

			The Stormseers had their secrets, after all. Ever since the earliest days of their history, when the ordu of Jaghatai had been a Legion instead of a Chapter, the Librarians of the White Scars had shaped the destiny of their people and faced down the powers that threatened them. Even now they scried the heavens for word of the Khagan, seeking to bind the universe into shape and set their prophecies as surety. All bore wisdom that might help Gantulga upon his own unsteady path.

			At the summit of the tower he stepped forward and pushed open a set of heavy wooden doors. The scent of burning incense was everywhere, balancing out the ozone taste of earthing lightning. Crystals danced with captured stormlight, their surfaces etched with branching patterns.

			A figure stood, raising one of the crystals to the light of a ceiling-hung brazier, scrutinising the fractal pathways caught within its depths. His armour was the rich blue of clear skies, save for the white of his shoulder guard, and he wore the crystalline psychic hood which marked him as a Stormseer. He turned and regarded Gantulga with something approaching pity. The scar on the man’s face was old, white against his skin, arcing down his cheek. He smiled and brushed a hand through his oiled beard.

			‘It is good to see that you have outlasted your coffin, my friend.’

			‘No matter how much the Tyrant wished to put me in it,’ Gantulga said, and smiled back. ‘I think he wanted me to suffer, for us all to suffer.’

			The Stormseer nodded. ‘That is the way of the enemy.’ 

			He was called Altan, and once, long ago, it was he who had plucked Gantulga from the plains of the Empty Quarter and given him his chance at elevation. The old seer’s demeanour shifted as he placed the crystal down and moved to sit at a low bench. 

			‘Those who turn their back on wisdom, they do not create. They only twist and ruin. Everything they touch, they despoil. That is their way. Just as it must be our way to set these things right.’

			‘And if they cannot be made whole again?’

			Altan laughed. ‘You do not speak of the plains of Chogoris. I know this, my brother. This is understandable. You were always slow to grasp a necessary change. Your ascension has not altered such a fact. Now look at you. A champion of the Spearpoint Brotherhood who has stood before the Great Khan and been given a sacred undertaking. Does that not say to you that you are whole in spirit, even if your body has been wounded?’

			‘I will never leave this armour. I will never again sit an iron steed, nor charge to war in the name of the Khagan and the Imperium. How is this a holy thing?’

			‘You will make war in your own way, just as the Great Khan now does. You yet have the use of your limbs. Your hate has sharpened, as the mind of Jubal has. Each is as much a weapon as bike, blade, or berkut.’

			‘You…’ Gantulga looked away. ‘You speak with wisdom, Stormseer.’

			‘Ah, that is simply what age brings. It will come to you in time. You will stride this world again and feel the wind of home upon your face. You will not know your truth until you know yourself again, and you will not know yourself until you embrace the cradle that bore you once more.’

			The walls of the chamber shuddered, as though the storm were tasting Gantulga’s building anger. He locked his fists at his side and shook his head.

			‘This world no longer feels as though it is my home,’ he admitted. 

			Altan nodded and gestured for him to continue. 

			‘I look out from our fortress and see a foreign landscape. Not the world of my birth, nor a source of joy. Only pain remains, and the anger that comes with it.’

			‘That is because you do not look from the fortress, nor even from the mountain.’ The old seer smiled. ‘You look at the world from the ramparts of your doubts. And such a bastion has already been broken. That is what your fears will do. Like rain upon the mountain, they will wear it down and nothing shall remain that can be forged anew.’

			‘Yet how do I surmount these doubts?’

			‘Perhaps you do not. We all struggle with these feelings. How could we not? We are yet the people of Chogoris. The herds may shift and a bad season may come upon us. The people of the plains will despair, but they will not relent. That is why this world forges us as it does. Other worlds face other threats, and make their own strengths. You will find your peace or you will beat your turmoil into rage upon the anvil. That too has its place.’

			‘I see now why the Great Khan sent me to you.’

			Altan laughed. ‘The Great Khan sees much, and more now. Even humbled he is the match for any slave of the yaksha. They wield only trickery and lies. He carries the truth. Heaven-sent surety that will never fade and never die. What we sieve from the universe is anathema to the enemies of man. They cannot comprehend it.’

			‘You truly believe that?’

			‘Of course I do.’ Altan paused. ‘The Imperium think us base savages, no different from the cultures of a hundred death worlds. They speak of us in the same breath as our cousins from Fenris. If our allies will under­­estimate us, what hope have our enemies?’

			‘We make their folly into our strength,’ Gantulga said thoughtfully.

			‘We stand upon the field of battle with a blade in each hand. One is our own and it is called knowledge. We have taken the other from the enemy to spite him with a thousand wounds from his own hand. This sword is his arrogance.’

			Yet how often does wisdom sound like riddles drawn from the winds? Gantulga’s mind whispered. It was no easy thing to stand here beneath the judgement and pity of others, even one as lauded as a Stormseer. 

			‘You have given me much to think on,’ Gantulga said at last.

			‘That is good, I think.’ Altan nodded and braced his hands upon the table in front of him. ‘All good journeys begin with accord. A single will, mind and heart set behind our blades.’

			Gantulga nodded quietly and turned away. ‘I hope that we will have that surety when next we pit ourselves against the foe,’ he said. ‘I am awaited below. Thank you for your time, zadyin arga.’

			‘Altan, please. We will be as equals in this undertaking. Just as the counsel you seek in the Armoury shall be at your side. Trust in us. Trust in yourself.’

			He descended into the deeper darkness, below the vaults of Quan Zhou and into the bowels of the Khum Karta Mountains themselves.

			The Armoury teemed with activity, eternally in motion. The Techmarines of the Chapter, the Iron Khans of this domain of fire and wind, strode down the great corridors and led small armies of servitors across the bridges, stirring the banners and parchments which hung from arches and girders. Cranes swung above Gantulga as he marched onwards, followed by the staring eyes of servo-skulls. Some were human, while others bore a more equine form. Chains rattled against the moving metal, adding their own chorus to the symphony of noise that filled the workshops and mainte­n­ance spaces that comprised the Armoury. 

			Through it all howled the wind, driven up and off the plains, coaxed through the great apertures that lined the mountain’s exterior, where smaller vessels, gunships and drop-ships could alight. Behind it was the thrum and rumble of engaging engines as the Chapter’s iron steeds were tended to and tested.

			With so much of Yasan still wracked by war, there were few present who were not bound by other duties. Gantulga was eventually led by a small gaggle of serfs down through the constant chaos of the Armoury and into a more confined space – a shadowed oubliette carved into the deeper base strata of the mountains. 

			It felt like a tomb. 

			The cold stone enveloped everything, so far removed from the heat and fury of the Armoury and the wide-open plains of Chogoris itself. Only braziers lit the darkness, framing corridors that were still massive and yet felt claustrophobic in comparison to the world beyond.

			His mind reeled as he continued his journey into the shadow, echoing with the wisdoms and judgements of the Great Khan and the zadyin arga. Above it all the taunts of the Tyrant still echoed, the hammer blows upon the anvil of his mind, ringing out louder and stronger than the background rumble of kith and kin. 

			Every wound was a reminder cut into his body and soul, whenever the armour servos whirred and caught, staggering him or forcing him to pause and attempt to right the systems through will alone.

			Here in the realm of the Techmarines, I am denied their work. Even their best efforts have failed me. 

			He paused in the darkness and gestured, dismissing the serfs, who cowered their way back down the corridor away from the tormented presence of Gantulga and the omens that dwelt beyond.

			‘I was told you would come.’

			The voice rumbled from the darkness as though it were a part of it, as rough and portentous as the grinding of stone upon stone. Around Gantulga the chamber shook with sombre thunder, removed from the riot of activity above. The voice’s owner lumbered forwards, taller than even he was in his Terminator plate. Gantulga backed away in awe and in discomfort.

			To be a Dreadnought of the ordu, one of the Uhaan Solban, was a cursed honour. Denied the speed that the Chapter valued, removed from the visceral joy of battle, they lived a bleak existence of ironbound duty. In the past, it was said, they had guarded the places sacred to the old Legion and to the Khagan himself. Now they were bitter weapons, waiting to be wielded at the demand of the Great Khan.

			There was a dark symmetry between them, Gantulga realised. Both wore the scars of battles, old and new, worn into the etched surface of their armour. The white livery tarnished, the gilding faded and the honour marks dulled. Gantulga saw totems and fetishes hanging from the surface of the venerable machine.

			‘It was the will of the Great Khan, brother,’ Gantulga said, and bowed his head low.

			‘We are bound together, the three of us. Prisoners of the weakness of our bodies. Chained to cold iron and the fear of death.’ The Dreadnought burred with something approaching amusement. ‘I take no pleasure in this new form.’

			‘I would have your name, brother.’

			‘Have they not carved it anew yet? Other concerns haunt them, no doubt. Tuguldur, I am called, and once I stood as a Firefist of the Second. They called me the Blade That Cuts With the Art of Wrath.’ The machine chassis trembled as though in memory. ‘That was a fine name to wear as I swept across the plains, cleaving down the foe with tulwar and bolter. Times of plenty…’ The growling artificial voice trailed off. ‘And now we have only this. Pain. Sorrow. Seclusion.’

			‘I share your agonies.’

			‘Perhaps that is what binds us together in the eyes of Jubal Khan and the Stormseers. Our suffering is not a weakness. It is a strength. I have had much time to think on this in these cold depths, far from the sun and sky. I ask only two things.’

			‘Name them, honoured one.’ Gantulga looked up.

			The Dreadnought moved forwards, each motion a forced growl in sympathy with Gantulga’s own struggles. ‘First, let me look once more upon the skies of Chogoris. Give me light after this ponderous dark.’

			‘I shall, Tuguldur. What else?’

			Tuguldur’s power claw kindled with murderous light and his rotary cannon spun up. For a moment Gantulga stepped back, afraid that he intended to fire. Yet it was only a show of force, a stirring of a wrath as great as any tempest.

			‘Bring me to our enemies. Bare Blackheart’s throat to our wrath, and let us end him.’
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			CHAPTER FIVE

			CONSIDERATIONS

			Huron Blackheart wore triumph like a cloak every time he bestrode the stars.

			It was an old glory, a sense of power and potency that he had carried into the Maelstrom’s heart since the days when he had reigned from Badab Primaris. What had felt at the time like a crippling defeat had spurred him on to greater infamies. His strength had swelled, buoyed up by a power that could stir even the hearts of First Founding Chapters from their hypno­gogic stupor. 

			That was how he had come to claim the loyalty of Space Wolves, White Scars and others beyond count. In the end, it mattered little what bloodlines bent the knee and surrendered themselves to his tender mercies, only that they did so, pledging themselves to the Red Corsairs and Huron Blackheart above all other things. Let them pay homage to the gods if it pleased them and abase themselves before unclean spirits. That was the place of servants and vassals: to bow and beg.

			Huron bowed to nothing and no one. 

			The journey back to Thaxis had been long – as long, he imagined, as the trek of the captured White Scars vessel might have been, cast like a mocking spear towards the heart of the enemy. Not to wound, at least not physically, but instead to barb and spite their souls. 

			I have done this. Huron Blackheart, Master of the Maelstrom, Tyrant of Badab and soon enough… Conqueror of Chogoris. 

			The thought brought a delicious thrill through his ailing body as he strode into the makeshift apothecarion that Garreon had constructed around their prize. 

			Time had been wasted on their journey back to Yasan, once the cryo-preservation engines had been co-opted and reinstalled in the heart of the Spectre of Ruin. Garreon had taken many precautions to ensure that the cargo remained of a high enough quality to serve Huron’s ends, and Huron ensured that they evaded any sizeable White Scars patrols or retribution efforts. 

			They had avoided any direct confrontations, at least any with teeth. Yet the war still required Huron’s expert hand, and so he had been loath to give Garreon the leeway required for him to abscond back to the ­Maelstrom with his prize. Better to keep both close, lest the White Scars try to wrest back their legacy. It could be kept safe here, under Garreon’s scrutiny and his own attentions. 

			Lesser tech-adepts scuttled out of Huron’s way as he moved into the centre of the chamber, a hold hollowed out and repurposed in much the same way as that aboard the White Scars’ ship. The pale blue light seemed more fitful here, as though its new home was actively harmful to the once-sanctified engines.

			‘Progress?’ Huron asked.

			Garreon turned, wiping fluids from his hands. ‘Some. Purity has been maintained…’ He paused. ‘Or at least kept within acceptable parameters. Once it is enshrined in flesh it can do what it likes, so long as the warriors are strong. Until then it must be kept as hale as possible, the better to swell our ranks.’

			‘The more the better,’ Huron said. ‘I want the army that returns to burn Chogoris clean and humble the Scars’ khans to be formed from as many of their bastards as we can muster. No matter how long it takes. Let every warrior be a knife, plunged into their wretched hearts.’

			‘A fine ambition,’ Garreon said, almost wistfully. ‘To return a world to its sons.’

			That made Huron laugh. His armoured form shook with the effort. ‘I never took you for a sentimental soul, Corpsemaster.’

			‘Simply aware of the irony, Blackheart.’

			‘The irony, is it?’

			‘They took our home world from us. Drove us from our right and proper domain. Denied you your due. It is only fitting that we complete the work of delivering the same fate to the White Scars.’

			‘Why stop at one New Badab, eh?’ Huron grinned. ‘The Imperium deserves all we can repay it with. Blow by blow, we show them their own weakness. They cannot stand against us? Good. Some of their own throw off their loyalties and join us? All the better.’ He paused, almost thoughtful.

			Garreon plucked up a scalpel, turning it in the light and looking from it to Huron. ‘Something troubles you, though.’

			‘Troubles me? No,’ Huron growled. ‘I merely wonder what message that cocky bastard we humbled has brought back to his kin. Are the White Scars in the habit of killing their failures?’

			‘Not to my knowledge,’ Garreon said, and returned to his labours, beginning once again to dissect the fleshy orb of a progenoid gland. His attention, previously set upon his master, had now snapped back to his true passion. Not the healer’s arts, but the purity of gene-craft and fleshwork. Huron knew there were few minds more depraved and skilled for such a task than Garreon’s. 

			Such was one of the pillars upon which Huron’s power rested. 

			On the world below them, Armenneus Valthex, once Master of the Forge of the Astral Claws, would be maintaining the delicate balance between ensuring that Thaxis produced the materiel coveted by the Red Corsairs, and that enough of its production capacity and infrastructure was being prepared to be stripped away.

			The greatest strength, Huron had found, lay in taking what was precious to your enemy and perverting it against them. Thaxis, and other worlds like it, served as useful resources, as provisioners and fortresses both, yet so much the sweeter would be when the White Scars came and found that all that remained to them was ashes and corruption.

			That was the victory that he savoured. The one that had warmed his hearts since the siege of the Palace of Thorns that had almost killed him. Instead it had made him what he was. What he had always been intended to be. The terror of his enemies.

			A weapon of my own will. Free at last to rule as I was meant to.

			‘We will need many more warriors to renew any serious assault,’ Huron said. His right hand waved in the air, as though seeking a strategium hololith from which to coordinate his wars. ‘The White Scars want their sector back? Let them pay in blood. Every last one of them will suffer by my hand until I nail them to the side of their precious fortress. Let us see how their Master of the Hunt fares when he has no eyes or hands. Let him hear the screams of his brothers before I end him once and for all.’

			Garreon looked round and smirked. ‘Dreams for a different time, perhaps.’ He returned his attention to the gland. ‘They will not tolerate this injury, I fear. We have goaded them and they will respond, as surely as a body to infection. We must be ready.’

			‘And we will be,’ Huron said. His claws flexed again, spurred by killing need. ‘Word has been sent. We will not stand alone here. They will push to reinforce Vydoria, to drive us from the agri world, but they are too weak to yet risk the guns of Thaxis or Sanctum. The Shetlock Belt, though. That will provide us with opportunity. They will have to skirt it and face our defences or risk pushing their way through the belt itself. Slow, plodding, easily exploitable.’

			‘And how can you be certain that they will attack?’

			‘Oh, they will have no choice, Corpsemaster.’

			They waited.

			At times the waiting was intolerable, worse than the direst excesses of battle. They had been made for one task and they took to it with aplomb, but denied it, they were listless and moribund.

			Most of them, at least.

			Gardr was holding court, parading around the makeshift feasting hall with all the dynamic energy common to his breed. Blood mjod had already soaked his beard, staining his fangs a visceral crimson. He shook his flask, sloshing the liquid again and again as he recounted his own deeds and those of Blackheart.

			Tseren was never a gloryhound. His distaste, such as it was, had driven him from the circle of warriors and away from the shouts and jeers. He made his way to where Disoneiros sat, tending to his armour. The air stank of machine oils and lapping powder. Disoneiros did not look up, but merely continued to work at his helmet with a rough polishing cloth. 

			‘Are they always so… animated?’ Tseren asked cautiously.

			Only then did Disoneiros acknowledge him and place his helm to one side. It rested beside the other helmets that usually adorned his belt. Each one had been worked over in turn, treated with uncommon care, almost a respect. He attended them with all the skill of a scholar poring over a translation, honoured and maintained as remembrances of battles and foes long since passed. Trophies, each bearing the colours of those who had remained Imperial when Badab burned.

			Without his helm Disoneiros cut a ragged figure. His hair and beard were both long, dark and oiled against his tan skin. He was, in every way, an old and well-honed blade, worn from use and yet with all of its attendant sharpness. Much like the axe that lay off to his right, resting upon its own strip of cloth.

			‘You have been with him long, then?’ Tseren asked eventually.

			Disoneiros laughed. ‘Yes. I have been with him a long time. Since the beginning, in some ways.’

			‘Since… Badab?’ Tseren said, pushing onwards. He was aware of the subtle tightening of Disoneiros’ gauntlets. Closing in a slow grimace of old pain.

			‘That was the war that made us all who we are, one way or another. We all bear its scars whether we fought in it or not. The old blood of the Legions? They fight their Long War and they speak of primarchs leading from the front. Days of legend and glory, etched into the heavens themselves, to hear them talk of it. Ours is a fresher fire. Blood unsullied by too much bitter poison. Perhaps it will come in time, but until then we fight with as much fury as our hearts can muster. That is the first lesson that Badab taught us.’

			‘We had our own legends, too,’ Tseren said. ‘The stories of Jaghatai, and of Dorn.’

			Disoneiros’ hand swept round and the axe was in his grip, up and poised at the other warrior’s throat. ‘I would urge you, cousin, not to invoke such names here. All our friends are fickle, and the names of the loyal sons will only pique their ire.’

			‘Forgive me,’ Tseren said, and stepped back.

			‘It is not your fault, cousin. You are young. We were all young once, in the ways of treachery. You cannot imagine what it was like, to stand with the warriors of Lugft Huron, in defence of our own power. Not to be shackled by the whim of distant High Lords and their bloated Administratum, but to wage war on our own terms. To ward a bastion of the warp itself.’

			‘What changed?’

			‘My once-brothers of the Executioners, most of them turned away from the truth. They cast aside their oaths and, I suppose, their honour. They did not accept that we had made common cause for good reason. Instead they went back to the Imperium on their knees, pleading for scraps of mercy. Is there anything so demeaning, so wretched, as a penitent crusade? I ask you that, Tseren. How much blood must be spilled to wash away your sins? How many hundreds of years must you bow and scrape for just a fraction of the respect you are owed? I made my choice, there and then, that I would never kneel before bureaucrats and weaklings, to ask for their forgiveness.’

			‘Is that why you followed him then? Because he was right?’

			Disoneiros looked through and past Tseren, as though he could see his haunted past or some imagined future. ‘No, cousin. I did not follow him because he was right. I followed him because all those I once called brother were wrong.’
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			CHAPTER SIX

			THE COGS OF WAR

			The Tyrant demanded, and so the work gangs continued their bitter slogs through the wastes.

			The world had never been beautiful. Proximity to the Maelstrom had ensured that, even before its expansion and maddening fluctuations. It had once been a meaningless border world, stripped almost bare and left for the ravages of an uncaring galaxy.

			It was called Tiajin. 

			Anaemic milk-pale seas lapped at the grey landscape with languid strokes, wearing it away on the timescale of geologic ages. Mountains had been worn down to nubs, replaced and exceeded by ports, hangars, weapons emplacements and macro-refineries. The planet thrummed like a heart, every part of it taut and alive, buoyed up by the vitality of raw ambition, as all the Tyrant’s domains inevitably seemed to be. 

			Vor Tethrak gazed out past the armaglass viewports and sipped idly from a simple tin cup. Dwarfed by his transhuman bulk, it seemed more like a child’s plaything than a reasonable drinking vessel, yet it had served him well enough for years beyond count. 

			An affectation. Something small and mortal. 

			The liquid within was a warm composite of various hard-wearing herbs and an array of heavy metals. It was held by many of the old and hoary daemonsmiths of Medrengard that it bonded well to the bones of an Astartes warrior, conferring strangeling gifts that enlivened both body and soul. 

			He sipped at it again, mulling the taste, letting its lessons seep into the core of his being. Pain was only ever an education. Something to be parsed and studied, whittled down to its component atoms and understood. The augmetic that had replaced his left arm whirred lightly as he began to drum at the command pulpit from which he surveyed the world.

			There was peace here, after a fashion. This was a planet which had been gifted to him as an opportunity, a chance to learn and grow.

			That was all I ever wanted. Not that you would have understood that, father. So lost to the mysteries that you forgot what it meant to be iron. The joys of committing massed artillery slipped from your mind, just as we have drifted from your attentions. Left to our wars…

			He did not hate Perturabo. There was no true enmity there. He had only wished to learn what new ways there were to kill, out in the galaxy. Siegecraft would never rest in its fitful evolutions. Instead it would grow and develop, shifting and spawning like a cancer across the face of creation. A nest of gun emplacements, trench lines and logistical pipelines.

			The core of war was unchanging and unceasing, but the details mutated like the notes in a song. Discord giving way to pattern, blossoming into meaning. Given purpose. That was the beauty of command. Enforcing savage compliance upon a masterless cosmos. Correcting the sterility of nature with artillery batteries and high walls, paring away the loamy flesh of worlds to replace it with supply chains and smoke-belching manufactoria. 

			He sighed and placed the cup down, pacing around the central dais of the command bunker. His fingers brushed along burnished steel and drifted through the emerald light of hololithic projections. The images distorted, shifting into new configurations before stubbornly rectifying themselves. Figures scrolled down the projection, overlaying themselves onto maps of the defences and foundries. 

			Tiajin’s coarse grace, born of the Tyrant’s whims and Vor’s designs, had been carefully cultivated, worked over like well-tilled soil. Now it served precisely the purpose it was intended for: supplying Huron Blackheart’s raging ambitions. Vor was grateful to be a part of it. In all the long sojourns he had made across the galaxy, from the Eye to the Maelstrom, he had served many masters. For a time he had resisted wearing the colours of another, trusting instead to iron, black and yellow. Now, the warriors under his command, though few of them were the Red Corsairs’ elite, called him the Red Castellan, with something approaching reverence. It was a reputation he had secured through good and loyal service, one he valued as much as any commendation he had borne from the Legion.

			It was not, he had long since realised, the Tyrant’s trust. That came so rarely as to be of singular note. In Vor Tethrak’s estimation, Huron Blackheart truly trusted only the Corpsemaster and the Alchemancer. You could be of value to him, but he would never truly trust you. A mind as twisted as the Tyrant’s only saw opportunity and implements. 

			It did well to be a useful tool, in that regard.

			More figures streamed down before his eyes. He could have worn his helm and interpreted the data more totally. He could even have elected for synaptic integration, wiring himself directly into the mechanisms of command as surely as he was a part of his armour. But there was something pure in simply using the flesh eyes that evolution and gene-craft had given him, while he still possessed them. The ravages of time and war would dull or steal his sight eventually, and then he would be required to replace them with cybernetics. 

			He would continue his studies until time itself wore him down to nothing. Barely even the memory of iron.

			Till then there was work to do. There was always work to be done. Huron Blackheart stretched out his claw and the very universe responded to his will and his whim.

			Vor looked down at his own hand and let the cybernetic digits close, one after another. Testing his resolve and his strength once more. No matter how often the armour was painted over, however many times he proved his loyalty and his worth, the core of it remained unyieldingly iron. There was a comfort in that, Vor supposed. Everything was in flux, especially in the domains where the warp held sway, yet so much remained as it had ever been.

			‘From iron cometh strength…’ he whispered to himself. He had forgotten the last time he had spoken the Unbreakable Litany aloud. Perhaps it had carried more weight in the times when all was truly lost to madness and Chaos, and the Imperium burned around them. The Imperium that they had built, as surely as Huron Blackheart had built up Badab – old and New.

			‘I suppose,’ a voice croaked from behind him, ‘that even one such as you must have his prayers.’

			Vor turned with a growl of frustration. ‘Must you see worship in everything?’

			The figure that advanced into the rooms, hands folded before him, bowed his head lightly. He was armoured, as ever, and helmed. Vor had never seen the other warrior’s face. He imagined it to be a shrunken thing, inked over with continual lines of tattooed scripture. Just as so many others of the XVII Legion had been. This warrior, though, was no longer a brother of the Word Bearers. He had traded one shade of red for another, and a pantheon of masters for Huron Blackheart alone. 

			‘It is not enough to till well and hale soil, but to plant your seeds in whatever stony ground may accept them.’ 

			Vor could hear the smile in the other warrior’s voice, half-obscured by the click, rattle and rustle of his armour. Vor did not know what name his fellow traveller had been born with, upon the burning, hateful sands of Colchis, but it was lost to history now. He had only ever introduced himself as the Living Prayer.

			I will never lower myself to calling him that. Vor’s opinion on that had never changed, not since the first day. So he tolerated the indulgent whimsy of a broken zealot and tried to ignore the constant noise that he generated.

			His armour, an ancient Maximus-pattern suit, had been heavily altered and customised. Prayer wheels ticked and spun within his pauldrons. Censers hung at his belt, constantly extruding a fog of unclean incense. Votive papers and oath scrolls draped from him like robes, like a cloak. Often they were pinned with simple devotional seals, but in places there were whole nests of candles – their running wax holding everything in place in a twisted symbiosis. 

			This was a weakness that Vor despised, a view he was certain Huron shared. Zealots were corrosion in the mechanism, grit caught in the gears. They upset what should be a perfectly ordered machine with their sanctimonious jabbering. Yet here they were, brothers in arms, yoked to the same engine. Parts of the same design that Huron had committed them to, years ago. Both in the crimson of the Red Corsairs, servants of the same master. That still held some weight, he knew.

			‘I would offer you a drink, but I fear it would offend your delicate sensibilities.’ Vor laughed. ‘Besides, you do not like to be outside your armour, do you?’

			‘The materium is unclean and so I strive to be less a part of it.’ The Word Bearer spoke his homilies as easily as lies. ‘I trust only in sanctified sustenance.’

			‘Your loss,’ Vor said, and raised his cup in mock salute. ‘I take it you have not merely come to trade tired old barbs?’

			The Living Prayer bowed his head reverently and then unfolded his hands, revealing a length of worn parchment.

			‘Are you shedding now?’ Vor asked with a smile.

			‘This is not the time for your witticisms,’ the Prayer intoned. ‘These words are carried directly from Blackheart. His sorcerers bled to cast this across the stars. I imagine one or two of them experienced a significant psycho-cerebral event…’ He chortled to himself. For one who only imbibed that which the gods had deemed sacred, he had no trouble chewing over the misfortunes of others. ‘We are to increase production yield and logistical throughput.’

			‘Ah, he never asks for much, does he?’

			‘There is, as I understand it, to be another major push. Lure an element of the White Scars’ strength in and destroy it, then press our advantage elsewhere. From the undertones of satisfaction that accompanied the missive I can presume that he is most confident in his plans.’

			‘He wants to push for Chogoris again, no doubt. He will have it in time. Most of the things that Huron yearns for often find their way into his talons.’

			The Living Prayer stepped forwards and took a seat across from Vor’s unceasing vigil. ‘You do not worry about being overextended?’

			‘Why should I?’ Vor put the cup down and paced before the windows, looking out across the pale seas and worn earth. ‘I was here before you were, cousin. I raised this world up from dust at his command. I have cali­brated its weapons grids and defence emplacements with a precision that would make one of Dorn’s lumbering sycophants weep.’ He swept his arm around. ‘From this nave I can control all of it. I can direct the death of anything in near-space and hear the cracking of ice out in the debris clouds at the system’s edge. All to ensure that when the war must come to Yasan, it does so in short order.’

			‘And why am I here?’

			‘Because you still claim to have secrets you wrested from Ghalmek. Because you are an exile from a Legion of untrustworthy zealots, and because I imagine that Blackheart is not especially fond of you.’

			The Word Bearer laughed. ‘Ask an Olympian for his honest opinion and he shall never disappoint you.’ 

			‘You brought it upon yourself.’

			‘Perhaps that is merely the path that fate has laid out for me,’ the Prayer said.

			Vor scoffed. ‘You Word Bearers are as insufferable as the Thousand Sons, trusting everything to the hand of fate. If you spent as much time enforcing your will upon the reality you so abhor, then maybe you would not be here.’

			‘Ah, but then who would keep you on your toes, my friend?’

			‘Perhaps then it is I who has erred, and you are my punishment.’

			The Living Prayer was about to respond, hands braced upon the bench before him to hurl himself up – as though finally goaded to violence – when the world shook.

			‘Hmm,’ Vor said, and turned away, the rivalry forgotten. 

			A nest of warning lights had begun to pulse on one of the command lecterns even as the first of the alert klaxons rang out.

			‘Another tremor–’ the Prayer began.

			‘Silence. Now.’

			Vor’s hands worked at the controls, clattering over runic keys almost hard enough to break them. He reached for a lever and pulled it without looking, his eyes locked upon the screens as they disgorged a tide of data.

			Somewhere beyond the armaglass, something exploded. 

			The Living Prayer was on his feet now, moving towards the viewport, shielding his eyes as light and fire groped for the skies. ‘What was it this time? Fuel refinery? Plasma reactor?’ He drew a deep breath within his helm, as though he could scent the flavour of the detonation. ‘These infernal quakes grow all the more regular.’ 

			Vor flinched as he felt the icy prickle of witchery spreading through the chamber. His head snapped up. The Word Bearer’s hand rested against the glass, which was now crawling with frost, spreading across it like a frigid contagion. 

			‘Ah,’ the Living Prayer whispered. ‘An ammunition cache. The barracks hall next to it collapsed onto it. Fire. Uncontrolled detonation. The quartermaster’s last thoughts were of the men of his regiment whom he had killed before defecting. He wondered if it was worth it.’

			‘Enough. I could have summarised from data alone.’

			‘Mm, but not the specifics. Not the blood and toil of it. You see lines of code, kernels of data, but I see the meat of the matter. The rich tally that must be paid.’

			‘It was an accident, nothing more,’ Vor grumbled. He returned his scrutiny to the records. ‘Seems there was another unexpected tectonic event.’ His brow furrowed as he worked at the cogitator arrays. ‘They are growing more regular… and peaking in intensity.’

			‘A poor omen.’

			‘It could be a simple quirk of geology,’ Vor said. His hands moved quicker now, fluid with understanding. He parsed through systems, eyes flicking from read-out to read-out. The hololiths ceased to display their relentless tithe of men and materiel, instead transmuting into a rendition of the planet they occupied. ‘Or perhaps not so simple…’

			The psyker-taint faded and the Living Prayer moved back to stand beside the Red Castellan. ‘No?’ he prompted.

			‘Not quite,’ Vor said, distracted. ‘It should not have happened. I had assumed that this world was, to a greater or lesser extent, stable in its tectonics. Nothing natural should be tormenting it to this degree.’ He paused. ‘I could have been wrong, of course. Yet the data should not lie.’

			The Prayer was silent for a moment. ‘The warp has been in upheaval since the glories of the Cicatrix Maledictum scarred the heavens. Even this world was not immune to the Maelstrom’s expansion. Perhaps it is simply the whimsy of the immaterium? The psykers we keep here have been disturbed of late.’ He looked away. ‘I have felt it too. It does not feel like the voice of the gods, storm-spoken and true. It feels polluted, as though a bad storm curdles across the materium’s skin.’

			‘I do not think so,’ Vor said. ‘Not entirely. Something is affecting the system’s gravity. It could be an external factor.’

			‘Can you determine what it is?’ The Living Prayer tilted his head and winced, the sound amplified through the helm speakers.

			Vor looked round. ‘Perhaps it is warp-based, after all. You do not sound well, my brother.’

			‘It…’ Vor could hear the gritting of the other warrior’s teeth. ‘It is nothing.’

			Vor sighed. ‘Regardless, return to your tame psykers, coddle and salve them, and have them send reply to Huron. Assure him that we will intensify our efforts and deliver him what he needs. No doubt he will launch his attack in the offing. We must ensure that the groundwork he lays is not put to waste.’

			‘Ever–’ The Living Prayer hissed with pain. ‘Ever the logistician. I hope your primarch valued your abilities as much as the Tyrant does.’

			‘Just as I hope your primarch is eternally disappointed in your blunted schemes and your misplaced zeal.’ Vor laughed and gestured away. ‘Leave me. Go send the messages and then rest. If matters escalate here, then we will need all the warriors we can muster.’

			The Living Prayer paused by the door, turning back one last time. ‘You truly anticipate that it will come to that?’

			Vor Tethrak looked out at the burning horizon and the tormented sky above it. He was no psyker, and disdained most of their poisoned gifts, but even he could sense something upon the air. Oppressive and waiting. ‘At this point, we should be prepared for anything.’
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			CHAPTER SEVEN

			COUNTER-ATTACK

			It was said that the scale of the void was merely Chogoris writ large, and that when the cosmos was forged it was in imitation of that perfect world.

			Gantulga could well believe it as he stood upon the bridge of the strike cruiser Khan’s Vengeance, only recently refitted from wounds taken in extremis. A sleek vessel, almost two miles of white and crimson, as sharp and readied as a tulwar. It was a blade in his arsenal, just as he was an arrow in the Khan’s quiver. A weapon, readied for the war that awaited them all.

			I bear his seal and his vengeance. No matter the cost, I will run the enemy down. In the Khan’s name.

			‘You have done well to gather so many to this task,’ Altan said as he stepped up beside Gantulga. The Stormseer seemed even older and more frail as he stood beside the Terminator-armoured form. Gantulga wondered at the disparity that would ensue when he was confronted with Tuguldur. There was a contrast to be observed there, between the Dreadnought and the Stormseer: the stolidly physical set beside the ephemeral, the mystical. 

			Gantulga shrugged and did not answer the zadyin arga. He stared out into the void and the ruptured near-space that confronted them: the edges of the Shetlock Belt, rocks and ice aglow with reflected warp light.

			The tides of the Maelstrom had waxed strong, spreading their poison across the systems of the Yasan Sector. Thaxis was no different. There had been other skirmishes throughout the belt and around it – half-hearted pushes to reinforce Vydoria and wrest the agri world from the hands of the Red Corsairs. Reports had drifted outwards, back to the home world, detailing the enemy’s predations. Consolidation of their power, stripping away of resources, everything that would be expected of piratical fiends such as the Red Corsairs. Gantulga knew – they all knew – that if they did not force the issue then there would be nothing left when the enemy was driven from the domains of the Great Khan.

			Or perhaps they would never be driven away at all…

			His hand tightened and he heard the storm bolter click at his wrist, primed by errant thoughts. The digits of his power fist flexed and he felt, for the first time in a long time, as though his body and mind were approaching some old unity.

			‘They will be waiting for us. You know this,’ Gantulga said eventually. 

			‘Of course I know this,’ Altan replied. ‘They will task us, every step of the way. That is why we must ride swiftly and fight harder than they are capable of.’

			Gantulga looked at the Stormseer’s wargear and gestured down at his own armoured form. ‘Easier for some than for others.’

			‘Within this ship we all move at the same speed within the open void.’

			‘And that is where it will be decided,’ Gantulga said. ‘Shipmaster Naran, are you ready?’

			The old mortal nodded curtly. His hair was tied back in a braid, a coil of silver against the cold iron of his throne. His beard still possessed a smatter­­ing of black amidst the grey, quirked around the smile his lips bore. 

			‘Aye, lord. I am as ready as I have ever been. The others have their orders. When we light our engines and begin the first sweep into the fray, they will follow. No signals to alert the enemy. Only the Khan’s justice and the berkutra.’ 

			‘The hunter’s cut is a well-executed approach to void war,’ Altan put in. ‘We are lucky to have your skill and wisdom with us.’

			‘You do me an honour, zadyin arga.’

			‘I speak only truth. I am only here to advise and observe. It is noble Gantulga who honoured you with his choice.’

			Gantulga’s armour grumbled as he moved around to face them both. The enthroned shipmaster sat there, bonded to his post by interface cables and the haptic controls that glimmered on the chair’s arms. 

			‘He is right,’ Gantulga said, nodding. ‘This is the consequence of your skill. No finer hunter of the stars. Of all those who have been spared, you bore the most natural talent. You will lead this detachment and strike the killing blow against the enemy. By your craft shall the foe’s head be taken and mounted along the road to Quan Zhou. No matter the cost.’

			The Stormseer’s eyes flicked over to Gantulga as he spoke those final words, as though in warning. Gantulga ignored it. 

			‘You will bring us about and commence the advance, as soon as humanly possible.’

			‘As you say, my lord.’ The shipmaster bowed his head and shouted orders in broad Khorchin. ‘Full gallop, the surest effort of every last man! May the engines burn like the fury of the Khagan! A thousand swift deaths upon his enemies!’

			Gantulga’s jaw tightened, unseen within his helm. No, he thought. No quick end for these enemies. Only suffering.

			The ship rumbled forwards. The deck plates trembled, stirring the ­recycled air, making the banners and oath papers flutter, setting the flamelight of the braziers swaying. Hands drummed at their stations as though their faith alone could coax the vessel on to greater speed. 

			Then they were plunging, diving, through the cold debris of the Shetlock Belt upon a plume of fire, a war cry upon every lip.

			The Spectre of Ruin prowled along the edges of the Shetlock Belt, maintaining its effortless command of local space.

			They were not safe, no matter how many precautions had been taken. At least half of the system’s assets were still contested, even if the balance of power lay in favour of the Red Corsairs. White Scars counter-assaults were still common, the Imperials desperate to reclaim the territory stolen from them before it was twisted beyond recognition.

			They have the example of their home world to torment them. Huron laughed to himself as he strode across the bridge of his flagship. He gestured with his axe at his crew. 

			‘Keep watch. They will be upon us when they wish it, not when we do.’ He grinned as he crouched close to one of the gunnery officers. ‘I take it all weapons are primed?’ 

			The man nodded and tried to hunch deeper below the brim of his iron helmet. Huron merely chuckled and turned away, swinging his axe round again. 

			‘And the shields?’

			‘Aye, lord!’ someone cried from across the bridge.

			‘And here we are, all alone in the cold dark. Mere prey to be chased by the bold hunters.’ He smiled. ‘What a prize this must seem to them.’ He turned back to his master of vox. ‘Ensure that all squads are ready throughout the ship. If they try to board then I want them turned back. Hurl them into the void and let the gods piss on what remains.’

			He paused and tapped his axe against the edge of a console. 

			‘And make sure Garreon is not disturbed. He will only find this tedious, until the bodies begin to be piled at his feet.’

			An alarm began to sound, ringing out through the bridge space. Despite their fear at their master’s proximity and the knowledge of the oncoming enemy, the crew had enough sense of self-preservation not to react or panic openly.

			‘Now the dance begins again…’

			The White Scars ships tore across the void, faster than they had any right to be, scoring the darkness with the roar of their engines. Fragments of ice boiled into vapour, swept away by the relentless advance of the vessels into the fray.

			There were nine in all. A paltry force by the standards of many Imperial undertakings but enough for the sons of Chogoris to spite their enemy and avenge the most recent slights. Six of the lighter ships threw themselves up and over the belt in wide arcs, spreading outwards like the wings of a hawk, in a sweep of white armour and fire. 

			Their names, still engraved in the armouries of the White Scars, were the Sure Lance, the Mercy of the Storm, the Heaven’s Fury, the Stalwart Hunter, the Last Horseman and the Master of the Stars. Each was a Gladius-class frigate, boldly drawing the enemy’s eye with their huntsman’s fervour.

			Through the midst of the belt bludgeoned the heavier vessels. At the head of the spear tip came the Khan’s Vengeance, the strike cruiser prowling like some apex predator. Its escorts were of the same class. One was called the Swordfall and the other was the Iron Judgement. This was the heart of their strength, ships mighty enough to turn aside the roiling fields of debris and even the greatest guns of the enemy. The three of them would slam into the flank of the Spectre of Ruin as it wheeled about to deal with the flurry of lighter attack vessels.

			Proximity alarms began to sound. At first merely at the presence of the asteroids, but then again, louder and sharper. 

			Aboard the Khan’s Vengeance Gantulga’s head snapped around. ‘What is happening?’ he growled at Naran.

			‘Patience, brother,’ Altan began. ‘We will know soon enough.’

			‘No. Give me your thoughts, shipmaster. Now.’

			Naran hesitated. ‘We are being bombarded by active auspex sweeps, my lord.’

			‘Damn them,’ Gantulga said. ‘This changes nothing. We push forwards.’

			‘With caution,’ Altan said.

			‘Caution be damned!’ Gantulga snapped. ‘Shipmaster, you are renowned for your skill. Prove it now and bring honour to your people.’

			The older man swallowed hard and then nodded. ‘More power to the forward voids. All weapons readied.’

			Something burst in the main viewport, a sudden rush of sun-bright illumination triggering a chorus of supplementary sirens. Plasma detonated ahead of them, tainted with heavy metals and filthy ancient atomics. An asteroid came apart in a welter of fragments, rock and burning ores spinning outwards in glittering waves that sent other debris flying.

			‘Traps,’ Gantulga spat. ‘The weapons of a coward.’

			Another asteroid shattered with a single, precise shot from the enemy. This one cracked like an egg, almost gracefully, as though the fracture lines had been carved or worked into the rock. 

			The first flashing and bleeping orbs began to tumble free. Compared to the shrapnel that had already been unleashed, they moved with an almost predatory eagerness, seeking with magnetic intent. 

			‘Turn,’ Gantulga shouted. ‘Damn you, turn us!’

			Naran was already echoing that shout, directing the crew, his hands a blur. Everything lurched. Gantulga watched as one of the crew lost her footing, cracking her skull against the side of a control dais. Altan moved to her side, checking her wounds.

			Ahead of them the first of the detonations began.

			By Huron Blackheart’s design and will, the trap was sprung. 

			Asteroids exploded, disgorging their components and their contents. Fragments and entire segments tumbled through the void, obeying no gravitational pull. Others came apart to reveal nests of mines. Auspex baffles vied with sensor vanes, frustrating the foe and informing Huron’s warriors.

			The first ships activated themselves. They had rested, silent and powered down, waiting for the first signals as the Spectre’s shots hurtled into the midst of the belt. Now systems ignited and the ships rose, haltingly at first, before surging up from the depths. The lighter ships of the White Scars met the crimson vessels of Huron’s fleet. The first lance strikes cut through the void, hewing more asteroids apart even as they bit at the void shields of the enemy.

			The Gladius-class ships shook under the sudden onslaught, their great motion arrested. They slowed and turned to meet the new assaults, the main focus of their attack forgotten. 

			The Spectre of Ruin spun about and began its own lumbering progress into the midst of the belt. The by-blows of the Tyrant’s wrath slammed against the void shields, light blazing around the battle-barge as the projectiles were shunted into the warp, dissolved to pure energy. 

			The guns were roaming, training themselves upon the three strike cruisers that were still driving onwards, defying the storm of fire and madness around them. The white of their hulls was aglow with plasma and firelight, burning with the light of the Rift that filtered down and refracted from the ice and stone.

			A voice cut across the open comms, laughing as it finally put its will into words.

			‘Sons of Chogoris, bastards of Jaghatai, hear me. This is your lord and master speaking. Huron Blackheart of the Red Corsairs welcomes you to his dominions and commends you to the void. May this wretched strip of rubble serve as a ­fitting grave for you and yours.’

			‘The whoreson shows himself,’ Gantulga said.

			The auspex swam with false signals and enemy returns. Chaos itself was unfolding before them as the crew scattered across the bridge, answering the call of countless systems and screaming orders. Gantulga stood at the heart of it, as unyielding as a mountain rising up from the plains. 

			‘We have him now. This is our opportunity.’

			‘He has prepared for this,’ Altan said. ‘All is upheaval. He will drown us in confusion before he burns us from the void.’

			‘Let it be so,’ Gantulga said.

			‘You cannot mean that? Already the ships above are in danger.’

			‘And yet we have our strength here. Three strike cruisers can match him.’

			‘Till his minions descend upon us!’

			‘I will not be found wanting. The time of cowardice is at an end. Blood for blood shall be the answer to our Khan’s call. There will be a reckoning.’

			‘If you force it, then many will die.’

			‘If we die, then we die as warriors. As White Scars.’ Gantulga slammed his open gauntlet against his faceplate, where the ritual scar lay beneath. ‘We bear our wounds with pride so that we may die with honour. If I do not do this, then I die in shame.’

			The ship shook again as the Spectre’s fire found its range. The shields flared hot, blinding the viewscreen. 

			‘Let us fight as the Khan’s chosen. Yours is the storm to bring down upon the foe.’

			‘Hai Chogoris,’ Altan mused quietly.

			‘Hai Chogoris!’ Gantulga echoed, and raised his voice and fist as one.

			All the other voices upon the bridge echoed him in turn.

			‘Look at them, scurrying like insects,’ Huron muttered.

			The macrocannons sounded, hurling a murderous broadside into the midst of the enemy, cracking into the side of one of the lesser strike cruisers. Huron’s keen eye had picked out the bold preening of their leadership and stood ready to strike the head from the serpent. The companion vessels, though… They defended their master with an obstinate loyalty. 

			‘So willing to die for their Emperor and the ghost of their gene-father. All they have is honour to prove. It is almost pathetic.’

			His eyes darted from station to station as hololiths bloomed and died. Strategic overlays of the battlescape warred with tactical appreciations from other portions of his forces. Each melded together perfectly, displaying vast fields of fire and traceries of killing arcs.

			It was beautiful. Truly and transcendentally compelling. In so many ways this was what he lived for. This was his purpose as a warrior. To survey the extent of his holdings and to ruthlessly expunge any enemy who dared to challenge him.

			That was what it meant to be strong, to stand as a presence so remote from his implements that he saw as a god saw, and struck accordingly. A bitter thrill passed through Huron’s ravaged form, trembling through flesh, armour and cybernetics. Each flash of light was a testament to his skill. Every detonation, every frantic burst of vox-traffic, showed that his design still had power. No matter what his detractors might think.

			‘Who will be the first to die?’ Huron wondered aloud.

			No one answered. That made him smile. All around him his subordinates did not look up from their stations. They worked in consummate silence, every facet of their being turned towards the pursuit of pain and victory. 

			The bridge seemed to shift with every shot, the walls warping imperceptibly, the shadows looming darker each time an order was barked. Lightless whispers drifted around the internal space, lingering at the ear of each crew member. The Spectre of Ruin was a haunted thing, as any implement of the Ruinous Powers was, no matter how much its master might proclaim sole dominance. As though in answer, voices echoed through its halls, the chants of mortals, mutants and transhumans. Binharic chittering dribbled out from the darkened alcoves of the bridge in the fitful prayer of the Dark Mechanicum who served the Tyrant’s will. 

			‘It would be a fine thing indeed to draw first blood,’ Huron mused.

			Silence then.

			Against all odds, Huron’s forces were the first to die.

			Above the fray the White Scars vessels fired their thrusters and turned almost in one motion, flipping end over end to point their broadsides into the ranks of the enemy.

			The Stalwart Hunter fired first. Ordnance slammed into the front lines of the Red Corsairs fleet, bursting void shields with contemptible ease. The Crimson Retribution, a doughty yet eager Carnage-class cruiser, staggered in the hail of fire before its prow caved in. Each White Scars volley hit with practised coordination, hammering the armoured front of the vessel back into itself like a fighter caving in a nose.

			The shells continued to strike, bursting apart the ship in a spray of metallic innards. The Retribution had never been noteworthy, defined only by arrogance and kill-lust, now delivered back upon it sixfold. Its reactors finally exploded, taking the engines with them in a spray of white-hot energy and annihilating matter.

			A cheer went up across the vox, the ragged cry of warrior kin as they celebrated a fine kill.

			‘Hai Chogoris, monster! You do not rule here. This is what we were born for!’

			Yet through the flash-freezing corpse of the dead ship came others. Heavy cruisers that had lain cold now burned forwards with charnel frenzy. Lance fire streaked through the void, atomising ship components and asteroids. They thundered onwards and upwards, intent on breaking the weaker strength of the White Scars.

			Just as below the Spectre of Ruin surged ahead with murder in its own heart.

			‘They are cocky, I will give them that,’ Huron said with a grim smile. ‘Who commands the assault force above?’

			‘Porrux, lord,’ called one of the vox-operators. ‘Once of the Marines Malevolent, directing from aboard the Proud Defiance.’

			‘Oh, excellent,’ Huron said. ‘I never liked him, but he does excel at a little brutal correction. They are in good hands, these little hunters. Good hands indeed.’ He raised his claw and pointed. ‘Now, kill those strike ­cruisers for me. Let me watch their pretty little toy ships break.’

			The Spectre thundered again. One of the crimson sigils representing the enemy began to flicker. Huron’s mouth tightened into a sneer. The rumble of his breathing, that mix of flesh and artificial rhythm, hitched again.

			They were dying. So many of them cast to the flames. He could imagine himself striding through the fire as a conquering Tyrant, tearing the ships apart with his claws as readily as his ship tore them from the void. He pictured their thousandfold deaths, swirling about him. The crewmen ripped from their stations, bodies tumbling and breaking as the pull of the void yanked them out into the infinite. Here and now Huron’s imagination ran amok, relishing the agonies he inflicted upon his foes.

			He was about to speak, to savour again the pain of his enemy, when all erupted into noise and confusion. Vox-signifiers cut through the clamour, and for a moment Huron was sure they had been hit, outmanoeuvred somehow, and brought within killing range of the enemy.

			‘Priority vox-message, lord,’ someone called, then shrank back as Huron rounded upon them. ‘A relayed astropathic missive. Triangulated through Thaxis command. It bears the seals of the Red Castellan at Tiajin.’

			‘And that is somehow important to us, here and now?’ Huron snapped. ‘You interrupt my war for a logistics update?’

			‘Forgive me, lord. It has been relayed by the Master of the Forge himself upon Thaxis. It demands your attention.’

			‘What is it?’ Huron growled, claws flexing.

			The mortal swallowed hard. ‘It reads… “My lord. We can no longer maintain reliable support for the war effort through the Tiajin warp routes. There can be no doubt. A shadow falls across the Maelstrom that you rule and the sectors you covet. The Devourer, lord. The Devourer has come.”’

			And for a moment, in the darkness of his domains, in the midst of fire and war, with blood surging in his hearts and in his throat, silence fell upon the core of the Tyrant’s rule.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			ACT II

			BEASTS IN THE ABYSS

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			

			‘What can be said of the tyranids? They are vermin, little more. The xenos are nothing next to the trials which my warriors face. Let lesser Chapters hold the line while the Wardens do their work.’

			– Attributed to Lugft Huron, Chapter Master of the Astral Claws
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			CHAPTER EIGHT

			TO REIGN IN HELL

			It had begun, as many catastrophes begin, with ponderous slowness.

			The gravitic disturbances had only intensified, frustrating any of Vor’s attempts to isolate their source. Work crews had toiled in the depths until they emerged, blinking and bloodied, into the wan sunlight. They carried no answers from the underworld, refusing to look back as though the deeper darkness would rush forward to consume them.

			It was almost a relief for the Red Castellan when the returns from the outer system began to resolve themselves into relatable data, slowly but surely indicating that something moved, ship-scale, in the clouds of debris that marred the outer reaches.

			At last an enemy that I can see and understand. Even if it is an impossibility.

			Tyranids. The Great Devourer itself, pouring into the very maw of the warp. There was no logic to it that he could understand. Not truly. In a galaxy wrought with cataclysm and wonder, it was a strange and terrible thing. 

			The word had been sent forth immediately. The Living Prayer had dutifully trudged through the inner confines of the command fortress, up through the vaulted passageways and concealed stairs that led to what passed for the astropathic nave. It was a whispering and sorcerous place that suited the Word Bearer’s mood more than it did that of the erstwhile Iron Warrior.

			‘Yet it must be so,’ Vor mused to himself. ‘Lest our master be denied his dominion.’

			It was a vexing proposition. Scattered reports were reaching them from across the Maelstrom – a truly unprecedented show of force from a xenos enemy that eschewed the warp’s corrosive touch, save for specialised breeds which seemed to thrive upon purging that corruption. 

			So many, now. In a place where they had no right to be. Vor laughed. Is this some jest of the gods? That they can tear the galaxy in twain and spill irre­levancies from the wound? What sad tumult spawned these monsters? Where are they from?

			He was no expert in tyranid biology. Vor knew enough to kill them and that was more than adequate. He wondered if he could trace their lineage by the mottling on their flesh, summarising their gene-history as readily as he interpreted war cartography. 

			There would be time for that later. When the emergency had passed and all was restored to the reliable drudgery of industry and logistics, then he could mount them as trophies and scrutinise them till he was satisfied. There was eternity to look forward to.

			Since the first signals had filtered down to them he had not left the command bunker, hunched over the lecterns and interpreting the data. His fingers moved in a blur, sometimes hitting hard enough to crack the runic keys. Everything flowed before his eyes in a rush of pure information, as close to direct absorption as was possible without the ability to access the more esoteric systems of the Dark Mechanicum.

			Perhaps I have chosen the wrong path for myself. I could have liberated my mind rather than pared away the flesh that rebelled against me. What might I have become had I dedicated myself wholesale to the processing of raw information?

			A useless thought that he had dismissed easily. They were who they were, whether shaped by choices or fate. They had found their destinies, one way or another. Vor Tethrak had become a creature utterly devoted to the application of cold logic, the rational application of artillery and killing force. Conversely, his opposite number, who once hailed from the XVII Legion, had given himself over to the whims of the gods. Carried along on his own tides of zeal and madness.

			Vor let his fingers drum against the cogitator’s casing, careful not to dent it. His rhythm was settling into a regular tattoo, undercut by the ­perpetually responsive clicking and whirring of the cogitator engines. More had been brought into the command sanctum, dragged by militia work crews, hefted up by cargo servitors or stimm-swollen ogryn slaves.

			All to feed Vor’s relentless yearning for information.

			The flow of logistics had slowed to a crawl, all men and materiel ­sequestered away from the millionfold eyes of the enemy, stored safely for when the Tyrant’s will could once again be indulged. Until such time, they lay at Vor’s disposal. Representations of militiamen and munitions streamed across the screens as readily as they were moved across the surface of Tiajin. Sorted into their places upon the tallies and censuses here, and then marched in perfect order into their billets. 

			That was joy. That was truth.

			Vor’s soul was only content when he had absolute command of his surroundings, able to shape circumstance and battlefield to his whim. There was no greater control than to hold the fate of millions in your hands, directing the supplies and aid that kept men alive or making the strategic determinations that rained down ordnance upon uncounted victims. Power lay there, in the vast array of artillery and the near-infinite demands of logistics. These were his prayers and his temples, just as his father had taught him, lessons etched into the iron of his soul down the long millennia. Wounds and marks that even the Tyrant’s red could not erase.

			He marvelled, sometimes, at the synergy that Huron Blackheart managed to enforce. Warriors of so many different bloodlines and origins, ­loyalist and traitor both, and yet all working to the same ends. More reliable than the Imperium’s stunted attempts in the Deathwatch and more lasting than the grey Legions that had once danced to Guilliman’s tune. It was as though the Tyrant was able to forge accords between Astartes who ought to be sworn opposites, just as it was with Vor and the wretched excuse for a warrior who called himself the Living Prayer.

			Vor stepped back from the terminal and rolled his shoulders. He had lost track of how long he had stood there, locked to the console by bonds of duty. 

			The xenos were still in the outer system, as though confused. Moving around in animalistic patterns, struggling against the interplay of reality and unreality. Slowly being pushed away from the burning hell-light of the Great Rift towards the ice moons of one of the outer gas giants, a red-brown orb of perpetual storms which had already begun to bleed with the reflected illumination of the Rift.

			‘Any progress?’

			Vor turned at the voice and scowled to see his opposite number. Despite the clicking and whirring of his wheel-studded armour, the Prayer was capable of strange feats of stealth, aided no doubt by his patrons beyond.

			‘Nothing yet. They’re hunting.’ He laughed bitterly. ‘Desperately chasing whatever sustenance they imagine lies in the outer system before they come for us. Or perhaps merely familiarising themselves with the lie of the land.’

			‘You give them much credit for mere beasts.’

			‘Do not let overconfidence become your poison of choice, my cousin. There is a cunning behind everything they do. Each action is the will of a vast and inhuman intelligence.’

			‘We both fought the Great Crusade, when we served weak ideals and a false god. There were horrors aplenty then that were the match of these biologic monstrosities. Why should we fear them?’

			‘Because they are many, and right now we are so very few,’ Vor said at last. ‘There are scattered reports from across our holdings that this is not an isolated occurrence. They wash up upon the shores of our defences like the leavings of the deep, seeping their venom and flailing in their death throes. Cast from some other war.’

			‘With faith, all things can be surmounted.’

			‘More of Lorgar’s wisdom. Wonderful. Perturabo had a very similar turn of phrase, though he would say that artillery can eradicate all obstacles, not faith.’

			The forever-helmeted head tilted up, regarding the projected images and maps that surrounded the Red Castellan. The Word Bearer’s voice carried the hidden smile beneath. ‘And yet without faith, without the gods, no shells would fly. No ships would traverse the void. No great works of man would endure.’

			‘You may be mistaking fuel for faith.’

			‘Enough, cousin. There is too much idle blasphemy between us already. Let us not sully a moment where we should be united in purpose, whether we consider it holy or not.’

			‘As you say,’ Vor grumbled. ‘The signal is away, yes? You are certain of it.’

			‘I oversaw the rites myself, though the sorcerers were forced to expend much more of their strength than I expected. The warp’s tides grow turgid around us.’

			‘I expect all your rituals will be draining from here on,’ Vor said, trying to ignore the cloying scent of incense that wafted from the Prayer’s ornate armour. 

			The Word Bearer seemed to notice, raising a hand to idly tap at one of the censers hanging from his pauldron. 

			‘Not that you should be performing them, anyway,’ said Vor. ‘The Tyrant binds sorcery to his will only when necessary. He would not want his works riven through with your… Colchisian fervour.’

			The Prayer bristled at the words, but ignored them. ‘I take it,’ he said as he looked at the slowly rotating astrocartographic projections, ‘that you are already composing whatever grand symphony of macro-munitions you intend to hurl out at the enemy.’

			‘The beginnings of a piece, certainly,’ Vor said with a nod. ‘My work is above, just as yours is below. You may not be of much strategic use, but you have always excelled at the art of rousing lesser beings.’

			‘That was almost a compliment.’

			‘Mortals enjoy the purpose that zeal gives them, I cannot doubt that. I merely find it unbecoming in warriors of our stature and ability.’ ­Augmetics whirred as Vor turned away from the display to face the Prayer.

			‘You are telling me that you have never believed in anything? Truly?’

			‘I value the surety of iron, cousin. I clasp that to my breast and hold it dear. I have always believed in the certainty of my own actions. The necessity of bloody, grinding sacrifice and unyielding determination. Just as my father taught me.’ He smiled to himself. ‘But all else that I have put my faith in? What has become of that? The Great Crusade was nothing more than an indulgent lie. Horus’ grand rebellion came to nothing. Terra still stands, though it was riven through the heart of it, almost broken beneath the Warmaster’s blades. We had it in our teeth and we could not finish what we began. Then, being hunted across the span of the galaxy until we were driven back to the final redoubt available to us. A cage of fire and suffering made real.’

			He paused and reached out, grasping the haft of the thunder hammer he had left reclining against one of the cogitator banks.

			‘After all that, why should I still possess faith in anything but myself?’

			Beyond the central node of the fortress, tens of thousands toiled. 

			Since the first sounding of the alarms they had been forced out into the open, drilling endlessly until their feet ached or digging trenches that stretched out around the exterior of the compound. Orders were barked by red-uniformed overseers, their faces hidden behind snarling iron masks. Each of their right hands had been daubed black with paint or oil, ­mimicking the Tyrant’s sigil and his weapon. All moved to the will of the Red Castellan, his words diffused throughout the thronging multitudes by snarling laud-hailers.

			Most wore rebreathers, their breath fogging against the chrome and glass interiors, sparing their lungs from the thin and polluted air of Tiajin. Their uniforms and armour plating were slicked with sweat, clinging to where they met exposed skin. All of them were so very mortal in the face of absolute annihilation, assured that the wrath of their masters could yet far outstrip the alien horrors that were slowly drawing near.

			There was a degree of bravery in that, the Prayer mused as he walked. He carried the weapon of his former office, a spiked and bladed crozius of the old Legion, turning it over in his hand as often as he let the ferrule hit the rockcrete walkway beneath his boots.

			Once, almost an eternity ago, he had walked the iron paths of Ghalmek and watched the forge slaves toil their own empty lives away. Blind and scarified in ways that pleased the Gods Beyond, they had at least proved a more aesthetically pleasing workforce than Huron’s drab militia. He even retained a few choice skins in his chambers, some of the few possessions he had carried with him into exile.

			His flesh twisted beneath his armour as though it could feel the cold and gritty air brushing across it. Each caress was amplified and exaggerated until it was a scraping pressure against his skin, one that could almost scour away the intricate tattoos that covered him from head to toe. 

			It had been some time since he had consciously thought of Ghalmek, a place as close as he had ever come to having a true home. He included it nightly in his prayers to the Pantheon, wishing suffering and slow death upon all those who had betrayed him.

			Fearful of my power and my ambition, as all weak men are.

			Yet perhaps it had been the Changer’s will that he should come to this end. As readily sidelined by the Tyrant as he had been by his own brothers, he had nevertheless carved out a place for himself. Alongside Tethrak he had command of this world. The once-and-former Warsmith had not been wrong when he said that the Prayer’s talents lay in stirring the hearts of the masses.

			Just as Lorgar intended for us – to be builders and shapers of religious consensus. Those are the bricks that shall build the temples of the gods.

			His thoughts were not as complex as Vor’s when it came to his own gene-sire. His faith in his father had never wavered, not truly. Instead it had crystallised into something beautiful and fragile, something that doubt would never touch – lest it destroy it utterly. The weaker of his brothers, lesser men all, were the ones who had betrayed their primarch. Siding against the Living Prayer was jealous determination, undermining the holy work that the Urizen had set before them.

			‘Perhaps when this storm has passed,’ he whispered, ‘perhaps then I will have my vengeance and return in glory.’

			He talked to himself often. Vor Tethrak was a dullard, near mono-maniacal in his obsessions with ranged warfare and logistical excellence. Compared to that, the Living Prayer considered himself the only truly urbane company on the planet.

			Too many others of Huron’s reavers were hollow avatars of destruction, self-absorbed pirates with no ambitions beyond their own aggrandisement and the gathering of plunder. As much as they were eager to hurt the Imperium, they lacked the conviction which had been bred into the Traitor Legions and sharpened down the long millennia of their banishment. 

			He almost pitied them their ignorance, and yet envied them on some level for their freedom from the old grudges. Huron Blackheart’s grievances were raw and visceral, where those of the Legions were ossified. They had been betrayed by the Imperium as it was now, not by the Emperor as He had been. Together, perhaps, they could rend both asunder, to find vengeance and satisfaction in equal measure.

			‘We each play the part the gods have laid before us,’ he said quietly to himself. ‘Whether we believe that they play their Great Game or not.’

			Before he passed beneath another gateway into the cover of the fortress, he cast his eyes upwards again, imagining that perhaps the sky had already begun to darken with the millionfold horrors of the enemy.

			Not yet, he knew. But soon. Soon all would be decided, for good or ill.

			Within the halls, there were multitudes waiting. Workers shaking the pale dust from their clothing, even as their hands grasped possessively at their picks and shovels. Soldiers of the Tyrant stood in uneasy ranks, each one of them a mortal raised up from their drudgery and given over to sanctioned violence.

			Sanctified violence, perhaps.

			They watched him carefully, perhaps imagining his mood as changeable as the other Red Corsairs who garrisoned Tiajin. He prided himself on being above that. A more evolved being. Only those who had plumbed the mysteries of the warp and returned to the materium with some sense of sanity intact could understand or judge him.

			‘There will be times of trial ahead,’ he said. ‘Many will tell you that it is weakness to fear. It is human. I know that. We may stand beyond it, but mortal fear is no stranger to us. Trust only in this – the gods will be with you.’

			His words were met with silence. Some of the men stiffened with shock, to hear the words spoken aloud.

			‘And know that, when the time comes, I will stand with you all in their sight.’
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			CHAPTER NINE

			MATTERS OF COMMAND

			The silence held. Even amidst the roar of battle the air within the bridge had become as unmoving as Huron himself.

			He glared at the mortal serf, who did his best to cower closer to the floor grating. Huron let him scuttle away, almost too shocked to vent even a fraction of his choler.

			Tyranids. In my domain? Madness.

			Yet it was sent on from Thaxis. From Valthex himself. There were few more trusted voices within Huron’s limited circle. The Forgemaster would not mislead him as others might try to. Armenneus would not dash him on the rocks of his own ambitions. Not a feint, then. 

			‘Draw us back,’ Huron said at last, breaking the cancerous silence.

			‘Lord?’ asked one of the quailing bridge crew. Huron was on the man in a second, claws hooked into his uniform just below the shoulders, ready to shear him apart should the mood strike him.

			‘Do I need to repeat myself?’ Huron spat. His scarred skin was flushed red, almost the match of his armour. Iron teeth ground together as he loomed closer to the crewman, till the stink of rot and blood threatened to smother the mortal. ‘Draw us back, through the outer reaches of the belt. Lure them back towards Sanctum’s guns.’ He threw the man against the iron of his chair and turned back towards the viewports. ‘Regroup as many of our ships as we can. Order them all to their fallback positions and then to gather upon our signal.’

			The Spectre shook as debris and enemy fire found their shields. Huron grinned, his meagre flesh lit garish crimson by the detonations beyond the armaglass. ‘How like the universe to give me joyous battle and then strip it away from me. I should be wearing their skins as a cloak!’ he snapped. ‘Yet here I am, forced to pull back my strength, for the sake of…’ 

			Huron trailed off. He had wanted to say ‘of home’, and yet the thought itself caught in the jarring mechanisms of his throat.

			‘We have a domain to preserve,’ he said at last. ‘Our holdings to safeguard and our war to see to completion. That is all that matters now. We have strength enough to hold Thaxis and Gartuli. That will hem the mongrels in. Once the threat to our supply lines is dealt with, then we can return in force and make the White Scars pay for every scrap of void with blood.’

			Cheers greeted his pronouncements.

			‘Inform all ships that they are to have their Navigators prepare for warp translation as soon as possible. We are to gather at Tiajin.’ Huron paused for a moment and then smiled. ‘No details. Not yet. And give me the vox. I wish to address Porrux and the Proud Defiance myself.’

			Above the tumult there was only fire. Porrux snarled orders from his command throne, gesturing with undisguised rage as he arched forwards from the adamantine centre of the bridge.

			The White Scars were giving as good as they got, the bastards. Swift almost beyond comprehension, daring and cunning in equal measure. Porrux had never fought alongside them when he had still served the Imperium, but he had known their fearsome reputation. Now he saw it in practice as their ships weaved their way through the debris of the belt. 

			Perhaps the Tyrant’s trap had always been doomed to fail. Another empty show of power from the Master of the Maelstrom. He had come to the Tyrant’s service years ago, seeking the plunder and prestige denied to him even in his Chapter. There had been such opportunities, then. It had never truly felt like a burden. Now perhaps the Tyrant’s luck had run out, and he would suffer for the arrogance of the bastard. Porrux laughed grimly, the sound carrying over the hammering of alarms and the flaring alert lights. The voids were failing, yet it was not the final killing blow that he knew was coming. The White Scars were whittling them down, piece by piece, until they were ready to be boarded.

			Porrux had not rushed to answer Huron’s call to retreat. He could not and would not. Every part of his tattered soul recoiled at the idea of falling back, under any circumstances.

			Perhaps that makes me a fool, but I would rather die a fool than a coward. Huron can live with that, perhaps, but I will not.

			His fingers worked furrows into the metal of the throne’s arms. The ship tremored again and he snarled with frustration. 

			‘I want firing solutions, damn you! Every scratch upon the hull I will repay in the blood of you whimpering failures! Do you hear me? Each and every one of your wretched lives is forfeit if you fail me. I have no intention of dying here to these Chogorian bastards!’

			‘We have a vox signal from the Spectre of Ruin, lord,’ someone called, ignoring his threats. ‘Huron Blackheart wishes to address you himself.’

			‘Excellent,’ Porrux said. ‘Let him lay out his petty little plans so that I can spit them back into what remains of his face. Let us hear it, then.’

			‘Porrux,’ Huron’s voice oozed from the vox-casters, dominating the bridge space with a single word more than Porrux had with a thousand threats and jibes. ‘As much as I admire your tenacity, it does feel misplaced. I gave you an order.’

			‘I am aware,’ Porrux said. To defy was not so easy now. He could feel the cold weight of attention, from without and within, settling upon him. It would not do to show weakness here. ‘You may call it a rearguard action, if it suits you. I will not die unblooded.’

			‘Nor would I expect you to. You have received the subsequent orders, yes? Where I intend for you to meet with us?’

			Tiajin. A useless cog in the Tyrant’s logistical machine, now rendered into some vital lifeline for the war. Severing it would not end the conflict, not while the Maelstrom waxed strong. Yet it clearly had Blackheart rattled if he was drawing so much of their strength back to protect it.

			‘I have heard,’ Porrux said. ‘I simply have no interest in turning my back to the enemy, unlike some.’

			‘I always knew you had a warrior’s soul, Porrux,’ Huron said. ‘A bastard to the core, but one willing to die for the sake of stubborn pride.’ Above him the lumens flickered then went out, bathing the bridge in darkness before emergency systems reactivated. Sparks caught in the air like dying stars, fading away into phosphor smears of residual light.

			‘From you that could almost be a compliment, Blackheart.’

			‘It is not,’ Huron rasped. ‘I only wished to ensure that you had been properly briefed. I knew that you would linger, hungry for blood like some Khornate madman. Though you do not even have the excuse of falling prey to a god’s ­insanity. That, I could have understood. Never forgiven, but at least understood. At the end you are as you are, and as you have always been. A weak-willed and glory-hungry bastard.’

			‘Such flattery!’ Porrux laughed, though no one else did. The bridge had grown sepulchral, save for the muted roar of battle beyond. All eyes were locked upon him, the war all but forgotten as they watched their master mock the Tyrant himself. Porrux could sense the rawness of their terror, swelling to fill the bridge. Peace devolving into febrile panic as brittle authority finally met its breaking point. No amount of bluster could account for that, Porrux knew.

			He gestured sharply in the air and the Red Corsairs arrayed around the chamber stepped forwards, bolters raised. The murmured bleating of the cattle-crew faded and settled as they returned to their duties, before Huron’s voice came through once more.

			‘I do not intend to flatter you, cousin. You are brash and loud, a distraction at best and a future challenge at the very worst. It would never have come to that, but it is amusing to watch you flail about, desperate for relevance. Now you have it. I have always hated you, Porrux. Not out of any personal spite, but merely because you were always a predictable disappointment. Now I give you purpose. Be grateful.’

			‘You do not scare me, Blackheart.’

			‘I would hope not. Fools leave fear to others. You are so sure of your own supremacy that you do not see all that is arrayed against you.’ Huron’s voice grew distant, speaking to someone away from the vox-horn. ‘Now.’

			The ship rocked upon its axis, spun out and away by a withering fusillade as fire wreathed the collapsing voids. The shields were screaming, louder than the alarums that filled the bridge space, brighter than the pulsing alert lumens. The next shots had already found them, tearing at the Proud Defiance’s engines, hammering at the buried fury of the reactors.

			‘The White Scars?’ Porrux hissed. ‘They were too far away to bring such strength to bear, they…’ He trailed off, his head snapping around to glare at the vox-caster. ‘Blackheart! You worm. I will find you and repay you in blood, a thousandfold! I will visit such vengeance on you and your mongrels that no Apothecary nor Techmarine will be able to stitch together what remains! Do you hear me, Blackheart?’

			‘Your fellows have shown you what they think of you, Porrux. You will prefer the mercies that the White Scars offer to what I would have laid down upon you. I do not expect that you will die well, but that has never mattered to me. They will at least make it quick.’

			The signal died away. Porrux stared at the communications statement for a long moment and then bellowed in rage, howling as he drove his fists again and again against the cogitator housing.

			So lost was he in his rage that he did not notice when the first of the proximity sirens began to keen.

			They rode the stars as though they were upon the plains of home once more. At last unleashed, given fresh prey to hunt and kill. They plunged like ivory knives through the darkness, trailing fire even as they hurled it before them like spears.

			The prey at last had been shown as the weaklings they were. Betrayed by their own and left to be hunted and killed. Run down by the Great Khan’s chosen.

			Gantulga had watched the ship drawing near from a forward observation blister, noting every detail as it came closer. An ugly thing, garishly daubed in red, marked with the brazen stars that spoke of its new allegiance. The image of a clenched black fist dominated the prow of the vessel, a crude brand of ownership.

			They were brutes. Hollow men who flaunted their cruelty as though it were a virtue, breaking their oaths with no thought to the greater mass of humanity they were intended to protect. Gantulga’s own hands clenched. Rage welled up inside of him at the very sight and old wounds ached in his flesh, like fire kindled within his skin, lightning dancing along the scars of battle and ritual. He had never felt more complete than in this moment, where his ruined body could have use once more. When he could vent his agonies upon the deserving. 

			He turned from the aperture and froze.

			Altan stood, stock-still, watching him with a hunter’s detachment. Even fully armoured the zadyin arga moved with a fluid subtlety that Terminator plate now denied Gantulga. 

			‘The moment of battle,’ Altan said at last.

			‘As it was always meant to be,’ Gantulga affirmed.

			‘Do not be so quick to mistake will for fate, brother,’ Altan said, and laughed dryly. ‘You have made this happen. You lead, we follow, and all else is dust in the storm that ensues.’

			‘So now there is no fate, save what we force into being?’

			‘I simply present you with the truth, brother. Just as fate shapes us, so we shape fate. We cannot credit all the ripples to our tread alone.’

			‘You may as well tell me that fate is the river we drink from and piss in,’ Gantulga grumbled. 

			‘There are more elegant metaphors…’ Altan began, but Gantulga turned away in frustration. ‘Peace, Gantulga. Come. I am not your enemy here. None who stand with you are opposed to what you seek. We all wish vengeance for the slights done against us.’

			‘And now it comes to us. Lesser prey.’

			‘Prey nonetheless. Not all of them can be Blackheart.’

			‘Yet he is here!’ Gantulga snapped.

			‘And now he flees to hide beneath another rock, and behind greater guns.’ Altan pointed out from the viewport. ‘A ship of the enemy, with all its slaves and secrets bared. Now ours to cut free and drag into the light.’

			Gantulga was silent and then shook his head. ‘Forgive me, brother. You are right. Sometimes now it feels as though all that remains to me is choler.’

			‘Wrath is not purpose. Those who follow it are lost, because the red mist blinds us to our path.’ Altan placed his hand upon Gantulga’s shoulder. ‘Now tame your tempers, brother. Turn the correct tools to the battles that demand them. They lie ahead of us all.’

			Gantulga smiled coldly. He raised his fist and let flickering blue-white energy envelop it. 

			‘Then let us seize such moments by the throat.’

			Porrux did not linger upon the bridge. Unlike Huron, he was no coward.

			There were many amongst the Red Corsairs who would have balked at the notion of betraying their master, but time had seen those loyalties erode. Time, he supposed, and proximity to his own pugnacious soul. Even then, it was an easy thing to convince warriors that their distant lord had left them to die – especially when the ruptured engines served as such an obvious and brutal indicator. Thousands were dead already, countless mortals succumbing to the fire and smoke of the ship’s wounding. It filled the corridors, thick and black, choking those who were not blessed with transhuman gifts or who had not managed to find rebreathers. 

			Porrux needed no such indulgence. The smoke-dark air stirred as he passed, drawn into his lungs and filtered out as the mere irritant it was.

			He was not alone. Around him a makeshift honour guard had formed, gathered from those Red Corsairs who would choose death over dishonour and bloodshed over betrayal. Ragged, a motley patchwork of discarded loyalties, they were no different from any of the hundreds of other reavers who had joined to spare their own lives, or at Blackheart’s honeyed words. None here had begun their lives as Astral Claws, and that mattered a great deal to Porrux.

			Stravan advanced alongside Porrux, spinning his powered blade with languid contempt. Next to Porrux’s palpable rage, the Absolver’s choler barely scratched the surface. For him the great struggle was ended; he no longer had anything left to prove. There was only the sublime joy that came with murder.

			Behind them, more heavily armed, came another four warriors. Fulvir, who hailed from the broken brotherhood that had once called themselves the Thunder Barons, hefted a multi-melta, panning as he moved. Choler crackled within his eye-lenses, a relentless need to kill. Vroniss of the Graven Spectres matched his pace, brandishing a heavy bolter.

			Atilio brought up the rear, his head shrouded in a crimson hood darker than his armour. He carried a heavy blade, unpowered, drumming it against the tarnished storm shield mounted upon his left arm. The skulls that adorned the shield’s front were all transhuman scale, each one’s splayed jaws locked in a silent scream. Blood flowed, unbidden, from their empty sockets. The warrior had declared himself as of the Consecrated, and Porrux had not cared enough to seek further clarification. 

			With him there was Honorat, whose name Porrux had always thought a sublime irony. The Silver Guard carried an immense executioner blade he had taken from a Judiciar he had bested, letting it scrape absently along the deck behind him.

			Somewhere ahead the first airlocks were bursting open. The ship was dead in the void and now death seeped into it, not cold and slow as it ought to be, but swift and bearing fire. Yet more alarums sounded, till the air rang with nothing but the din of violation and the screaming of the machine spirits.

			‘Even iron is weak,’ Porrux spat. ‘Damn Blackheart for reducing us to this!’

			‘We will reap a tally of the Chogorians, at the least,’ Stravan said, his armoured shoulders rolling in a shrug. ‘That counts for something, gods willing.’

			‘The gods have abandoned us,’ Atilio called. ‘All that is left is to die well.’ His drumming never ceased. The blade clattered against the metal and bone of the shield, rhythmic, almost hypnotic, executed as precisely as a ritual. 

			Further ahead, bolter fire could be heard. Contrails streaked through intersections, hammering into the walls and casting up rains of sparks. Shrapnel filled the air.

			‘Here they come,’ Porrux said with a growl. ‘Form up!’ he called to his men, then opened the vox-link to the other squads spread throughout the ship. ‘Every last one of you, make them pay for every inch of ground!’

			A round punched through the gloom and ricocheted from Stravan’s helm. He hissed as his head snapped to the right, then raised an ornate ivory-inlaid plasma pistol. Light flared in the darkness, burning away the smog of dying machines and discharged munitions as it hurtled into the fray, trailing blue plasma fire. It struck nothing but air, impacting the walls of the ship in bursts of actinic light. Molten slag poured down the mutilated walls, spattering onto the deck in sizzling puddles.

			The White Scars surged forwards and into the fray. Shells burst against Porrux’s plate, forcing a growl from his lips. His eyes darted, tracking the foe as they hurled themselves left and right. Melta fire stalked their steps as his warriors sent their fury howling out ahead of them, making the walls ring and blaze like the interior of a furnace. Yet the White Scars moved with an effortless speed, a grace that reminded Porrux of the debased warriors of the aeldari. Mortal crewmen burst apart in their advance, torn to pieces by chainblades they never saw coming, bolter rounds detonating within them. Whether up close or at distance, the White Scars turned the corridors into precise killing fields. 

			Porrux could hear the roar of engines elsewhere in the ship, echoing louder now that the vessel’s own were silenced. Somewhere, in the hangars and the mustering arterials, the White Scars were bringing their bikes to bear.

			None of the defenders’ strikes had found purchase. The White Scars were a blur of ivory motion. 

			Then, from the centre of the shifting offensive line, something lumbered forwards, out of the smoke and into the fray. Larger and slower than its fellows, it was clad in the redoubtable Terminator plate Porrux had always aspired to but never worn. Battle-scarred, the white armour marred by unpainted cracks and black stains from old burns, it strode, silent where the other warriors whooped and bellowed. 

			Porrux grinned. Finally. A challenge.

			Perhaps this was what the gods had put before him. Not to run with his tail between his legs. Not to die for Blackheart’s glory, but on his own terms, as his own man. Something that the Imperium had never allowed him, and that Huron’s mania would never stomach. 

			He thrust his axe forward, the lit blade casting lunatic shadows. ‘You!’ he shouted, gesturing again. ‘Your armour will make a fine trophy.’

			The figure paused. Its power fist crackled, clenching in an involuntary spasm of rage.

			‘No,’ it said.

			Its other arm rose and the storm bolter fired. Where the last round had resounded from Stravan’s helm, this one tore through it. Blood and brain meat spattered against Porrux’s shoulder guard. 

			Behind the Terminator the shadows stirred as something vast moved. An assault cannon swung round, aiming into the ranks of the Red Corsairs. 

			‘And now,’ the corpse-voice of the Dreadnought rasped, ‘it is your turn to die.’

			Gantulga surrendered to his fury. He moved through the fire of battle with a ponderous inevitability, the slow onset of a storm front. His bolter roared, adding its own anger to the unfolding carnage. The rounds of lesser men dappled harmlessly against his armour, and for the first time since his maiming, he felt truly invincible. 

			Fire and lightning swathed him, cast forth against his foes by the hulking choler of Tuguldur and the crackling intensity of Altan’s gifts. The Storm­seer’s power was a blur of blue-white madness, the purity of the storm sieved from the sea of the warp. Altan’s hand snapped out from the White Scars’ ranks and the current surged forwards, earthing itself through the faceplate of one of the Red Corsairs. 

			The traitor had no time even to scream as the witchlight poured through his eye-lenses. The armour sagged inwards, glowing with a flicker of heat. The steam of atomising flesh hissed through the joins in the plate as armour seals melted. Altan focused, eyes narrowed and jaw set, till the crimson ceramite began to blacken. 

			Gantulga forged ahead. His fist was a blur of blazing motion, tearing through any Red Corsair who dared to get close. Armour parted as easily as wax beneath his grip. The nearest, a snout-helmed warrior with ornamental horns inlaid across his forehead, was slammed into a wall. Gantulga leant close, jammed his storm bolter under the Red Corsair’s chin and fired. The faceplate exploded in a burst of gore and shrapnel, leaving only a ruin of mangled bone and metal. 

			Gantulga barely had time to turn before a White Scar was reduced to half a glowing torso, a close-range melta blast atomising his upper half, leaving only a steaming, cauterised mass of viscera jutting from the armoured legs. The body stood for a moment, held in place by shock and locked mechanisms, then tumbled to the ground with a thud.

			Behind Gantulga the Dreadnought pivoted, howling with rage and loss. The barrels of his assault cannon began to spin, filling the close confines of the ship with a screeching that was quickly drowned out as the weapon began to fire. Red-armoured figures were reduced to bloody smears upon the walls, torn apart in Tuguldur’s ballistic rage. 

			Gantulga thundered through the smoke, trailing fire from his storm bolter and with his fist cloaked in lightning. The leader of this motley band of renegades swung for him, his axe blazing with unclean energy. Gantulga’s fist turned it aside, driving the lesser warrior’s arm against the corridor wall. The hiss of pain that rasped from the Red Corsair’s helm sent a swell of savage joy through Gantulga’s hearts. There was no guilt with it. Nothing save the satisfaction of seeing them hurt, just as Chogoris was wounded. Scarred, battered and broken, as Gantulga had been.

			The bellow of fury that forced its way from his lips was almost a surprise to Gantulga. Thunderous next to the heretic’s sallow agonies, rage and grief poured from him. His prey was panting with exertion, struggling to pull his arm free. He would lose it before it ever struck a son of Jaghatai again. Gantulga’s grin felt painful, etched upon his face as though with acid. 

			He laughed and felt for a moment the joy that came with killing. The sublime exaltation to which all of his gene-line were called. He felt it in the furnace of his soul, radiating out and through him like the caged lightning that flowed from his armour’s reactor. A semblance of the old unity returned, bit by bit, midwifed by pain and rage. 

			He slammed the Red Corsair against the wall again and then spun him about, hurling him into the midst of the throng. Let his lackeys see his weakness. I will make a spectacle of him and leave him like a trophy displayed before Quan Zhou. Gantulga could no longer hide the pleasure that surged through him with every blow, every delivery of pain to the deserving.

			The traitor bristled with humiliation and threw himself forwards again, his axe reduced to a blazing smear of light. Gantulga’s other hand shot up, storm bolter already firing. The shells detonated against the axe’s engaged power field, bursting apart in lurid sprays of light and colour. Gantulga jerked his arm back and down, and the bolter rounds finally found their mark.

			The traitor’s arm came apart at the wrist joint, showering the White Scars Terminator in blood and shards of red armour. He pistoned his other fist through the mess and cracked the Red Corsair’s chestplate, slamming him back against the wall again. He began to hammer his crackling fist into the other warrior’s torso, feeling the plate break beneath the exaggerated motions of the power fist’s fibre bundles. Gantulga opened his fingers, spread them and then dug them through the buckled ceramite, pulling at the flesh beneath, practically tasting the smouldering meat as he reduced it to powder.

			‘Brother,’ a voice said behind him.

			He barely heard it. All his focus and rage had turned outwards, directed into the husk that remained of his prey.

			‘Brother!’ it called again. Gantulga spun round, the mutilated Red Corsair still caught upon his gauntlet.

			Altan looked at him, wary concern flickering across his features even in the flame-lit midst of battle. Gantulga threw the Red Corsair leader’s body down and glared back at the Stormseer.

			‘They deserve nothing less,’ Gantulga snarled.

			Altan was quick to nod, still limned in fire. ‘I do not pity the enemy, brother. Simply remember where you are and what you represent. You must lead here. Not be the thrall of your anger.’

			Another Red Corsair screamed through the smoke, swinging a blunted blade madly around him. Altan’s psychic might arced about him, searing the interloper’s plate and hurling him back almost as a reactive afterthought, a by-blow lightning strike snarling through the tumult to burst the traitor apart.

			‘I am in control,’ Gantulga rasped. ‘Not my anger, and not you.’

			‘Brother, I–’

			‘Enough!’ Gantulga snapped. His foot came down hard on the vanquished champion’s helm. Ceramite strained. Lenses shattered beneath the singular force. ‘We have the ship,’ he said, and looked around. 

			The Red Corsairs were fleeing, the White Scars in pursuit, dogging the traitors’ every step. Chainswords hewed at the walls as they chased them down, punishing the defilement of the once proud vessel, tearing at its metal as surely as they would through armour or flesh. Gantulga turned back to Altan. 

			‘We will find where their master runs to, and we will hunt him down. That is our mission. I was given it by the Great Khan himself.’ 

			He paused, letting the silence hang there, cutting through the martial triumph of the White Scars.

			‘Will you deny us both our vengeance?’
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			CHAPTER TEN

			REPOSE

			He rested, and he dreamed.

			Huron Blackheart was not a creature of whimsy or idle fantasy. When he lived and dreamed, just as when he fought and bled, it was always with purpose. In truth he needed less absolute repose than others of his breed. The Astartes had been engineered for eternal war, unceasing toil in the service of an absent Emperor. Their requirements for sleep were far less than the mortals they protected, and could be expanded through careful use of the catalepsean node.

			So much of Huron was now machine, though. He was a flesh-spare warrior who would put many Techmarines to shame. His needs had become the melding of man and machine. A horrorwork of armour, mechanism and biological matter. 

			His thoughts were a smear of colour. Fire and melta light clawed at the bladed heavens. A palace was burning. His palace. The great edifice of thorns that had been raised by his genius and in honour of his power. He had ruled as a Tyrant, yes, but as a worthy lord. All of Badab Primaris had loved and feared him. Now it burned, falling apart around him, cracking like ancient pottery, leaving only the darkness and the void.

			Things laughed in the shadow, made from it and yet apart from it. Colours that were not colours welled up around him, great currents and eddies of will and emotion. Whispering surrounded him, the hissed urgency of desperate lords, and behind that there was another sound. So close to his ear, as intimate as the oldest friend, babbling in a language that only the two of them were privy to. The gibbering animal nonsense of…

			Of what?

			Huron’s hand clenched in the non-space of memory and the warp recoiled from him. The memory of the Ghost Razors faded, swimming away into the murk. His old weapons and raiment, as familiar as when he had still taken pride in them. Fire encompassed him, burning through him like the phoenix of ancient myth. Blue and silver were torn away in a clawstroke as time re-wrought meat and metal into something purer, forged in the crucible of his own bitter hate, marked by the symbols of the Pantheon he denied. 

			The whispering was louder now and the familiar pressure returned to his arm, clambering up to nestle upon his shoulder.

			Huron Blackheart opened his eyes.

			He had thought he was alone, back locked against the makeshift throne that dominated the audience chamber. A lesser simulacrum of his palaces, yet sufficient for his needs. A fragment of his power set adrift amidst the stars, that he might dominate all he surveyed. Still a master of whatever space he occupied, and a tyrant to all who looked upon him. Yet as he roused himself, he realised he was wrong. Garreon had been sitting nearby, idling the time away in a lesser seat. The kind reserved for supplicants.

			‘Pleasant dreams?’ the Corpsemaster asked mildly.

			Huron chuckled, the sound lodging in his throat with a liquid, gravelly quality. Garreon tutted quietly and rose, advancing to Huron’s side. His hands were checking the Tyrant’s throat before he could even protest, yet Huron said nothing. He was used to Garreon’s coarsely direct manner when it came to his duties.

			‘How…’ Huron began, before Garreon drew back his hand and let it plunge forwards again. A hydraulic hiss filled Huron’s ear as the injector bit at his neck. The Tyrant’s head lolled forwards and he blinked thrice in rapid succession before speech and movement began to return to him fully. ‘How go your works?’ he finished.

			‘As expected,’ Garreon allowed. ‘The White Scars bear no notable deviances or mutations by the standards of the Adeptus Astartes, yet there is the matter of scale to consider. The ability to parse and analyse this much gene-seed is something that has not been within my grasp since I stood as our Chief Apothecary.’

			‘I remember it well,’ Huron rasped. The figments of Badab Primaris as it died still lingered about him. Fading, moment by moment, slipping back into memory and dream. ‘Lesser scholars of mongrel Chapters lived and died by your pronouncements. You had a gift then, brother. Now I think you have seen it transmuted into an art.’

			‘You only flatter me, my lord, because I am one of the few who keep you alive.’

			Huron laughed again, this time with renewed vigour. ‘One of the more enduring of the factors, certainly.’ He shook his head. ‘Let the Imperium curse us both in the same breath.’

			‘They already do,’ Garreon said, still checking at Huron’s neck. ‘Though they will cease to if we cannot safeguard our domain.’

			Huron scoffed. ‘The tyranids, abroad amongst my holdings. I never thought I would see the day. Even the warp is no shelter from the Devourer’s grasp.’

			‘The fates are cruel. We have gained much only to stand to lose more.’

			‘We will lose nothing,’ Huron snapped. ‘The Imperium came for us with its full might and we endured. We lost Badab and gained the Maelstrom. What can these xenos vermin do to us that the Emperor’s lapdogs have not done a thousand times over?’ His claw clicked and rattled against the arm of the throne as Garreon realigned another bundle of nerves at his throat. ‘The White Scars are behind us…’ He trailed off. ‘For the moment. All initiative is ours.’

			These animals rob me of my prize and draw me from my sport. I will not be denied or thwarted. A swift war – my realm scoured clean of my enemies so that I might reave anew. Let them think all is well. Let them share in the fervour. It will keep them useful.

			‘Assuming the forces at Tiajin hold. That remains our gateway,’ Garreon said. He looked around, as though able to see his precious prize through the walls of the ship. ‘The sooner I can bear the gene-seed back to my laboratories at New Badab, the better.’

			‘Afraid our precious spoils will sour?’ Huron muttered as he rose. Servos hissed and growled. He moved off the dais and began to pace around the chamber, letting his bladed talons kindle. The flamer mounted at the Claw’s centre flared in aberrant sympathy, as though sensing its master’s agitation. ‘When we are returned, when my dominions are secure, then we can return to the work that truly matters. Swelling our numbers. Punishing the White Scars. Casting our grip wider and wider, until even Abaddon himself will have to treat with us as equals. Not buy our loyalty with gifts and promises. Ours will be the glory.’

			Garreon was silent and then nodded his head slowly. ‘As you say, lord. Our warriors will be ready. One way or another.’

			‘And should they falter, then you will craft new warriors for me.’ Huron grinned his iron grin. ‘How many? Hundreds? A thousand blades we can drive back into the Imperium’s flesh, spiting them with the legacy of the White Scars. If they want to come for me after that, let them. I always intended to wield the strength of a Legion. That has not changed. The blood of the Khan will make the Imperium suffer. Of that I have no doubt.’

			Gardr snarled with joy as he hurled himself forwards into the centre of the chamber. The ritual space had been marked out with blood and skulls, each bony talisman sitting along the rough edge of the circle. Gardr bestrode the makeshift arena as though he had already triumphed, a deactivated chainsword clenched in one outstretched hand.

			‘Had enough?’ he asked mockingly.

			Tseren spat blood and lunged forwards, his own chainblade hammering through the air. With enough skill and strength even the unmoving teeth could draw blood from the foe. The casing that had just been driven into the White Scar’s jaw would also suffice.

			‘I have not even begun, cousin,’ Tseren said, his teeth flashing white and red as they caught the lumen light. 

			The two warriors were both shadows of blood-red and bronze, moving at a pace that only Astartes could. Blades met and clattered, then were forced apart. The others watched. Disoneiros stood to one side, arms folded as he leant against an iron column, its surface marred by old combat tallies. His armoured fingers brushed along the marks, reliving each engagement. 

			Gardr bared his teeth, already scenting his triumph. Tseren knew that hubris would be the other warrior’s downfall. One way or another it was his caustic, misplaced pride that would inevitably kill him. Their blades locked and they leant in close, straining for advantage as around them the others cheered and called out wagers.

			‘You had the sense to jump sides when the odds were against you,’ Gardr said. ‘Imagine if you had the mind to know when you are beaten now?’

			‘I did not forsake all just to be bested by a cur like you!’ Tseren laughed. The old combat joy flooded back through him, even through the haze of pain and the taste of blood. For a moment he could have been back in the chambers of Quan Zhou, matching his brothers blow for blow. Clad in white and crimson. Instead he wore the traitor’s red, adding his own blood to the tally.

			‘Enough squabbling,’ Disoneiros called from the sidelines. ‘You are here to learn from each other, not to bore us with idle boasts.’

			‘There is no song in your soul, Executioner,’ Gardr said teasingly.

			‘Careful,’ Disoneiros said, stepping forwards.

			‘This space is yours, if you want it.’ Gardr threw his arms wide and advanced. Even Tseren had stepped back, bowing his head and letting the low light of the smouldering braziers cast his shadow between the two other warriors.

			‘If we fight, Gardr, then I will kill you. Rest assured of that.’ Disoneiros reached down and lifted his axe, turning it so it caught the firelight, refracting it into the gloom. He stepped forwards before levelling the unkindled blade at the Wolf.

			‘Look here,’ Gardr said, turning to Tseren. ‘Our glorious leader shows us the way. No idle boasts, only hollow threats. Is that not how it is?’

			‘You are a fine warrior, Gardr, but a poor liar. You know, in your soul, that you would die. But that would be a waste that our lord cannot stomach in this moment.’ Disoneiros paused. ‘Have you fought the tyranids before, Wolf?’

			‘I have fought beasts of every stripe and triumphed.’

			‘Then you know what we go to face, and the scale of this calamity.’

			‘The Tyrant is not afraid. Why should I be?’ Gardr blustered, but Disoneiros merely shook his head.

			‘The Tyrant has reordered his battle plans entirely and drawn crucial assets away from the prosecution of Yasan. He understands what the consequences of inaction would be. Such is the burden that comes with rule.’

			Gardr had the decency to at least pretend to look thoughtful, turning his blade over and over in his hand. His lips drew back from his fangs, yellowed and streaked brown with old blood mjod as he snarled. ‘I do not doubt his wisdom, or his leadership.’

			‘You could not do better if you tried.’ Disoneiros gave a dry laugh. ‘Save your choler. Fuel it with however much of that foulness you brew. You will need all of your strength and hate to stand against what faces us.’

			‘You think it will be that dire?’ Tseren asked. 

			Disoneiros scoffed. ‘Consider the resources he is bleeding from the assault and defence. Rightly so, but the sheer scale speaks to the necessity. There are Lords Solar who have moved less in more time. And here we are, serving at the Tyrant’s whim. All of us moving to the same song.’ He tapped the ferrule of his axe against the deck. ‘Driven to fight and die for him. For all that has been built. It is not simply about the Maelstrom. Who would take it from us if our realm was picked clean? The Imperium might rejoice, true enough, but they will not be the ones to dance on our bones.’

			‘What do we fight for then?’ Tseren asked.

			‘Ah, now you will have set him off!’ Gardr said. ‘Another great lecture about our duty to Blackheart! Reaving the Imperium down to the marrow. Isn’t that it? Vengeance for Badab and all it represented. The freedom and glory of the Adeptus Astartes!’

			‘The same things the Space Wolves value,’ Disoneiros said calmly. ‘Or so it was said.’

			‘Now who should be careful?’

			‘We have to be more than our damned pride, Gardr.’ 

			They had drawn close. Tseren’s eyes darted from warrior to warrior, watching their movements, violent intent spilling out of them both as readily as blood. 

			The others had noticed as well. They rose from where they had sat, stepping forward from the darkness beyond the firelight. Casting their own long shadows. Bristling with their own need for violence. So similar in armour and yet so distinct in temperament. Like the ranks of the Deathwatch, Tseren supposed. A fraternity, of sorts. Bound together in common purpose. Though here, despite what Disoneiros might proclaim, it was blood that bound them in place of duty.

			It was still hard for Tseren to truly think of this motley band as his brothers. They had been forced together in an unlikely alloying, guided only by the Tyrant’s judgements. He must have seen something in this banding together, something that escaped Tseren even now. The balance, perhaps, between Gardr’s forthright bloody-mindedness and the stalwart loyalty espoused by Disoneiros. Ossian, Cairon and Merogais waited in the wings, opportunists waiting to see which way the winds were shifting. Relying upon their own ephemeral philosophies or simply cleaving to whomever they thought was the stronger.

			‘This will be a moment of truth for many of us,’ Disoneiros said. ‘Perhaps it will come sooner for some than others.’

			‘Always you promise. Eventually you will have to put it to the test.’ Gardr smiled again and swung his chainsword round, clattering it against ­Tseren’s chestplate.

			Tseren simply looked at the Wolf before he laughed. He raised his hand and his fingers traced along the scar etched onto his cheek. ‘I have had worse, cousin.’

			‘For the moment,’ Gardr said, grinning.

			Disoneiros turned from them and brought the blade of his axe round, keeping his hand locked high on the haft. He began to etch the wall anew. ‘We will call this a draw,’ he said. ‘Next time we stand together it will be for war. There will be no compromise then. Simply blood in the face of the Devourer.’

			Upon the bridge, all his old pains were forgotten.

			Huron Blackheart had always been more symbol than man. Here he loomed larger than even his transhuman and cybernetic bulk. The great curved horror of his claw rattled against the top of the command throne as he leered towards the viewports.

			Cogitators rattled around him, undercut by the demented binharic chants of the Dark Mechanicum adepts who toiled about them. They worshipped the banks of machines as though they were obelisks on some feral world, daubing them in sacred oils to ensure that the warp would not consume the ship whole.

			The crew kept their eyes downcast, as though even looking at Huron would break the fragile control that held sway in the bridge space. Gazes were locked upon their stations as the screens flickered, burning hot and bright, filling the air with sudden light. 

			‘Be ready,’ Huron said as he stalked around the throne, claws scraping painfully along the metalwork. ‘When we arrive, we must be prepared for anything. This enemy… It will be legion, and yet it is an animal thing. Primal and dangerous, but no match for the lords of the Maelstrom.’

			No one spoke. The ship shuddered around them as the hull rattled. The binharic orisons shifted in sympathy as the adepts communed with the ship’s tormented soul.

			‘I do not care how many of you die,’ Huron said. ‘Mortal or transhuman, you all serve my will. And my will is this. Kill until killed. Burn as many of the bastards from the void as you can until I am on the ground. I would sacrifice a thousand of you for a single victory. And it will be mine. I will mount their heads upon the spires of the Palace of Thorns. I will have my due.’ 

			He nodded, almost to himself.

			‘Be ready.’
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			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			CEASELESS HUNGER

			The darkness moved.

			Infinite and ancient beyond count, the stuff of the universe writhed and danced with subtle motion, lit by the light of hell. The warp shifted with the darkness, its unnatural radiance catching upon motes of ice. It coiled around planetary bodies, swaddling moons in screaming clouds of agony. 

			The souls of thousands swirled their way from the outermost reaches of the system, torn by aetheric tides. This world was not special. It had no place in the grand schemes that had ripped the galaxy asunder. A mere casualty in the endless wars that stretched across all of recorded history and beyond.

			Yet it was important.

			The fleeting attentions of mortals had made it so, shaped it to their own designs, given it purpose beyond what the universe might have intended for it. Candles against the infinite void, struggling for meaning. Yearning to matter on the tapestry of existence.

			Things moved in the darkness. Vast and yet dwarfed by the scale of cosmic atrocity, their own writhing and tormented passage illuminated by the warp’s fickle madness. Cast upon stellar winds from their looming victory over a world of blood and fire, exorcised by the angels of mankind’s domination, they had known a time of darkness and pain before reality was returned to them.

			Now the old hunger had been rekindled. The mind that drove them had found them again. Instinct and will were again locked as one. Unity returned through the synapses of their being. Flesh and mind drew together, and they feasted.

			The outer system was cold, life-poor and nearly sterile. A poor feeding ground for the consummate Devourer. Yet still it made its slow and winding moves, coiling through the darkness, sensory organs twitching in the forever dark. It knew its prey was near, and yet at its core it knew that it was not yet strong enough.

			Muscles seized and contracted, propelling it forwards on plumes of venting gas and fluid, guided by the whipping of tentacles as vast as starships. It pushed itself onwards through the scabbing of atmosphere that shrouded one of the outer moons, letting its great feeder tendrils scrape across the surface. Somewhere in the nest of them, a vast beak gnashed together, beginning to grind and crunch its way through rock.

			The monstrous form braced itself against the yielding stone as it burrowed deeper. Warmth blossomed up from within the core of the frigid world, deep-buried reservoirs of geothermal heat and the strata of simple life that they supported. Nestling into the crust, devouring the foetid organisms that squirmed away beneath, it knew its purpose. Evolutionary imperatives unfurled within it, spasming through its immensity. 

			The hive ship was a mere extension of a boundless will, instruments of endless expansion, consumption and refinement. No Imperial codifiers could truly understand them. Even the names they assigned to the monstrous foe were mere placeholders, titles bestowed in ignorance and desperation.

			As chemical signifiers flooded its flesh and ichor pulsed heavy through immense veins, the enormous vessel turned inwards, swelling and morphing, forcing apoptotic alterations and cerebral shifts. The brain meat within what passed for its mind heaved and ballooned with hormonal tides.

			It was becoming. Nestled within its chrysalis, the universe beyond fading away, the relentless screaming pressure of the warp reduced to a dull throb, it was a mere conduit for that terrible intelligence. The will that sent forth its lesser kin to die.

			Vor watched the last of the forests burn with a fleeting distaste that surprised even him. 

			The Red Castellan had not thought that the basic undertaking would have affected him. He had scoured mountains down to the merest foundations from which fortresses could be raised. He had hollowed out countless continents to make way for networks of trenches and defensive emplacements. Across ten thousand years and a hundred different battlegrounds, he had reshaped the galaxy to the cold demands of war and iron. Yet here, watching mortal work crews as they scurried around and brought flamers to bear on the wan forests of this drab world, he could not help but feel their loss.

			The purgation squads wore the red-and-black livery of all mortal soldiery who served Huron Blackheart, marked here and there with the clenched claw of the Red Corsairs or the icons of the Ruinous Powers. They seemed to have no qualms about scouring away the last of the world’s foliage. What little viable lumber there was had already been taken for makeshift barricades or other bracing. All that remained was the least of their breed – the trees were pale and thin, bearing reedy branches like fingers reaching for the heavens. Seed pods burst under the heat, sending small burning fragments spiralling away like cluster munitions.

			Vor ground one of them to powder beneath his boot and took a long, deep breath of smoke-filled air. Transhuman anatomy effortlessly parsed out the toxins without even a cough. He sighed and turned away, resigned to let the last vestiges of verdancy burn away to nothing.

			‘This pains you?’

			Vor sighed again and looked around. He had been expecting the Prayer’s renewed presence now that the moment was upon them. The Word Bearer affected a disturbing nonchalance, watching the burnings with barely a flicker of awareness.

			‘Nothing necessary can truly hurt us,’ Vor offered.

			The Living Prayer laughed, a dry sound dredged up from incense-ravaged lungs. Unlike Vor he gloried in where his physiology could be tested in line with his penitent’s creed. It did nothing to dispel the warrior’s sepulchral air, as though the Prayer were already readied for Dreadnought interment, to fight his remaining battles as a living tomb. 

			‘There are many things in this universe that can hurt us, Tethrak. Even here beneath the holy radiance of the gods.’ He waved a hand in the air like a conductor guiding a symphony, letting the black smoke of the dying forests coil around his fingers. ‘Beasts are sent from the abyss to test us. We must rise to that challenge. Without it, we are nothing.’

			‘Ah, to have your grasp of empty dogma,’ Vor said softly.

			‘Do not blaspheme–’ the Prayer began, but Vor cut his hand across the space between them.

			‘No. Enough. It stops now.’ Vor stalked forwards and drummed his finger against the Word Bearer’s chestplate, each tap delivered as precisely as an artillery strike. ‘I will not be drawn on your spiritual fixations. There is too much at stake to waste our time on the very things that saw you cast out from your old brotherhood – too insufferable for Ghalmek or Sicarus. If all your high holies could not stomach you, then you will not expect that I will continue to. It. Ends.’

			The Living Prayer was silent. Only the roar of flamers broke the cold détente that had settled between the two. Then, slowly, he began to laugh.

			‘Perhaps you are right. I find peace in the old ways. As things were when Lorgar first enlightened us to the Primordial Truth. Hard habits to break.’ He nodded upwards, towards the smoke-shrouded skies. ‘I will stand with you. Side by side. Brothers in arms. Warriors, as we were meant to be.’

			‘We shall see,’ Vor grumbled. The other warrior was an intentional enigma. Cloaking himself in signs and portents, seeing wonders in every shadow. It made him a fundamentally capricious ally, forever distracted by whatever he interpreted as his gods speaking.

			Sirens began to sound distantly. The Red Castellan immediately snapped to attention, all previous tumult forgotten. He strode past the Living Prayer, leaving the Word Bearer to scrabble after him, kicking up plumes of oxide dust around his boots.

			‘So soon?’ the zealot whined. 

			Vor felt his teeth clench and grind with irritation. So soon. Of course, so soon. Our fate has been measured in days and hours.

			‘Now,’ he replied, no longer bothering to hide his boiling frustrations. ‘Time to prove your worth.’

			Above the fortress the skies had become a smear of light and shadow.

			Great silhouettes moved through the heavens, each one a writhing nest of sinuous alien shapes. Soldiers froze where they stood, eyes locked upwards, as though they could not believe the scale of what bore down upon them. Gloved hands clung to lasguns, readying them for the inevitable. What passed for an officer cadre screamed orders over the wailing sirens, gesturing madly overhead.

			Spread throughout the ranks, the sentinels of the Red Corsairs stood, silent and watching. None of them joined the jeers and imprecations of the mortals. Their Red Castellan had trained them better than that. Blades had been readied. Some were braced against the rockcrete bulwarks or driven into the earth at the edge of the sprawling trenchworks. Each warrior clung to their ranged weapons. The barrels of bolters were pointed out across the killing fields. Flamers sputtered and sloshed, each ready to bathe the enemy in unholy fire. 

			Above it all, standing in the command centre of the fortress, Vor Tethrak watched them and let his hands finally relax. He braced them against the central hololithic lectern, his eyes darting between clutches of symbols. 

			Everything was data. The raw smear of it made his mind ache and his vision blur, yet he drank it down regardless. Centuries of experience was instantly recalled and applied to the situation at hand, compared and contrasted with the countless wars that had shaped him: the essence of what made him a son of Perturabo and a follower of Huron Blackheart.

			Dedication. The craft of war rendered into cruel science. The discipline of heavy firepower.

			Not Guilliman’s empty artifice. Vor could not stomach it boiled down to dry and empty philosophy. The Avenging Son had never truly understood that battle itself could not be broken down and codified within a simple manual. Yet he had tried. Filtering knowledge from every Legion only to bind it in his stunted interpretations.

			War was in the moment. That was when all things were tested.

			Vor Tethrak gestured and the map shivered in response. Light spread out, carving itself into representations of the areas that surrounded the fortress and its central logistical hub. It sprawled like a spiderweb, surrounded by curtain walls, studded with void shield generators and gun emplacements. Even here within the core of the defences he could hear the anti-aircraft guns as they ratcheted up and into place, grinding like the motion of enormous clockwork. 

			All around them was the music of the spheres, the turning of the world and the motion of all the forces beyond that stood in opposition to their victory. He watched as the symbols milled around, shifting as auspex signals aligned and readjusted. Then, deliberately, the first crimson signifiers finally crept into the immediate battlescape.

			It seemed so small an offering, too pitiable to truly threaten their holdings. Less than what he had first detected and planned for. Perhaps, in the cold outer reaches of the system, there had been some internecine cannibalism – a struggle for dominance that had thinned their numbers and left the survivors either wounded and weak, or swollen with fresh biomass. Either way he would not falter in the face of them. Weakness was anathema to him, a rot entirely at odds with the iron code he adhered to. He looked down and checked the primary reactor feeds once more. Still optimum.

			The void shields flared above them, oily and reeking of ozone, pinning them in place like an insect in amber, trapped in a curdled bubble of safety. His fingers tensed against the console’s metal skin before they resumed their anxious drumbeat. There were still many tactics left to them. Advantages that a bestial enemy could not meet. Animal cunning was no match for human ingenuity, at the end. That lesson had been carried up from the surface of Terra, into the stars. The rapacious advance of humanity. Endurance. Patience. A willingness to do what must be done.

			Vor smiled to himself and let his hand drift to the vox-panel. He keyed in the first of many memorised channel codes and waited.

			Screams echoed from the opened link and he almost winced at the sound. The pet sorcerers that the Living Prayer tended to had been howling their anguish for days now, louder and louder as the enemy drew near and the shadow descended upon their psy-active minds.

			He had hoped for some glimmer of clarity from amidst their agonies, some indicator that Huron’s forces were on the move. Yet there was nothing. Only the screaming, dredged up from the madness of suffering souls.

			Are we the last left alive? Does all the Maelstrom suffer and bleed? Is this the end of all he has built? Impossible.

			A flick of his wrist and the pained reverie dissipated. He opened the next channel and sighed. Trust was such a precious thing in this age of tarnished loyalty.

			‘Make sure they stand ready,’ he said at last. ‘Do not disappoint me.’

			‘Understood,’ the zealot replied, and closed the vox-link.

			Beyond the confines of wall and bunker, the world was a raw gift, apathetic canvas ready to be made into glorious art. Clay awaiting the sculptor’s hands and talents. The Living Prayer had studied the will of the gods and the temperaments of the True Legions for time out of mind, and he was always drawn back to the interplay of warfare and craft. Savagery and civility. Creation and destruction.

			Faith was much the same. Just as a hammer could raise edifices or crush them to powder, so faith could reave the species clean or exalt it to the highest empyrean.

			He raised his crozius, each blade and angle anointed in holy oils of human fat and sacred herbs, letting it catch the light of the sun and the Great Rift. Even the shadows cast by the approaching enemy paled in comparison to the divinities that existed between illumination and utter darkness.

			Just as Vor stood at his command lectern, so the Living Prayer had made the firing step his pulpit. He stood at the edge of the trenchworks, one great boot planted upon the pale earth, his arm outstretched as though he were an inspirational fresco upon a cathedral wall.

			Perhaps my erstwhile cousin is right. Now is the time to lead by example, not by sermon. To prove once more that I have not lost my warrior’s spirit.

			‘You are soldiers of Huron Blackheart,’ he said at last.

			The nearby mortals looked up, pale faces gazing out from under sackcloth hoods or iron helmets. Some raised their hands to shield their eyes, fearful that the radiance of the Living Prayer himself would blind them, or that the Rift-light would drive them even more mad.

			‘Each one of you is a child of the Maelstrom, no matter what current brought you to it. In each of you, our master has embedded the very spirit of Old Badab. You served the Imperium once, as we all did. Those times are long since gone. You have fought and bled for Blackheart. All of you know those who have died for his dreams.’

			He looked down at his armoured fingers, wrapped around the haft of the weapon. As much a symbol as it was an instrument of the Long War. His fingertips traced the runic inscriptions with exaggerated care, feeling the grooves of each Colchisian sigil.

			‘I stand before you and bear the word. Not the word of Lorgar. Not the blessings of Chaos. I hold forth the maul and I offer a simple choice. Life or death. There is nothing else. Only this moment where we stand as brothers. The word I give unto you is simply this.’

			He turned the mace over in his hands and thrust it heavenward.

			‘Kill.’

			And as though in answer, the sky above was riven by fire and flesh.

			‘We hear and obey, lord.’

			Captain Nyssa Vireth wiped the sweat from her brow and hunched forwards in her ship’s command throne, eyes so intent upon the image before her that she barely registered she had spoken at all.

			Like many who served the Red Corsairs, she had once fought for the Imperium of Man. Those days were long behind her now, stripped away over decades of loyal service to the forces of Chaos. She often thought, with bleak amusement, how this was the second time she had been forced into service. Ground up, time and again, by cruel and bloody regimes that expected her to sell her life dearly for some abstraction of purpose.

			Now that bloody destiny loomed ahead of her, massive beyond comparison.

			Compared to what the Imperium had expected of her, the Tyrant’s whim had been surprisingly banal. She had found herself assigned a simple supply run – bringing the men and materiel desperately needed for the Yasan campaign to the Tiajin hub, and then returning to the Maelstrom laden with plunder. There had been an ironic sense of safety, even as the Rift waxed strong and raiders who yet opposed Blackheart had been prevalent.

			Then the order had come down. What few ships remained in-system had been stripped of their weapons, cargo and excess crew, and then bound to the designs of the Red Castellan.

			For defence. For the security of all. For the glory of the Tyrant of Badab.

			The platitudes rang hollow, especially now.

			The attackers were enormous, and yet the Red Castellan had declared them as some of the lesser breed of bio-ships. Chitinous plating stretched across their swollen bulk, studded with strange tendrils and growths. Eyes winked with predatory hunger in the surface of their flesh, coated with flickering membranes. 

			It seemed abhorrent that anything so vast could live in the void. Nyssa had heard the stories of void whales and other macro-fauna, yet it could not compare to the reality of these unnatural things.

			Beasts from beyond. True children of the endless intergalactic void. Monsters, all.

			She had always been told that only heroes could slay monsters. Like the drakes of ancient legend. When she had still held loyalty to the Throne, people had spoken of the Emperor’s Angels and the justice they would render upon the mutant, the alien and the heretic. Even having served the renegade Astartes of the Red Corsairs for years now, she could not truly understand the scale of it. The constant trickle of defections and compromises. Even angels could fall, and when they did they were monstrous and terrible things. Worthy of awe. 

			Fear had kept her alive down the years of her service. Now it pinned her in place. Helpless in the face of the enemy.

			The Red Castellan’s words resounded in her ears again.

			But you do not have to fight to be of use. You need only obey.

			She drew a deep breath and smoothed the dark hair away from her face. The rest of the bridge crew shared her agitation. They were few in number. Stripped down to the essentials. Barely enough for the vessel to function. 

			Then the work crews had come, swarming like a tide, led by the black-robed adepts who flowed like oil, each one a chittering mass of machine parts and grey flesh. It had hurt to look at them – crimson lenses flaring like spot-lumens in the darkness, scenting out weakness or prized components. They had stunk like death, old blood and rust. Her eyes darted to where she could still see the gouge marks their passage had left. Wounding the very soul of her ship. 

			Not that it was a proud or noble soul. She had no illusions of that. The Bounty of Blood was a scarred old warhorse that was too stubborn and cantankerous to even admit it had turned traitor. So long as the adepts cooed their poison into its heart, it was content to run blockades and haul whatever was required of it. Now it was laden with excess foodstuffs, pure protein extracts, and wired through with other more esoteric cargoes.

			She looked across to where Ruthven Vel stood. He had been her first officer, or what passed for such aboard a traitor vessel, for the last ten years. Salt of the void, dependable and doughty. His blond hair was cropped close to his pale skin, betraying his roots as one of the ship-born. 

			‘Ever seen anything like that?’ she asked quietly.

			Ruthven shook his head. ‘Never… I used to think that after the Maelstrom there was nothing more that could surprise me. Then you get a look at something like this. Gods above and below…’

			She swallowed and nodded.

			One of the beast’s great flanks loomed closer, a cliff face given life. Compared to it, their little freighter was nothing more than a minnow, minuscule before the scale of the tyranid monster.

			‘We know our duty,’ she said. Ruthven nodded, then looked away. The man’s fear curdled in the open space of the bridge and suddenly she felt very small, a merest microbe in the grand swell of the galaxy’s unending bellicose drama.

			‘Aye, we do,’ Ruthven said at last. His fingers were trembling against the keys of his station, making the ceramic click beneath his agitation. ‘If nothing else, it has been a privilege.’

			‘I consider the privilege all mine,’ she said quietly.

			Things scraped against the hull with invasive eagerness. Great questing jaws at the end of those enormous tendrils. Then there came the thunder of a hundred impacts as things began to hammer at the Bounty of Blood. A tide of boarding organisms, biting pods, plasma and acid and things less understandable.

			All of them burrowing and cutting inward. Hungry and rapacious. Unstoppable and unstopping. Nestled amidst the folds of flesh and chitin, a beak was opening, adamantine-strong bone clenching around the ship’s prow.

			‘For the Tyrant,’ she said, and her fingers found the pulsing crimson button upon her command throne.

			The ship burst in the sky, filling it like a sacrament. A newborn star, fleeting and yet brilliant. Countless mortals flinched away from its radiance, flash-blinded by the sudden rush of fire above.

			The Living Prayer did not look away. He refused to sully the moment of sacrifice with any sort of half measure. They had died well. That was more than most could ask for in a galaxy of horrors. It was all he would wish at the very end. To be of service. The gods demanded that all suffer and die in their name, whether they believed in them or not.

			Whorls of crimson and ochre scraped their way across the firmament, dissolving into drifts of black and grey. The moment of baleful silence fled as the air itself quivered, ringing like a struck bell. Ashen gales swept down and across the plains, stirring the sands to whip at the half-covered faces of the mortal soldiery.

			Not a single Astartes moved. Each one was ramrod straight, weapons readied, unbothered by the atrocity above.

			‘One of them gone, at the least,’ he said. ‘A gift from the Powers if ever I have seen it.’

			‘Do not confuse fate with good planning, sorcerer,’ one of the Red Corsairs grumbled.

			The Living Prayer turned his head, inclining it in a nod of recognition. ‘Ah, Malaq. I can always rely upon you for wise counsel. A true credit to your gene-line in the face of uncertain apocalypse.’ He watched the other warrior bristle within his plate before turning to stalk along the trench line towards the Word Bearer.

			He had never been well liked, that much the Living Prayer knew in his soul. He had forever pushed away what passed for camaraderie or friendship amongst the Legions or the renegades who had followed their shadowed example. Faith had been enough to sustain him where the company of others had only ever been a distraction.

			Malaq strode up to him. ‘Bold words from an empty suit of armour like you.’

			‘Save it for the enemy,’ the Prayer said before turning away.

			The other warrior’s fist slammed into the Living Prayer’s shoulder and spun him back around.

			In a flash, the Prayer brought the crackling blades of his crozius up and under Malaq’s chin.

			Malaq laughed and leant in closer. ‘There it is. Not just piss and dust in your veins, you useless old bastard.’

			‘I would pray for your soul, Malaq, but I doubt the enemy will devour you. Even the xenos must have standards in their appetite.’

			‘One day there will be no crisis between us, sorcerer, and on that day there will be a reckoning.’

			‘Worse things than you have tried to best me and failed, Malaq. Go back to your post before I make an example of you.’

			‘Always with your empty oaths,’ Malaq said. ‘That is why you were cast out from your nest of vermin. I look forward to when I have the chance to make you keep your word.’ He turned away, shaking his head.

			The Living Prayer looked up, ignoring the childish outburst. 

			Gods spare me from the concerns of lesser men.

			The sirens screamed again with terrible finality. Proximity alarms howled around them, ringing out over the plains with such intensity that the sands shifted and poured into the earthen trenchworks. Above them the first streaks of flame were cutting their way across the heavens, trailing spores and plasma.

			‘May the Powers shield us, and their daemons wait for our souls.’

			Huron sat upon the command throne, his entire body locked in a rictus of concentration. Hololiths had blossomed around him, a web of tormented light. The very illumination was an accusation. Each stain of crimson that smeared itself across the bridge was an admission of failure.

			He despised losing.

			‘Say again,’ he growled at last. ‘Carefully, Armenneus.’

			‘There are many signals, lord,’ Valthex grumbled, eyes downcast even as a phantom of light. His hololithic portrait was almost comically small next to the creeping ruin that surrounded him. ‘Tiajin was but the first. There are sorcerous calls and astropathic missives from half a dozen worlds within our borders.’

			‘And New Badab?’ Huron leaned forward, graceless and predatory. ‘What of my throne world?’

			‘Nothing has assailed it,’ Valthex said. The signal sputtered and his image crazed. ‘It remains inviolate. For now.’

			‘For now…’ Huron growled. ‘So here we stand. Every choice poisoned.’ His claw clicked against his throne. ‘I stick to my plans, or I cast wide the net. Triumph broken and reduced to crises.’ He looked around, cursing at the empty air.

			Is this my reward for spurning your hateful gifts, you monsters in the storm?

			‘I cannot offer you any greater guidance,’ Valthex said after a pause. ‘Thaxis will not be ready for some time. I can accelerate matters, of course, but it may endanger the wider war.’

			‘No,’ Huron said.

			‘No?’

			‘I will not let this be the death of my ambitions. Not when we still hold so much. I will not be stopped in my tracks by animals!’

			‘Then what is your will?’ The ghost image of Valthex flickered again. ‘My lord? What is your will?’
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			CHAPTER TWELVE

			THE DESCENT OF BEASTS

			The first pods died against the void shields.

			Each one burst apart, ruptured by the impact as they were shunted into the warp, reduced to just more flotsam upon the sea of souls. Ashes caught on the winds roused by the passing of so many, spiralling upwards around the falling xenos. Spore pods exploded in the wastes, casting up plumes of sickly green biomatter, threaded through with pulses of plasma. Fire crawled across the dunes, so intense that it reduced the sand to glass. Everything refracted the light of the xenos atrocity as it clawed down at the world. 

			Beyond the shields, beyond the walls and trench lines, the world was drowning, reduced to nothing more than a blinding ocean of mist.

			More followed. Countless writhing things pouring from the heavens and bursting open upon the ground. More shapes moved through the fug, milling around as they familiarised themselves with their surroundings. 

			The Living Prayer watched and waited, hand raised, holding the line at peace until the optimal moment.

			The first of them moved through the veil of spores and ejected detritus, a wall of living flesh and gnashing fangs. Reptilian heads sniffed at the air, bounding ahead on hooves that ground rocks to dust beneath their advance.

			‘Until my word,’ the Prayer said under his breath.

			The mortals hunched closer to the trench top, bracing their lasguns. Heavier weapon emplacements panned and waited, their range already determined by Vor’s meticulous preparations.

			The Red Castellan had shaped the defence into a thing of artistry, a precise clockwork timepiece. Now it was to be despoiled by monstrous things that had no concept of beauty or culture, only their single-minded hunger.

			As a child of Colchis, he almost pitied them. Yet in the end, all xenos were merely another facet of the universe’s failings in the face of human perfection.

			They bounded, folded forwards, propelling themselves on muscular legs. Some had great scything blades for arms, gouging at the arid land before them. Others bore fleshy armaments, undulating sphincter-mawed weapons that flexed and pulsed with biomechanical motion.

			‘Now.’

			The air filled with fire.

			Beams of crimson light snapped out, closing the distance in moments, burning against flesh and chitin. The clicking, snarling, hissing rhapsody of the enemy did not falter. No grunts or screams of pain erupted as they were struck. The alien tide rushed onwards, through the storm of las fire.

			The Red Corsairs in the midst of the soldiers stepped forwards and raised their bolters. From the corner of his eye the Living Prayer could see Malaq readying himself, taking aim with malicious glee.

			So much the better when his wrath is directed where it should be. The gods reward those who deliver them the galaxy. Far more generous masters than the False Emperor ever was.

			Finally bolter fire joined the relentless onslaught of the lasguns. The shells boomed forth, barrels flaring as the self-propelled rounds hurtled into the enemy.

			Now they began to die in earnest.

			Bodies blew apart in welters of hissing ichor, dappling the sands with rivers of competing colour, obliterating the drab canvas that had preceded them. A skull exploded outright, disgorging swollen brain-meat that continued to thrum even as it died. He stared at the dying mass with distaste. No different from sweeping insects from the corners of a temple. A righteous purgation that made his zealot’s soul soar. This was the true glory that had defined the Great Crusade, for all its flaws and failings. If the Emperor’s hollow enterprise had ever had a faith, it had been in eradicating all that did not fit His conception of human purity. 

			For a moment the old joy was rekindled, the true and abiding peace-at-war that had defined his time amongst the Bearers of the Word. The surety he had known upon Ghalmek as a Dark Apostle.

			He pushed himself up and off the firing step, striding forwards through the dust. Almost instantly the enemy turned, their hordes pivoting towards him as the lone point of contact beyond the offensive line. Their snarling chorus was louder now, closer, echoing not only within his helm but inside his mind – a clawing hyper-awareness, something god-vast and yet utterly unbecoming of worship.

			He laughed to himself and let the haft of the crozius slide down his grip, closing his fist at the last moment as he extended its reach to the fullest.

			The shields were still screaming behind him, blazing, lost to their own rapturous song. More and more of the festering bio-pods slammed into them from above, obliterating themselves as others struck the wasteland beyond.

			His eyes snapped to the right as minefields detonated, hurling the screeching monsters into the air. Some managed to hit the ground almost running, staggering back into alignment, while others impacted hard, sending shards of bone or horn scattering out around them.

			‘Rise up!’ he called. ‘Rise up against the monsters that threaten you! Face them down with fire and faith! This is what you were made for, each and every one of you! Blessed in the sight of the Great Powers of the warp! You are their sons and daughters! Their blades!’ 

			He watched the aliens die, drawing ever nearer. He could sense the fluctuations in the line, where morale balanced upon a knife’s edge. He was well trained in spotting the weaknesses in mortal souls and girding them up. Already they stood straighter and held their weapons with greater vigour. It was as though his blessings had touched their very souls, allowing the empyreal strength at their cores to sing once more. Some parroted his words or made furtive religious displays. 

			Here, amidst the newborn fury of war, he could preach without restraint. Simply another arrow in the quiver. Doing his work, no matter how caustic others might think it.

			Now, he was free.

			Yet more hooves crushed the lesser creatures beneath the rapacious advance. Casualties meant nothing to a hyper-organism made of a million bodies. There was none of the maddening union of flesh that he expected of the Great Changer, nor did they have the sullied majesty of the Grandfather’s get. Instead there was only alien foulness. 

			The first of the surging monsters found him at last and he threw his arms wide, welcoming the challenge.

			Squirming beetle-things hurtled past his head. Shards of poison bone lanced into the ground at his feet. He strode forward and swung his crozius.

			The first blow was a thing of glory, cleaving the head from one of the snarling monsters, sending the snapping maw flying. Ichor sizzled as it hit his plate, casting up a plume of smoke that was as pleasing to him as incense.

			Other Red Corsairs moved, scooping up their blades as the enemy drew ever nearer.

			Mere motes of crimson stood against the purple-hued wave of bodies. Blades whirred or crackled into life, driving into the mass of flesh. Malaq was laughing, slamming his sword again and again into the neck of one of the larger warrior breed. Its living whip coiled up and around his neck, dragging him closer.

			Malaq snarled and slammed his helmeted forehead into the plated brow of the tyranid, driving it back and into the dust before he plunged his sword through its thorax.

			Worms splattered against the Prayer’s pauldron in a crawling rush, biting and oozing across the plate, scoring their passage into the clenched fist of the Red Corsair. He reached up with his free hand and tore them away, casting them to the ground and crushing them beneath his boot.

			‘Though they come in their thousands, the enemies of the gods are as nothing before the fire of wrath!’ He bellowed the words, an old canticle of hatred dredged up from a half-forgotten Epistle of Lorgar. ‘For every alien that is slain, the Eightfold Gods rejoice!’

			A ragged cheer went up behind him. Only the mortals – the true meat of humanity responding, as ever, to the fire of faith that burned at their hearts. The Red Corsairs fought uncaring, unanswering. Malaq drove his fist into the side of another warrior breed’s skull, even as it clawed at his armour with desperate scrabbling motion.

			Above them, the screaming of the shields dimmed beneath new clamour. Now there was thunder and flame as big guns finally spoke. Wall batteries committed themselves, just as captured Basilisk artillery pieces fired.

			‘About time,’ the Living Prayer muttered, bringing his crozius down through the face of another tyranid.

			Vor Tethrak was lost to the data.

			Information sang through him. Yet more hololiths had bloomed around him, moving to his slightest touch, guided by the raw potency of his will. Symbols flowed, shifting inexorably, a sea of red probing against carefully constructed lines of defence. Holding for the moment. He let himself smile and gestured with his free hand, causing another ripple of responses.

			In the midst of the hololithic map, impacts began to resonate outwards, clearing gaps in the visceral thronging crimson. They were instantly filled once more, mere seconds of calm before the tsunami of bodies swamped them again, realigning faster than he could follow. The rush of information was so comprehensive that even his transhuman mind recoiled from it.

			There are so many.

			It was difficult to interpret them as an abstract, let alone as a physical certainty. He was not upon the battlefield yet. He could only watch as the numbers continued to swell.

			The majority of the xenos were deploying as had been expected, in a mass dispersal around their primary hub, drawn by the defences and defenders alike. Yet he could see secondary and tertiary deployments upon the sprawl of the southern continents, into manufactory districts that he had ordered abandoned. Silent refineries. Empty warehouses. Fields of burned woodland. A desolation devoid of peace.

			So much time and energy had been spent in preparation for this very moment. The crucible of siege and defiance that had filled so much of his life.

			Vor felt the acid sting in his muscles as he pushed himself through the strain of maintaining oversight. His voice sounded through vox-links, reciting targeting coordinates and directing advances. Men moved forwards through trenches at his instruction. Heavy weapons began their ponderous firing. Artillery hammered the land over and over again.

			Mentally he parsed materiel stockpiles and supply depots. He had memorised them meticulously and now layered consumption over each figure. Bullets and power packs. Shells and foodstuffs. 

			Part of him cursed just how much of the latter two he had sacrificed for one makeshift fireship. It had done its part, of course. Weakening the invading horde before a single bioform had reached the planet. Stretching their survival out… Perhaps enough for Huron’s relief forces to arrive. But it had been at the cost of mortal survival margins, both soldier and slave. The Astartes could survive longer and on less compared to the humans, yet every death would be another percentage point against their endurance. Even once the tally of flesh could be considered, when human meat and blood would sustain the remaining defenders.

			Vor wondered what the end would be like. Some glorious final stand, like an old remembrancer’s fresco? Or would it be a desperate and mad-scrabble thing, with only blunted blades and empty pistols? The last of their warriors stabbing with shards of human bone and screaming into the hungry dark?

			‘Never,’ he vowed. He took a moment to wipe perspiration from his brow. ‘Lesser forces have endured with less to hand. There was a time when a mere squad could hold a world. I will be my father’s son, once more, or die in the attempt.’

			There had been no word from Huron. No sorcerous or astropathic missives had managed to breach the enemy’s shadow. The oppressive weight of it was everywhere, hanging over the drab world like a shroud, smothering mind and soul.

			In some ways it was a relief to be devoid of witchery. Even the madness of the Rift had seemed to abate about them. Yet Vor knew that it was a curse to any hope of rescue.

			Is their canker so potent that it could undo the warp’s touch and trap us in some bubble of silence? Unmourned and forgotten…

			The confines of the command centre had grown even more confined. Despite the duelling scarlet and emerald light that warred for dominance within the space, the shadows surrounded him.

			He looked up as another series of detonations scored across the representation of the battlescape. The images rippled with static and by-blow scrapcode representations. Cogitators roared behind him as they attempted to maintain the simulations, struggling with the sheer scale of the inload. A servitor babbled incessantly, lurching forwards from its alcove and collapsing to the floor. It spasmed, bloody foam pouring from its mouth, before something sparked behind its eyes and it fell still at last.

			If I am not careful then soon I will join you.

			His head ached. Vor could not remember the last time he had taken water. Perhaps he no longer needed sustenance. Data might be all he required to live now. Pain radiated through him. Flesh. Armour. Cybernetics. Every part of him was bound together in agony. Only the firing of artillery brought him any peace, the momentary succour of release as the guns sounded in ceaseless rhythm.

			‘You were right,’ he told himself through gritted teeth. ‘The big guns truly never tire.’

			For the moment. When they do, then not even the Living Prayer’s gods will be able to save us.

			All he could do was submit himself to the flow of the information, to the rigour and ritual of warfare as it ought to be. As he had been trained to direct the flow of combat for ten millennia.

			It was only now that he was truly being tested, pitted against a foe that would challenge him on every conceivable level. There were no sons of Dorn who could match the single-minded determination of the hive mind or its millionfold vessels.

			Here, in this moment, there was truly only the embrace of war.

			Unceasing they came onwards, drowning the lines in a flood of biting jaws and plunging blades. 

			Each Red Corsair fought alone in the midst of the maelstrom, a nodal point of defence, drawing the greatest number of enemy beasts to them. The mortals struggled on alongside them, lesser in every way. Arms, armour, sheer physical ability. All paled next to the Heretic Astartes warriors who stood with them, and the screeching horde that opposed them.

			They were acquitting themselves well, regardless, the Living Prayer observed.

			Hours had stretched into days. The days had become weeks, and still no word. Huron was still not here and yet these mortals, this Tyrant’s legion, fought as though he were at their backs, hissing his orders upon the corpse breath of the winds.

			Firing and reloading with well-drilled ease, the red-uniformed humans had already killed many. Combined arms, locked arcs of fire, the guidance of a superlative mind such as Vor Tethrak’s…

			And behind it all, the dull rush of faith.

			He could almost taste it. The belief that they might live to fight another day or die gloriously in the attempt. That one day the Tyrant might know their names, even if the warriors who stood before them and shielded them from the xenos did not.

			Belief was a powerful thing. It could keep a man alive in a universe which delighted in finding ways to kill them. Even behind the roiling cloud of the aliens’ psychic miasma, he could still feel the candles of their faith, merely awaiting the rush of oxygen that would fan it into an inferno.

			They were all desperate in the face of absolute carnage. Even he was not immune. The itch had returned. Crawling up the base of his neck. The rich copper scent of blood filled his helm and he realised his nose had begun to bleed. He cursed under his breath.

			There was no time for this.

			The sky had turned mottled, stained through with red-brown smears amidst the billowing green clouds of spores. Purplish veining had begun to spread along the ground, carpeting the dunes and lacing itself across the trenchworks. Flakes and clumps of it squirmed on the rockcrete before and behind him. Even now, in the midst of the first offensive, they were already despoiling the world. Every step that was taken and each breath that rattled from the enemy was another insult to the Maelstrom’s growing purity. They reminded him of the battles he had fought with the orks. Not merely for the shared bestial fury, but in the taint that lingered afterwards.

			They need not conquer what their very passage serves to colonise.

			The Living Prayer stalked along the trench line, slamming his crozius into the corpses which had formed their own fleshy bulwark, ensuring that all of them were dead. Lifeless eyes stared up from the makeshift charnel piles, tongues lolling from unmoving jaws. Acidic saliva and spilled ichor pooled around the heads of the tyranids, like the aftermath of drunken debauch.

			Flamers gouted from the earthworks and the bodies caught, casting plumes of stinking acrid smoke into the polluted air. He strode through the flames and turned back out into the wastes.

			He judged distance by the rusted girders that jutted from the earth like bared ribs, plotting the range of the enemy against abandoned manufactoria and fallow landing fields. Above them more spore pods exploded into acidic slurry. 

			He watched as one spurted gases, moderating its descent before it erupted with cystic detonations. Winged monsters pulled themselves free like vespids from pulp, prying their meaty prison apart, then hurling themselves into the air. They may very well have been utterly newborn and yet they flew as readily as a fully grown avian, circling and seeking fresh meat. Anti-aircraft fire scarred the sky, chasing them, scattering the would-be flocks for a moment. Then they were moving again, plunging like raptors, spitting bio-plasma or hurling more screeching beetles from their underslung weapons.

			One of the flame crew screamed and staggered back, struck just above his rebreather. The Prayer saw a flash of oily black chitin before the beetle projectile finally embedded itself. Slurping and crunching, it chewed its way through bone and eyeball, burrowing for the man’s brain.

			He turned his crozius and brought it round in a strike that turned both the man’s skull and the fleshborer into ashen matter.

			He flicked it from the blades of the mace and turned, snarling over his helm speakers.

			‘Do you see what they throw at you? The hate and disdain of the alien? You bore it as sons of the False Imperium and it follows you here! How pitiful these things are, to think that they are our betters! How foul and mad they must be to throw themselves against us and die in such droves! Let there be a million alien dead so that their pyres block out the heavens! For every one of you that falls, take a hundred of the bastards with you!’

			A ragged cheer followed his words. He looked back towards the seething wall of alien flesh, heard the slap of wing membranes against air, and even through his helm could smell the wrongness that their presence brought. 

			More than their psychic abhorrence. Every part of their biology was fundamentally at odds with the galaxy promised to and by the gods. Humanity’s galaxy. An enlightened galaxy at one with the warp.

			And still they sped onwards, inexorable.

			Humans would have tripped over one another, grinding each other into the dust while still alive, until finally crushed to death. The tyranids did not. No matter their numbers they weaved towards their goal with a sinuous grace, darting and pouncing with hideous rhythm.

			‘Annihilation!’ he screamed. ‘Annihilation is the only option! In the name of Huron Blackheart, kill them all!’ 
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			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			THE WEIGHT OF SHAME

			Gantulga had taken to wandering the low places of the ship, the better to avoid his brothers or the serfs. He could not face them. If he did then the anger would boil forth and his rage would master him before he could contain it. Instead the depths of the vessel had to bear the brunt of his choler.

			To have been handed all he wished for, and still be stymied and spurned by fate. To have the enemy in his grasp, only to have him flee, leaving lesser men to die in his shadow. 

			Walls were left dented at his passing as he purged the fury from his armoured form, letting it flow from him like the passage of pain. He abhorred his own weakness. It was as though he had never left the ship that had marked his false entombment.

			Trapped within this armour. Locked in a prison of my own making. The Tyrant’s hands delivering what was always intended for me. Shame and humiliation.

			Every thought fed an angry spiral of self-recrimination.

			He ought to be better than this. It was weakness to succumb to his despair and rage. It was not becoming of the trust placed in him by the Great Khan, let alone the legacy of the Khagan.

			‘They were so close. He was there, at my mercy!’ Gantulga snarled to himself. His armour servos ground in sympathy. ‘We could have gutted them, taken the head of the snake! Borne it back to Khum Karta to line the way. We would have been hailed as heroes! Our shame would have been avenged.’

			‘Shame…’

			He turned and looked into the shadows.

			How was it that his wanderings always brought him here, to the very fane of wisdom? Not wrung from the heavens but dredged up from the darkness. Like the blacksand that was mined from beneath the mountains to be beaten into blades, worked with exacting skill. From above or below, there was always wisdom and power to be gleaned. Yet it was here that he came for guidance now. Far from the Stormseer’s sight.

			‘Yes. Shame,’ Gantulga admitted. ‘I feel it in my bones, even through this prison.’

			The shadows growled and Tuguldur ground forwards, his every step like thunder across the plains. ‘It is only shame if you allow it to be. You have stalked these low decks and achieved nothing, while the enemy escapes. You know where they are bound. You can bring them to heel once more.’

			He remembered the information they had torn from the enemy ship. He had watched it unspool and realign, time and again, tracing his eye across astrocartographic coordinates and logistics.

			‘Tiajin. A meaningless border world.’

			‘An arterial of the enemy, poisoned by the Rift. It will be a gateway for more of their forces. More venom to be pumped through the veins of the Yasan Sector. More claws to close around Chogoris. Would you allow that?’

			‘Never.’

			‘Nor would the Great Khan. You must trust in his wisdom. He sees far from his perch amidst the mountains. His are the eyes of the berkut. He would not abandon the hunt, and nor shall you.’

			Gantulga nodded to himself and stepped closer, placing his hand upon the Dreadnought’s sarcophagus. ‘You speak with more clarity than Altan.’

			‘We are both here to guide your arm, brother. There is no fear. No doubt. We are all beyond such things. You and I do not march with lightning at our fingertips and our minds amidst the tumult. No, we carry it in our marrow. That is where our strength is found. We have been caged in iron because we were too fierce for this universe. Had the winds not changed as they did, then we would have been too mighty.’

			Gantulga laughed and let himself relax. He leant back against a pillar and felt his breathing settle. He felt liberated. Vindicated. The moment stretched out and his humours finally evened.

			‘I have been lost,’ he said at last. ‘For so long I have felt as though I never left that ship. I died there, in some way. Left a piece of my soul and let some puppet stagger free. I have walked the plains of our home and stood before our worthies, and felt nothing but the shame contracting my hearts.’

			‘You think you are alone in that? Many despair. Those who were there to fight and those who were absent. We fought and we died, and some of us were cursed to keep walking after the killing cut. That is the bond we share. We are the dead who yet live. We have caught some great ague of doubt in our souls, and only blood will wash it away. The foe’s blood. The Tyrant’s heart in our hands, till we are as red as he is. Only then will there be peace. Only then will I cease to be caught between dawn and dusk. If I cannot die, then I will sleep, until some other calamity stirs me from my rest.’

			‘You will take many of the enemy with you, brother. I have no doubt of that.’

			‘You flatter… In life I slew multitudes. Xenos and traitors of every stripe! Few were beyond my reach. Now all is changed. The winds have blown strange and Quan Zhou is no longer home. I dwell here, below, because the darkness soothes me. We are the same, you and I. We no longer feel worthy of riding free as sons of Chogoris.’ The Dreadnought’s claw flexed as he lumbered forwards again. ‘We carry our prisons with us, brother. Until the bitter end. I intend to make every last one of them pay for what they have done. We suffer, brother, so that others will not. Never again.’

			Gantulga nodded. ‘I understand, brother. Forgive me for disturbing your repose.’

			‘The darkness is peaceful, brother. Within and without. It is good to have company, though. Your bellicose soul is a comfort to me. That neither of us is truly alone.’

			Before Gantulga could respond, his vox-link crackled.

			‘Brother.’ Altan’s voice was heavy and distant, as though underwater. ‘You are needed. There is word at last.’

			The ship hung in the void, waiting amidst the debris at the system’s edge.

			The Khan’s Vengeance kept its lonely vigil, idling for word from the home world while its subordinates ran their own desolate patrols. Yet none of the enemy had come forth. The tainted forge of Thaxis had become a milling hive of activity, drawing the attention of the Red Corsairs inwards and away from the Shetlock Belt.

			If any new offensive rained down upon them there would be warning. The other ships would see to that.

			Altan stood upon the bridge and gazed out into the maddened interplay between reality and the warp. Every now and then the tides of the Great Rift would shift and silhouette some distant prize. Sometimes the image of Thaxis itself loomed large against the waves of warp fire. He could have sworn that he saw the great defence platform of Sanctum flare bright momentarily.

			‘We should break for Vydoria,’ one of the other White Scars said behind him.

			Altan turned, arms folded across his chestplate, and raised an eyebrow. ‘Is that what you think, Esen?’

			He was young and bold. Fine qualities in a son of Jaghatai. Yet these were ill times for those humours to race to the fore. Patience was needed.

			‘I do,’ Esen said. He was vital in a way that Altan felt he had all but forgotten himself. His hair was still thick and dark, unlike Altan’s own where the gift had lapped at his strength. The battles of recent nights, beneath the hell-light of the Rift, felt as though they had aged him yet further.

			‘We could sail for the agri world and lend our arms to the battles there. We might even prevail. Stalemate would follow. We do not have the strength to contest this system wholesale. All we ever had was the element of surprise, and that was taken from us.’

			‘By poor leadership.’

			‘Pah, do not speak of things you do not understand, Esen,’ Altan said, vigour suddenly flooding his words. He reached out and his staff snapped into his grasp. The younger warrior stepped back, but Altan pursued him, tapping the head of the staff against his shoulder. ‘You are young. When you are newly blooded then all things seem simple. All mountains may be summitted. Yet as you age, you will understand that war is not about the quickest way to the enemy’s guns.’

			The youth had the decency to look ashamed. He went to one knee. ‘Forgive me, zadyin arga. I spoke without thought.’

			‘We have all been guilty of that. Do not fear. Worry instead when speech and thought are bound together in foolishness.’

			Esen laughed dryly and rose, turning away from the Stormseer as the bridge doors wheezed open and Gantulga strode in.

			Shadows clung to the war leader, almost oozing from the seals in his armour. Wrath and pain hung around him, coiling from within the sea of souls. It was not the touch of daemons, merely the warrior’s ill temper resonating with the Stormseer’s sight.

			‘Brother,’ Altan said, bowing his head.

			‘Zadyin arga.’ Gantulga‘s voice was even. ‘You said word had come?’

			‘Barely,’ Altan replied. ‘The tides grow ever more fractious here. The message almost did not survive the passage.’ He paused. ‘Our astropaths were much the same. The weight of it was all but too much for them.’

			‘Yet they prevailed. As we will.’

			Altan looked away. ‘It is not the counsel you had hoped for.’

			Gantulga’s features twisted, making his scar flex cruelly. He reached out and Altan drew a scroll from his belt. The missive, prepared and ritually sanctified by the astropaths. Static clung to it with residual psychic possessiveness, wrought into the translation with blood and tears.

			He had gazed upon the astropaths in the aftermath of their labours and seen the blood flowing from their empty sockets. Voices reduced to a whisper. Bearing the potency of the will behind the message in their every utterance, their fingers worn to ruined nubs.

			Gantulga snatched it away and began to read. His eyes narrowed and then flared wide with rage. Pain contorted his face as he flushed and then clenched the parchment tighter in his iron grip. ‘This cannot be.’

			‘It is, brother. I wish it were otherwise, but the Great Khan speaks. We are commanded to return to Chogoris, to fight the many battles that remain to us.’

			Gantulga was shaking, his every movement exaggerated by the Terminator plate. He blinked – once, twice. Still the words – every hateful letter – persisted. ‘Retreat…’ he said, with the faintest hint of a laugh. ‘Surrender. Cowardice in the face of pirates and renegades. The same ones who sullied our home world with their very steps. Who polluted the world of Jaghatai!’

			‘Peace, brother…’ Altan began, but Gantulga was already face to face with him, looming over the older warrior.

			No one spoke or moved within the bridge space itself.

			Gantulga seemed to barely register the sudden pall of silence, nor the turning of every eye to him. Altan watched, unable to act. All attention was reduced to a single moment, all sound dulled save the rasping of air recycling and the purr of cogitators, a proud and martial space made as much a tomb as the lair that Tuguldur had carved out for himself far below.

			‘Out,’ Gantulga snarled at last.

			Still no one moved. Altan looked at him with confusion, taking a single step back.

			Did you not see this in the dance of the heavens? Gantulga’s bitter look seemed to scream at him, the words polluting the aura of emotions that clouded around the enraged warrior. Was this not the fate you tried so desperately to shepherd?

			‘All of you, out!’ Gantulga bellowed again before his gaze locked on Altan. ‘All but you.’

			‘Zadyin arga…’ Esen began, his hand already straying to the pistol belted at his waist. Altan waved away the concern. Enforced placidity swam across his face before Gantulga’s caustic wrath. As unbothered as a mountain sage in the midst of a storm.

			‘I will be fine, Esen. Gantulga is my brother. He is our leader. I would trust him with my life.’ He looked around at the crew. ‘As you all should.’

			They filed out, Shipmaster Naran limping at their head. Only Esen looked back, lingering by the great doors to the bridge before finally stepping through the portal and sealing it behind him.

			‘There. We are alone. Now say what you mean to say.’ 

			Gantulga stalked around the central dais, his entire body trembling with anger. He looked at the missive again. ‘He calls it a failure! That the Tyrant is beyond our grasp and we should return. Disappointed! He says he regrets this course of action.’

			‘In war much must be risked, yet not all risk leads to victory.’

			‘No.’

			‘No?’

			‘I refuse to accept it. Why should I accept this? He sits in Quan Zhou and throws edicts as though they were rocks, uncaring of whom they crush! I am out here, fighting and bleeding for the Khagan’s dream! Would Jaghatai not have ridden out, no matter the odds, to bring fire and vengeance, knowing he would do good?’

			‘You presume much, brother. You err.’

			‘All I have done has been for the Chapter. Everything. We have fought and bled for this. Brothers are dead. Here and upon Chogoris itself! And we are to leave the tally unpaid?’ He shook himself like a frenzied beast. ‘They took our Chapter’s future! Stole it from my very grip and humbled me, left me as this broken shell of who I was!’

			Altan shook his head. ‘There is more to this than vengeance. The Imperium bleeds from a thousand wounds!’ Summer lightning flashed behind the Stormseer’s eyes. ‘We are needed. What we do is necessary.’

			‘We have them! We know where the bastard lurks. We took that knowledge from the bones of one of their own ships.’

			‘And how did that fall into our hands? The squabbles of heretics, turning upon each other. How can you know that was not by design? You are letting your need for vengeance blind you to this. You would be the Tyrant’s cat’s-paw, and for nothing. All you will sacrifice is your honour for your pride.’

			Gantulga’s breath rattled from him. ‘I will not have my honour questioned. Not even by you.’

			‘Then you should remember yourself before you betray it utterly. The Great Khan has given you your orders.’ Altan gripped Gantulga’s massive shoulder. ‘Will you obey them?’

			‘The other ships may go. You can even go with them. I will pursue this course to its end, as the Khagan would have. You call it rashness and dishonour. I name it justice. I will not be turned from it.’

			‘I will send word to the Great Khan. He will know this is your course.’

			‘Good. Let him know that I will do my duty. We will fall upon Tiajin and bring havoc to the enemy’s forces. Even if a single ship finds them, we will rain ruin upon them. Perhaps that will suffice to slow their advance into Yasan. A precision strike with all the speed of the ordu, to show the foes that they are not invincible. These are our worlds. Protected and safeguarded. One ship. Grant me that, even if you do not sail with it, zadyin arga. Not for vengeance, but for duty and honour. For the Khagan. Give me that, please.’

			Altan held his peace and then nodded, simply. ‘There will be consequences for this, my brother. Though you cannot see them now, blinded as you are. There will come a time when you curse this course you have set your men upon.’ He turned away. ‘I will stand with you. I will try, as best as I am able, to keep you from the flames.’
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			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			FIRE FROM SHADOW

			‘Less pleasant than when we were last here.’ Huron’s words slurred with grim laughter.

			The ship growled with machine pain and the turgid grasp of material reality, tearing at the hull with avaricious fingers of gravitic imbalance. Not with the roaring fire that proximity to the Maelstrom usually gener­ated but with an oddly stolid calm. The Navigator of the Spectre of Ruin had wrestled with the guidance of the great vessel, struggling to force it into realspace.

			The ship’s thrusters burned harder, carrying the vessel onwards and away. Faint streamers of warp stuff and witchlight drifted from the edges and spires of the great ship, dancing across inlaid runic patterns and brands that offered at least token obeisance to the Chaos Gods. Yet it was barely a whisper compared to the usual crackle-and-spit of warp transit, when the entire ship and its Geller fields sang with the rhythm of the unholy infinite. The system no longer rang with that sacred rhythm. Huron considered it only as a tactical observation, but the priests of the Dark Mechanicum who scuttled through the ship’s skeleton were displeased. Frantic rites were conducted as trembling iron fingers smeared unclean unguents over cogitator banks or opened the chests of slaves upon the deck. One butcher-priest screeched in broken binharic as he vacillated between reading the entrails of his murdered thrall and painting ritual sigils into the metal flooring. Droplets flowed down through the gratings, impacting below, where less-than-human things babbled and lapped at the spilled blood. 

			Huron ignored them. Petty dramas were beneath him, especially here at the apex of his power. 

			‘Look what they have done to my pretty system,’ he said. ‘Though not as wasteful as the Imperium has been in the past.’ Something approaching wistfulness drifted into his tone. ‘Ah, if this had been Badab as it was, there would have been no struggle. They would have died before they even drew near. Still, we must work with the tools we are given.’ He looked around. ‘Any word from the planet?’

			‘Nothing yet, lord,’ one of the bridge crew replied. ‘They may be listening, but there have been no broadcasts.’

			Other ships were with them and they spoke in the world’s stead, confirming their successful transits. Huron knew each one, their captains and shipmasters, the notables amongst his Red Corsairs who dwelt in each. Enough to provide his men with the relief that they needed, before the rest of the Maelstrom could be purged.

			‘Tell the Throne of Tyrants and the Red Claw to draw up alongside us. We will face these bastards down with as much fire as we can muster. Our biggest guns. We will make them bleed.’

			‘Aye, lord!’ the bridge crew chorused, each one locked in their own pit of fear and hate. Fearful of what was to come and hating themselves for that fact. He could smell the pheromonal reek of their despair, filling the bridge at the merest distant sight of the enemy.

			‘Take us into the heart of the enemy. My world demands deliverance. I would not be Master of the Maelstrom if I let any part of my domain suffer and die. Let us… offer them relief, eh?’

			This time no one answered. The ship powered ahead, grumbling with the intensified thrust that was driving them on towards the beleaguered world. Even this far out it was visible. A soiled marble turning in the void, its white-beige surface mottled with alien influence. The great shadows of the hive ships hanging over it. Every part of it sullied like rotted meat, woven through with taint. Dying by degrees while the rest of the wars, the myriad wars of the Tyrant, rattled on across the Maelstrom Zone and beyond.

			Now they bore down upon it, plunging through the system’s core, driving inwards towards the only habitable world. Every facet of them turned towards invasion, focused upon their prey as the xenos in turn preyed on Tiajin.

			Huron smirked, letting the gesture creep along his iron teeth.

			Below us, all the sins of the xenos are laid bare. Gods be damned and let the galaxy burn.

			‘We will come down on them with all the fury of the Red Corsairs. We will burn them from the galaxy. That is how alien filth are repaid. Our brothers endure below. They must. And we will pry them up from the darkness and deliver them their vengeance. Now begins the liberation of Tiajin.’

			He rose and raised the Claw. Each digit crackled into life, ablaze with murderous lightning. Stalking forwards into the red-rimed darkness of the bridge, he knew every mortal eye was locked upon him.

			Garreon was there too, silent and observant, braced against the rear wall as though assessing Huron for weakness.

			‘We will bleed them. Each and every last monster.’

			‘Be ready. It will be soon,’ Disoneiros called out to his warriors.

			The arming chamber was as ad hoc as anything else in the Tyrant’s arsenal. The warriors pulled equipment from shelves and benches, fitting them almost despite the would-be serfs who weaved between their armoured forms, trying desperately to be of use.

			‘You think it will be so soon?’ Tseren asked.

			Gardr chuckled. ‘Not immediately, but we are on our way. Very soon you will be in the thick of it! How does that make you feel, youngblood? The xenos are so close you can taste them! Gods, I can smell them! Soon enough they will be between our teeth!’

			‘I will not shirk from the challenge. I have made my oaths,’ Tseren affirmed, holding his choler. ‘I will face them down and fight and die for the Tyrant of Badab.’

			‘Ha!’ Gardr exclaimed. ‘Oh, pup, you may come to regret that. Have you fought the tyranids? Did your bold horsemen ride out to face down the Devourer? Or have you fought all the foes of man save them?’

			Tseren’s calm did not break. He returned Gardr’s false joy. ‘I have. And I know how dire they can be. I am not afraid.’ He swallowed hard and then drummed his fist against his chestplate. ‘I will fight them on their own terms. If I die, then I die. I will have served our cause.’

			‘How noble of you. That strident Chogorian commitment to death.’

			‘No different from your Fenrisian enthusiasm. The commitment to “who can slay the biggest monster”, eh? Is that not how it goes with your kind?’

			Even Disoneiros laughed at that. The Executioner ducked his head to try to hide it, still sharpening the edge of his axe even now that battle was upon them. ‘You are an idiot, Gardr,’ he said finally. ‘This one? He will fight till the death, and if not? He will piss on your grave. This one will outlast you.’

			Gardr glared at the Executioner, weighing the value of directly opposing him, and knowing better than to try it.

			The space they now occupied was a stripped-down metal chamber, makeshift shelving nailed to the walls. It was crowded with weapons and armour. The interior of the Spectre felt as though it were always in flux, changing at a whim, at whatever requirement the Tyrant put forth into the universe. The thoughts of the ship’s occupants were equally makeshift, caught up in the currents of need and violence. Bound to the will of their master.

			The Executioner spoke. ‘When we fall upon Tiajin it will be one of the most profound moments of this war. We will be liberators and champions, all. Each of us will fight for the defence of a world, not to put it to the sword. There is something to be said for that.’

			They all looked at Disoneiros. His muted passions seemed to have been roused by circumstances. The Executioner was their leader and the most visible representation of Huron’s power and presence below decks. For him to speak so decisively was as though the gods themselves had descended to speak their words of fire within the lower decks of the Spectre. 

			‘Glory to Blackheart,’ Tseren said at last, suddenly. ‘May his victories last a thousand years.’

			There was no signal, no communion, beneath the earth.

			Instead, the Living Prayer fought his bitter war almost alone and devoid of contact.

			The tunnels beneath the manufactoria, sprawling their way between the abandoned and the occupied, were a web of darkness and diseased presence. The holy plagues of the Grandfather were absent, stolen away by residual filters and Imperial subroutines that refused to ever truly die. There were so many tunnels, cobwebbed through the dirt of Tiajin – old access tunnels and maintenance byways. Too many for the Red Castellan’s liking. Many had been sealed or collapsed, flooded with molten foundry runoff. A hundred ways to stymie and frustrate an enemy that was everywhere.

			The final bulwark was to be made of flesh, and the Living Prayer stood at its head with some semblance of pride. 

			Even here the whirr of the filters was a persistent backbeat to his progress. He was not alone, beneath the world – far from its heart and yet beneath its skin – yet he felt as though he fought and lived alone. He fought on, unknowing and unaware of the tumults of the surface, surrounded by warriors of equal skill. 

			Malaq’s squad had borne some surprising fruit. Malaq himself had never deigned to venture below ground in defence of Tiajin, but his brothers had come. Targaz and Ratrek. Dyravar and Jilana. They were fine warriors, soldiers of the gods in the Tyrant’s red. He had not offered them blessings or sacred oaths. He simply led.

			The surface had been noise and fire, madness and pain, the constant roiling insanity of barrage and biologic atrocity. Here beneath the world reality was taut and quiet. The darkness crowded in around them; every last lumen had long since failed. He let a growl slip free from his lips, turning his crozius over in his hands, its light the only illumination in the close space of the underground passageways. Yet even without the light, their helms provided them with adequate visual enhancement.

			His head ached. Every thought hurt. The tyranids’ mental poison sang even here beneath the earth. His gifts had failed him and now he was reduced to the screaming cage of his own mind, hemmed in by the chittering chorus of alien whispers.

			The enemy was growing more insidious, and he cursed himself for ever having doubted their ability. In the end Vor’s secular thoroughness had been right. It was not simply the tides that had been unleashed above in the early days, but burrowing things like great serpents. The surface was a slow grind of attrition below the polluted skies, and now the enemy’s reach slithered its way below their lines. 

			The other warriors surrounded him, crowding the narrow passageways. Ceramite scraped against stone as they advanced, one at each side of him and two behind. It was old infrastructure, excavated long before the world had ever been conquered or touched by the warp. He paused for a moment, cocking his head as he peered into a side passage at the undisturbed shrine to the False Emperor that waited there, all but forgotten. Dust had colonised it thoroughly, coating every surface, dulling the gold of His graven image. The Living Prayer’s hands closed around the haft of his crozius and he stepped back, turning away to ignore it.

			The urge to desecrate something that had once represented his entire life was so very strong. He could already see how the shrine would come apart, each crozius strike tearing it to pieces. Masonry and gilding reduced to powder. Less than nothing. As it deserved to be.

			‘There will be time enough for you later,’ he said under his breath. ‘Whether it takes ten thousand years or more, all empires of lies inevitably collapse. Your time will come, whether it is Lorgar or Abaddon or Huron who finally crushes your Palace around you.’

			No empire lasts forever, especially when it is built upon blinkered folly.

			The thought haunted his mind. There was much to be said for what Huron Blackheart had achieved in his short time amidst madmen and renegades. Yet the Prayer knew in his hearts that all who spurned the gods would find only ashes as their reward.

			The others stayed silent, ignoring his words, then turned as something skittered further down the corridor. Bolters snapped up and the Living Prayer walked ahead of them, his own weapon readied. 

			‘Show yourself,’ he growled.

			As though in answer the shadows shifted with rippling chameleonic motion. 

			It lunged with unparalleled swiftness, a great bladed limb scything through the air. In an instant Ratrek was gone, slammed down into the floor by the barbed arm and then dragged back into the darkness. He fired madly, blindly, each shot a sudden flash of illumination and raining stone dust. His final scream echoed over the vox before it collapsed into a death rattle, broken only by the animalistic crunching as the ambush predator fed.

			How long has it been down here? Biding its time? Learning the tunnels?

			The thoughts passed almost too quickly to grasp on to.

			He trusted in actions instead.

			The Living Prayer moved forwards, chasing the thing’s path. He reached to his belt and pulled the pin in the fragmentation grenade, hurling it around the corner. There was a wet slapping sound and the grenade hurtled back, hitting the wall closest to him as he jerked away from it.

			His eyes widened within his helm and he threw up his arms, shielding himself from the sudden and shocking brilliance of the enemy. The detonation wrapped him in fire, burning away the nests of purity seals which adorned his armour. One of the ornate mechanisms in his shoulder pads jammed and broke. He spun round again, swinging blindly into the smoke.

			It was smart, whatever it was. More than the masses of screaming monsters that roamed above. The bioforms were growing more and more devious, stronger and faster. Their own resources, already stretched, were beginning to run out. The lines of defence were fraying.

			Without support or relief they would be doomed in a matter of days.

			‘I will not die here,’ he whispered to himself and pushed on through the smoke. ‘Not to some animal!’ They could not be goaded or made to lose themselves in wrath. He despised such an emotional lack. There was nothing pure or sacred in them. Not a single thought or feeling that pleased the gods. 

			He moved slowly through the aftermath of the detonation, stopping only when he found Ratrek’s mangled form. His helm had been peeled apart like a fruit, before the monster had hollowed out the skull beneath it. Nothing remained in the crimson-stained cranium. Every last morsel of brain had been devoured, with the same thoroughness as a brother putting the omophagea to use.

			He heard fire from behind him, the sudden eruption of chatter over the vox. They were under attack. Lesser organisms, swarming through the pipes, squeezing themselves into impossible spaces, hunting his brothers.

			He stepped back, ready to turn and aid them, and then it struck.

			It came from above. A sudden, flowing rush of movement, its clawed arms lashing out as the Living Prayer ducked low. He drove the crozius up, slamming it against the ceiling as the predator pivoted bonelessly, propelling itself at the left-hand wall and then springing towards him. The bladed scythe arms plunged at him, pinning him about the head as they scored across his armour. He felt its lesser set of arms scrambling across his plate, trying to find weaknesses, to hold him steady as it killed him.

			The bottom of its face was a writhing clutch of tendrils, each one a muscular feeding barb. They slathered at his faceplate, still hungry for flesh. He could see it in the thing’s eyes. Narrowed amber orbs, bristling with their own intelligence and desires. An almost abominable independence, next to the slavish single-mindedness of the greater swarm. Those eyes narrowed with pitiless need, yearning to devour him as it had Ratrek. 

			He forced his arm free, slamming the crozius down with such force that the chitinous leg broke. The creature staggered backwards, its raised arms grinding against his armour. He felt ceramite strain, cracking as the barbs hooked into it. 

			He drove it back and watched as it raised its good leg, pushing back off the wall to slam its huge blades in an impaling blow. He deflected it with his crozius, then hammered the thing into the wall. 

			Bolter fire split the air again.

			The rest of his warriors rounded the corner, bloodied and firing near blind.

			The predator tried to flee once more, skin rippling as it struggled desperately to hide itself. Shells burst against its chitinous exterior, slamming it back, making it spasm like a marionette, or a failing pict-feed. 

			The Living Prayer swung round and smashed it across its face. Tendrils spun away from it, slithering with residual muscular motion. He hit it again, driving the light-wreathed head of the crozius into its chest, then pulling the weapon up till it seared one of the massive arms off.

			He stumbled forwards, grasping for his sidearm. He raised the plasma pistol with a trembling hand and fired. The alien beast’s skull exploded in a rush of smoking bone and cooked meat, ashes drifting from amidst the sunburst detonation.

			He reached out and braced himself against the wall. The vox-calls of his brothers were blotted out as a priority message flooded his command channel, directed from the central hub itself.

			‘Rejoice, brother. Whatever prayers you have offered have been answered. Lord Huron comes. We may yet be saved.’

			The Living Prayer shook as he listened. His entire armoured body shuddered as he allowed himself to slump down and sit amidst the blood and madness of battle’s aftermath. It took him a moment to realise that he was laughing.
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			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			TIRELESS GUNS

			There was unity now. A purity of purpose that only a mind such as Huron’s could inflict upon pirates and renegades.

			The Hamadrya had drawn away from him, occupying itself by crawling along the tops of cogitators and perching in the iron rafters of the bridge. Whenever Huron’s eye found it, the familiar would shift, flowing from one form to another before appearing somewhere else. As they drew nearer to Tiajin, it finally settled itself back atop his command throne. Huron’s claw traced the line of the throne, following the Hamadrya’s footfalls much as a mortal might toy with a pet felid. 

			It is all a game. One we play at our own whim, just as we fight the will of the gods. Mastery and slavery is the oldest game, and one I intend never to lose again.

			The Spectre of Ruin lurched onwards at the head of the makeshift fleet he had cobbled together, finally now burning forwards with purpose. All that remained were the battles to be fought in defence of his right to rule. Reclaiming his domain before its inevitable expansion.

			‘Make sure all are accounted for and ready,’ Huron said. ‘Every last one of my bloodied Red Corsairs will be prepared for combat drop. We will scatter the insects and then deploy into their midst.’ The Tyrant’s Claw flexed again and clicked against the throne. ‘Are they turning to face us down?’

			‘Aye, lord!’ the master of auspex called. 

			‘Excellent, then it will be sporting.’ He bared his iron teeth in a rictus grin. ‘Bring us in.’

			They moved ponderously, every part of them in some form of motion.

			The bio-ships were lesser progeny compared to the Devourer-king that had brought them to the system. Starlight caught on their purple chitin plates or on the ice crystals which clung to their exposed flesh. They bore scars from old battles and patches where they had been lashed by the warp’s fury. Whatever war they had been driven from, scattered upon the cosmic winds, it was lost to history, remembered only by those who had fought against them. 

			Spore clouds shrouded them in a clinging wall, pre-emptively shielding them from any attack that Huron’s forces might offer. The vastness of their collective consciousness cried out, making reality ripple with the fury of their song. Orifices readied themselves, flooding with acids and bio-plasma. Birthing chambers convulsed as they spawned spine-like bio-torpedoes, which slid into place with an organic swiftness.

			Where the fleets of humanity, be they loyalist or traitor, needed thousands of bodies to lever their munitions into place, the tyranids moved with a singular biology. Determined to always prevail as the dominant predators in whatever space they occupied. 

			They propelled themselves forwards on venting gases and let their whipping flagella push them on.

			‘Keep going!’ Huron bellowed. ‘I want to see them bleed! This is the moment. This is the challenge! Soon we will hunt the White Scars and end their cowardly running. Here is an enemy that moves to face us down. It wishes to humble us, as though we were weaklings. They are a distraction! Let us break them and be done with it!’

			His voice rang through the ship, carried on every channel. Work crews toiled to his ministrations. Astartes readied themselves for war, pouring into drop pods, assault boats and gunships. A single will unified them as surely as the tyranids’ hive mind bound them together. He was the strength in their arms, the breath at their backs. He was the urgency of battle and the dire need for vengeance. 

			Huron strode towards Bloodstrike and gestured impatiently for the gathered warriors to board it. Twenty of them stood waiting, or knelt in pointless homage. He laughed to see it and gestured again.

			‘In!’ he snapped. 

			The warped craft stirred upon the deck, as though sharing its master’s irritation. The engines pulsed, breathing fire and superheated air from their gaping maws. Huron was up and onto the ramp first, brandishing his claw. ‘We ride to glory, or as close to it as can be gained from fighting these mongrels! Clear me a path to the citadel or get out of my way!’ He held their gaze. ‘To the victors will go the spoils, and my most sincere gratitude.’

			That brought a laugh from the gathered squads. Disoneiros and his men were among the first to join him. Huron waved them in and then looked across the moving throng of warriors. 

			‘Ah! There you are,’ he said. ‘I would not want you to miss the festivities. Not when there will be so much plunder for you. You will have your fill of flesh, fear not.’

			Garreon walked through the parting crowd, barely sparing any of them a glance. ‘You truly think I can be bribed with xenos flesh?’

			Huron shrugged. ‘Meat is meat. I thought you would appreciate the chance to tame their aberrant biology. Or at the very least stop them from despoiling your precious little prize.’

			Garreon frowned. ‘I have no doubts that you will keep the gene-seed safe.’

			‘Only because it pleases me to have White Scars of my own to inherit their dusty little rock,’ Huron said. ‘Though keeping you busy is an advantage into the bargain.’

			The Hamadrya peeked out from behind Huron’s head and Garreon’s eyes drifted to it. The familiar hissed, its reptilian tongue slipping between its lips, then drawing back over needle teeth. 

			‘We all have our labours to occupy us. You build empires and I maintain them. You spend lives and I dissect them.’ He paused. ‘And there is flesh aplenty here. To be studied and exploited.

			‘And yet look at all we have built together!’ Huron clasped Garreon by the shoulders. ‘Soon enough we will be back upon Thaxis, where you and Armenneus can continue your works until Yasan is truly ours. That is your master’s wish. These vermin are nothing more than a hollow distraction.’

			Garreon nodded and walked on past Huron. ‘Then let us remove this obstacle, once and for all.’

			The guns began to howl. 

			Shells as large as hab-blocks were spat into the void, hurtling towards the enemy in killing broadsides. Lance batteries hurled their poison light across the gulf and found their targets.

			The first of the bio-ships took a macro-munition to what passed for its face and shrugged it aside in a spray of spores, navigating the blow like a pugilist. The lance strikes seared its hide and the thing shrieked silently into the abyss.

			A volley of bio-torpedoes slammed against the Spectre’s voids, sending a rippling cascade of light and matter over the protective field. One of them managed to penetrate, embedding itself into the starboard hull of the ship like a quill. Alarums sounded. Bulkheads sealed shut. Chittering Dark Mechanicum adepts invoked their insane rites to safeguard the ship’s soul, deck by deck, to drive out the xenos corruption.

			As the battle began in earnest, the first of the deployments began.

			Huron laughed as the Stormbird shook and rattled, weaving through the suddenly crowded battlespace as it plunged for the surface of Tiajin.

			Leech-like boarding worms spasmed their way through the near-space of the Spectre, dying like insects as they flailed themselves uselessly to death against the void shields. Yet the tyranids did not lack for numbers. Thousands of beasts were saturating the void around them, clawing at the shields, swarming gunships, forcing themselves bodily into exhaust ports and engines. Trying to drown them in flesh.

			Something impacted the top of Bloodstrike, sending shockwaves through the vessel. Something was clawing at the hull, its claws a constant reverie of desperate hunger.

			‘Keep going,’ Huron called to Carazzalan. ‘Burn them from my ship.’

			The Dark Mechanicum adept cooed and burbled with obscene joy and the ship sped up, diving towards the planetary surface. Huron was certain he could hear the tyranid’s muted scream reverberating through the ship as it burned. The atmosphere was just another tool, just another weapon, in a universe where anything could be sharpened to a killing edge.

			Carazzalan’s oozing joy was kindled again as the Stormbird swept low, firing into the massed ranks of the enemy, cleaving them from the air and blowing holes into the mass of bodies as they seethed. Where parts of the horde turned and weaved to avoid the incoming fire, others realigned themselves and began to fire at the heavens. Disgusting alien projectiles smashed themselves to paste as they hit the hull of the doughty old gunship, barely scratching it. An alert flickered across the screens before Carazzalan detected one point of penetration, a small wound which leaked unholy black blood.

			‘Open the hatch!’ Huron called. 

			The adept chirruped in confusion, gesturing madly with their mechanical arms. 

			‘Do as you are told!’ Huron snapped. ‘I want to hit something myself.’

			The rear hatch began to judder open, filling the crew compartment with the howling gale of the thin outside air. He could taste alien foulness on every breeze, rich and sour as the air rushed in. He grinned down at the other warriors, gesturing for them to release their restraints as the gunship swept low, its weapons still firing in their tireless rhythm.

			Huron Blackheart stepped forward and hurled himself into the snapping midst of the swarm.

			He hit the ground with the impact of a missile, crushing one of the warrior breeds beneath his boots.

			Huron looked around, amused. His landing had disrupted whatever fragile unity had guided the mass of bodies. They staggered away from him as though confused, sniffing the air like the beasts they were. He was a blot of red amidst the undulating mass of purple flesh. Nestled like a blood clot in the midst of an infested body.

			His axe swung round and hewed an alien body in half before he kicked it away in a rush of ichor and mangled organs. Huron’s claw swept around and the flamer triggered, bathing the ’gaunts in blazing promethium as he tore his way through the mass of them, every strike cleaving a little more space for him to fight in.

			Others began to hit the ground around him. Disoneiros and the Chogor­ian youngblood slammed into the earth, immediately beginning to fire into the mass of the aliens. 

			Drop pods hammered down to either side, disgorging yet more warriors in the crimson of the Red Corsairs. ‘Death!’ they screamed over the alien screeching. ‘Death to the enemies of Huron Blackheart!’

			Huron laughed to hear it. He swung his claw through another clutch of horrors, shredding them apart even as the chitin began to blacken where it had caught upon his talons. Multitudes were fighting and dying around him, a perpetually undulating tide broken up only by the power-armoured figures of his warriors.

			‘Lord Huron?’

			He grinned as the vox signal finally cut through the din of battle. The drained and desperate tone was like a symphony in and of itself. Sweeter than the dying screams of the aliens that surrounded him.

			‘Ah, Vor. Still alive I see! You have done well to last this long alone with only zealots, mortals and reserves to man your precious walls.’

			‘I have worked wonders with less, lord. Though in my defence, they were Iron Warriors, and you had gifted me…’ The signal cut out as if interrupted, but Huron could hear the pained breath drawn between the Red Castellan’s teeth. ‘Quite the motley band, my lord.’

			‘And yet here you are. Still doing my bidding. Perhaps I should be proud to find you, still here, still in my colours. Fighting my wars for me.’

			‘There were no better offers, Blackheart. If there had been then maybe I would have been directing some grand war instead of weathering a siege.’

			‘Ah, but you love it either way,’ Huron said. ‘I doubt even your obstinate father’s call could have moved you. You are like me, Tethrak. You value this for what it is. Be it game or lesson or necessity. You understand.’

			Huron scraped a torrent of hissing acid-soaked worms from his breastplate with the back of his claw and watched the alien horde react to the combat drops. Writhing and responding like one immense organism, each part convulsing like a provoked immune system.

			Whatever strength it had been breeding in reserve, whatever monstrous forms it had conjured to fight them, they were now being roused. The tide of bodies rippled and the lesser ’gaunt forms drew back, hissing, pawing at the dirt with hooves and claws. Readying their obscene bio-cannons or squatting low to brace their blade-limbs in the dust.

			‘These worlds have only one master!’ Huron bellowed. ‘If they are to be stripped clean by any hand, it shall be mine.’

			As though in answer the ground trembled. The shudder that had passed through the swarm of bodies now resonated through the world itself.

			‘Ah, at last,’ Huron crowed. ‘A challenge!’ He reached down and hooked his claws into the sightless sockets of a dead warrior form, hefting it up by the skull. ‘Let us see what they send next, eh?’ He tossed the carcass at Garreon’s feet. ‘There you go,’ he said. ‘More meat for the grinder. Who knows what you might learn from them?’

			The Corpsemaster ignored the jibe and stepped over the bloodied corpse. ‘There is a time and a place, lord. There will be plenty of bodies when the butcher’s bill is settled and this world is yours again.’

			‘The Tyrant’s due.’

			The tremor crept closer. Huron turned from his Lord Apothecary and threw his arms wide.

			Something lumbered through the enemy lines as the swarms parted. It was massive, armoured in thick plates of chitin, drooling bio-acid and flexing its immense claws. It roared as it drew nearer, then broke into a ponderous sprint.

			It was a living battering ram, made to tear down walls and shatter battle tanks. Crafted by some inhuman intelligence to bring nothing but ruin. Were it not a xenos abomination, perhaps Huron could even have admired it. A depraved purity of form and function radiated from every part of it. 

			Yet there was no beauty here. Even the daemonic minions of the gods who clamoured ever for Huron’s soul and attention had a certain putrid charm, so rooted were they in the sins of men’s souls. Next to them the alien horrors were merely echoes, shaped only to kill. Not for the joy of it. Not for plunder or conquest. Not for the simple thrill of battle.

			They were tools meant to render worlds sterile, cold and empty. And that was something Huron Blackheart could not stomach. Not for the triumph of humanity or the promises of the Pantheon.

			Huron fought for his glory alone. This was his world. It did not belong to the Imperium. It was not the domain of xenos parasites. He had claimed it as the Maelstrom’s light had blazed in the heavens, one of countless stepping stones that had allowed him to challenge the White Scars themselves and etch wounds into their world that might never heal.

			He was the Tyrant of Badab. Master of the Maelstrom. And he kept what he claimed.

			Bolter rounds hammered against the monster’s flank, but it paid them no heed. Its eyes were narrowed slits, aglow with some inner luminescence. The chitin shell of the thing was already scarred where the Tyrant’s warriors had failed to kill it. Score marks littered its body like a battlefield.

			Carnifex. The word bubbled up, almost unbidden, a half-remembered designation from some tactical briefing or magos genetor’s footnotes. These things had names and definitions, but he almost never cared to give them voice. They were enemies. Nothing more. Only their presence as an obstacle mattered. 

			Huron welcomed it.

			It dug at the ground with immense claws, pulling itself forwards. Acid drooled from its mouth in a constant flow, the creature unbothered, perhaps even unknowing. Every biological function was suborned, bent to a greater will.

			Perhaps when it is dead then Garreon can pry the secrets from its flesh. See what mind lies at its core.

			First it had to die.

			The monster lunged for him, jaws wide, claws plunging for his heart. Huron threw himself to the left and spun about, his talons raking across its side. Ichor smoked away upon the powered blades, greasing the air with the inhuman reek of it.

			The siege-beast swung round and one of the claws knocked Huron back, almost off his feet. He grinned as pain sang through him, rippling from his residual flesh into the cybernetics that had replaced so much of him. Battle was one of the only places he still felt alive. Where he could once again remember being Lugft Huron. An exemplar of his breed. Born to rule.

			Another claw swept in and hammered through his guard. He tasted blood and felt it trickling through the plates of his armour. He drove it away, claw to claw, following it up with a vicious backhand. 

			‘Is that all you have, alien?’ he taunted. ‘The wrath of the Imperium could not kill me. You will not be any different.’

			The milling horde surged forwards with renewed vigour. Dozens of bodies hurled themselves around Huron, each one a hissing storm of fangs and bladed limbs. His warriors closed in around him, blade to blade with the tide even as Huron himself plunged into combat with the siege monster.

			It was no graceful dance, the way the aeldari might have made it. It was not hard-edged with Imperial hate as his blinkered cousins would have made it. Nor did it have any of the savage bluster that other disciples of the Pantheon slathered themselves in. This was a timeless purity. Man set against monster. Warrior against beast. Standing bloodied in the face of something that only wished to kill and defile.

			It almost made him ache for the days when he had taken upon himself the weight of the Maelstrom Zone’s defence. He alone had raised Badab up to be a beacon in those times. He had reached out his hands and let the peace of the Ghost Razors caress the stars. It was when he had been strongest, and strongest alone.

			Now he fought with a kingdom of reavers. An army of opportunists who cared only for their own advancement. Verngar had taught him that, as had a hundred other pretenders down the years of his ascendancy. Those who would tear his rule from him were no better than this alien monster.

			It charged him and its claws flew for his face. Huron grunted as he brought his own claw up and slammed his axe into the side of the thing’s plunging limb. He held on, barely. It pushed harder and Huron felt the soil sliding away at his feet as it pushed him backwards. Even the active power fields could not fully withstand the alien’s foetid might.

			The Tyrant snarled and triggered the Claw’s flamer. Burning promethium flared up, dancing along the tyranid’s arm. It bellowed with rage and pain, hunching itself forward.

			It would kill him, even if it meant its own death. That was what it had been conceived for. Its entire being shaped to be a weapon that would end worlds.

			Perhaps we are not so different, vermin.

			Huron allowed the thought to pass and laughed in the enemy’s face.

			Flames roared between them, heat licking at both of their faces. The tyranid monster hunched closer and its rancid breath was everywhere, stronger than the burning promethium reek of the flamer. 

			Huron heaved forwards with all of his strength and the locked weapons broke apart. Fragments of burning chitin flicked away. Huron was already moving away, skirting around the siege-beast’s reach. It shook itself and spun with more speed than he had thought it capable of.

			The claw’s backward stroke caught him across the chestplate and sent him tumbling. Huron’s crimson form knocked a number of his own men flying before he steadied himself. His talons raked the earth and caught upon hard rock, anchoring him and allowing him a moment to pull himself up.

			He hurled himself back into the thick of it, ignoring the barks and calls of his warriors. Disoneiros was locked in a struggle with a pack of warrior-clade beasts, his axe sweeping round and cleaving limbs free. The Executioner’s normally measured visage was racked by primal kill-need. He bellowed and turned, as though his wrath itself could drive the enemy back. Hate made into a weapon, no more dulled than it had been when he had wielded it on behalf of the Imperium.

			Gardr was bellowing as he killed beside Disoneiros, as alive with savage mirth as the Executioner was burning with loathing. He hewed at the enemy like a woodcutter, each strike fuelled by every iota of his strength. His bloodied maw was wide and snarling, teeth bared in hunger.

			Then there was Tseren. The turncloak kept close to his Executioner mentor and fought with the fluid warfare the White Scars were renowned for. Each motion was considered and precise, like calligraphy wrought by blade. All that the Imperium had taught him, still so close to the surface. Not yet reshaped by the rough glories of the Red Corsairs.

			Huron’s claws shredded another hissing warrior form. It fell away in a cloud of boiled ichor and atomised flesh. He strode through the aftermath of the mutilation and the immense beast met him once more. Claws flailed at him, scoring across his armour. He tasted blood in his mouth and grinned, flecks of it flying from his iron teeth. 

			Thunder sounded around them and Huron turned sharply.

			Somewhere nearby, someone was screaming ‘Cover!’ Some of the transhuman warriors obeyed without thought, hurling themselves behind lumps of ruined masonry or clusters of igneous rock. Others fought on regardless, killing even as fire surrounded them.

			The artillery barrage was precise for all its fury. Huron growled as he pushed through, letting the fire lap at his flesh and iron. Sensations not unlike pain rippled through his body and he embraced them.

			More ordnance struck the ground. Tyranid bodies filled the air, hurled by kinetic force or reduced to ichorous slurry. Warrior-beasts died screaming and their animal agony seemed to pulsate outwards, filling the others around them with a craven, bestial fear. The siege-beast swayed before them, bearing its scars with something like pride.

			The tyranid line was collapsing, riven by fire from above and bladework from below. Huron stalked forwards, but the beast was already retreating as whatever intelligence guided it reshaped the lines to suit its design.

			‘Pathetic,’ Huron slurred. He swayed on his heels and turned, looking at the warriors, his warriors, as they put the dying and spasming tyranids to the sword. Garreon was crouching by one, narthecium array extended as he cut at the flesh, delicately moving away folds of muscle and slabs of chitin. Huron could see the passion etched into the Corpsemaster’s features.

			Garreon looked up, tilting his head quizzically. ‘Are you well, lord?’

			‘Nothing I cannot overcome,’ Huron told him.

			‘My lord Huron,’ a voice interjected over the vox. ‘Transportation is inbound. Your fortress awaits.’

			‘Finally, Vor,’ Huron said with a grin. ‘Hospitality that befits my station.’
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			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			THE TYRANT’S COURT

			Whatever space Huron Blackheart occupied he filled with his presence, a gravitas born of his own entitlement and ego.

			Whether upon the bridge of the Spectre of Ruin or within the throne room of the Palace of Thorns, he commanded with a near-effortless charisma. Even here in the makeshift command chamber that had been assembled for him, Huron was a beacon. Whatever powers and polities had once used these chambers, they were now superseded by the Tyrant. Banners displaying the clenched fist of the Red Corsairs stood at either side of the throne, dominating the dais with the colours of sedition and ruin.

			He leaned forward from his vantage point and glowered down at the assemblage of mortals and transhumans. The Red Corsairs stood at the front, as was their right, a bulwark of crimson before the kneeling soldiery, shielding them from view and sparing the Tyrant any display of their weakness.

			The gathered Space Marines parted and another limped through the middle of their ranks, standing at the centre and gazing up at Huron Blackheart with a wry admiration.

			‘I was beginning to think you were not coming, my lord.’

			‘I could never have abandoned you, Vor. Who would I throw scraps to if you were not here shoring up a wall or clattering your abacus, eh?’

			‘As if that is all I do for you.’ The Iron Warrior laughed. ‘We all have our talents to lend towards your whims and vendettas.’

			‘Well, you have had a most excellent teacher in that regard.’

			‘Perturabo, or you, my lord?’

			Huron grinned. Drool ran from the corner of his mouth as he nodded. Along the edges of the chamber slaves began to file in, tending to the waiting braziers. A sudden spark and the space was filled with light and heat. The red armour before him rippled in the illumination, as though it too were aflame.

			‘Careful, Castellan. I will not be compared to your absent father. Not while my world is in contention.’ Huron paused. His talons rattled against the arm of the throne, sending shivers throughout the chamber. ‘Now. Give me your report.’

			Vor bowed his head. His helm hung from his belt, revealing the scarred visage beneath. Though it was as craggy as the Olympian mountains that had spawned him, Vor Tethrak nonetheless wore an expression of near bliss. He raised a hand and brushed his fingers along his bare skull.

			‘The reinforcements and resupply have been well received, lord. We have replenished our primary ammunition stocks and distributed materiel to the defensive emplacements. We now have enough line warriors to allow rotation from out of the line. Alongside…’ He paused, weighing his words. ‘Alongside new avenues of operation.’

			‘Speak plainly, Vor. I have little enough time to spare without having to sieve the Warsmith from out of your words.’

			‘We can attack and defend with greater ability thanks to your reinforcements, lord,’ he said eventually. ‘And stand ready for your instructions.’

			‘Excellent. See how easy that was, Vor?’ Huron waved his hand dismissively into the air. ‘You have done well, though. Many others would have faltered far earlier and denied me my prize. Yet here you are, with my world still in the balance. No enemy within the walls gnawing on your bones.’

			‘You flatter me, lord.’

			Huron leant back and surveyed the audience chamber. So many warriors, all paying homage to him. All willing to fight and die in his name and for his cause. He had known power and influence as a Chapter Master. The swollen numbers of the Astral Claws had moved to his command, the populace of Badab Primaris had obeyed his every word, and even the warriors of other Chapters had sworn themselves to his endeavours.

			It had been taken from him. Cruelly. Unfairly. The Imperium could stomach no rivals to its relentless and rapacious hunger. Crying out for tithes of men and coin. Terra forever fattening itself while other domains withered. The Imperium was a frail and broken thing, a patchwork maintained only by bleeding every last world to the marrow. As parasitic as any tyranid weapon-beast that crawled or slithered beyond.

			‘Rejoice,’ Huron said at last, louder now, addressing the entirety of the gathered warriors. ‘I have returned to you. I bring fresh meat for the grinder and new fire from the heavens. Together we will scour these vermin from our world and return to our true calling. Making the White Scars bleed!’

			Cheers rose up from his warriors. They were battering their fists against their breastplates or drumming weapons against their ceramite armour or the stone floor. The mortal soldiers followed suit, a faint echo of the transhuman enthusiasm.

			‘I have heard your call and soon there will be many more reinforcements for your ranks. With those numbers we will burn this planet clean. The Maelstrom is ours! Bought with blood and plunder! It will be ours until the Imperium finally dies around us!’ Huron stood and threw his arms wide. Every voice was raised with his, joined together in praise of victory. ‘Go forth! Man the walls! Resist the foe! Stand in service of your master and you shall be rewarded!’

			The light from the lit braziers made their armour into a riot of blood and fire as they turned and marched forth to war. Huron watched them, before finally he stepped down from the dais and stood face to face with Vor Tethrak.

			‘A fine speech,’ the Iron Warrior allowed. ‘I had no idea you were so confident of victory.’

			‘I am not,’ Huron growled, now that only Tethrak could hear him. ‘There may be no reinforcements. There is not yet word from any of my other holdings. We can spare no more from Yasan, lest we lose the entire war. We may yet fail here.’

			‘And you told them otherwise.’

			‘I did,’ Huron said. ‘Either we prevail here or we die. If we win, then it does not matter. If we lose, well, I do not think they will have an opportunity to vent their grievances against me. Not when these monsters are gnawing at our bones.’

			Vor laughed. ‘You truly are a bastard, Blackheart.’

			Huron’s smile died on his lips. ‘And you are far too familiar, Warsmith. Do not forget who rules here. You have done well, I will give you that, but that means nothing if I am trapped here and suffer for the privilege.’

			‘I live to serve, lord,’ Vor said, nodding. 

			‘Be certain you do not forget it,’ Huron rasped. The flickering lights only added to his corpse-flesh face’s ghoulish quality, rendering the Tyrant as a gore-reddened monster of flayed meat. ‘As I give, so I can take away. No garrison. No world. Not a single scrap of war materiel left to you. No lessons to be gleaned at my throne. I would take everything I have given you… and I would cast it to the wind, till whatever warp tides guide you back to your father’s bitter bastion.’

			‘Such promises, lord,’ Vor said plainly.

			‘And I would keep all of them. You know me, Tethrak. But you have not been here since the beginning. You did not stand with us on Badab, not like Garreon and Valthex. You serve your purpose and play your role, but never forget who is in command here.’

			‘How could I?’ he asked with surprising sincerity.

			‘Very good.’

			Huron gestured with his hand. Hidden hololiths flared into life, surrounding them both in walls of light. The battlefield sprawled around them, waves of emerald and crimson in constant flux. The chaos of it was oddly comforting as it washed over the Tyrant and his Castellan. Huron’s armour was aglow with the colours he had taken as his own.

			‘Behold. The battleground and the prize.’

			‘Secured to the best of my ability, lord.’

			‘Spoken like a true siegesmith. Next you will regale me with stories of how a mere half a dozen of you held a world in check for the entirety of the Great Crusade.’

			‘I have a few. Perhaps when the battle is done I can present them for you.’

			Huron’s sick smile returned. His iron teeth ground together with such intensity that Vor leant back as though he feared sparks would be kindled. 

			‘If you live,’ Huron replied coldly. ‘Nothing is certain now… And I have no intention of dying for nothing. Nor dying at all.’

			‘My opposite number here would say that death is the only true certainty his gods lay before him.’

			Huron’s poison grin became a frown. ‘And tell me, where is your burden?’

			When he found the Word Bearer he was above ground again, standing upon the battlements and gazing out at the roiling sea of bodies and brutality.

			Huron was surprised to see the Living Prayer so poised. Motionless, eyes fixed upon the slaughter. He had expected some holy rapture from the zealot – seeing it as a sacred offering of blood and flesh.

			Instead he stood shellshocked, racked by trauma like some weak-willed mortal. His armour was equally defiled. Scarred and scraped by alien claws, the prayer scrolls torn away or hanging limply, barely even stirred by the dusty wind that wafted from the plains.

			Every shudder of the void shields cast up another flare of actinic light and the stink of ozone. The Living Prayer stared into the baleful illumination like a seer seeking wisdom from beyond the veil.

			‘Do your gods speak to you, sorcerer?’ Huron asked. 

			The Living Prayer spun around. He fixed Huron with his gleaming eye-lenses and bowed his head in mock reverence. ‘Nothing speaks to me any more, my lord.’ Huron could hear the fixed grimace behind the helm. ‘Only the chittering of beasts.’

			‘No less a rabble than your usual chorus.’ Huron’s laughter felt forced even to him. ‘Yet here we are. Working with what we have left to us.’

			‘I have served, lord. I continue to serve. That is my duty.’

			‘So you say.’ Huron turned away from him and squinted out across the burning plains. ‘You are an odd pair to have risen to command this place, are you not? Sons of divergent fathers. Warriors of such opposing creeds. You came to us broken and betrayed, an exile from your nest of snakes. Yet here you stand, bleeding for me. I am told you were fighting below. Plugging cracks and crushing insects.’ He scoffed. ‘Seems fitting for your talents.’

			‘You may hurl whatever insults you like, Tyrant. I am used to such things.’

			‘Your breed has been cursed long and often, true enough. All the Maelstrom rings with the untrustworthiness of the sons of Lorgar. It is amazing that Ghalmek endures at all.’ He paused and stepped forwards, letting his hands rest upon the wall top. The stone was grainy but strong, unyielding beneath his touch. ‘Still, you have done what was expected of you. Should I thank you for that, or the one who holds your leash, eh?’

			Huron wondered what the Word Bearer’s psychic agony tasted like. The Hamadrya’s once reassuring presence had become fitful, disrupted by the overbearing might of the tyranid hive mind… Yet every now and then it would recorporealise, still bound within the materium by the struggles of Dengesha’s soul within its vessel. Huron smiled with every muted scream that whispered from the vessel, remembering with bleak joy the bitter end he had engineered for the sorcerer, merely so his pet could endure beyond the warp’s touch. He yearned for the Hamadrya’s power to reassert itself. He could reach out with claws of fire and spite, wrap them around the Word Bearer’s mind and he could–

			Feast…

			He dismissed the thought. It had not been his own. Even here on a world smothered in psychic darkness he could feel the machinations of the Pantheon. Still desperate for his soul. Yearning for him to give in and drown himself in blood or madness. When he indulged in his worst impulses, it would not be at the demands of bone-rattlers and their divinities. It would be because it pleased him alone.

			‘The Red Castellan has been most helpful in directing me where I am needed, lord,’ the Prayer intoned through gritted teeth. Even through the helm Huron thought he could scent blood, the faint iron odour as the Word Bearer struggled with whatever internal pain contorted through him.

			It made a fine change from the odours of his own mutilated form. Huron Blackheart was stitched together from blood and iron, rot and spoiled meat. Machinery pulsed within him and maintained him on the edge of life and death – yet it was spite and madness that animated him.

			‘You all have your parts to play in my designs. One to guide the men and one to move all to where it must inevitably be. You are not so different, I think. You are both priests to uncaring godheads, though I think that logistics may be the crueller master.’

			That forced a bitter laugh from the Prayer. ‘You are a bold man to blaspheme so, when you rely on the gods for so much.’

			‘I rely upon myself more than I do them. I will not be a slave as so many of your kind have become. Like Abaddon pretends he is not.’ Huron grinned emptily. ‘I am a simple creature. I like to break apart the holdings of other Chapters, with my bare hands if need be, because it humbles them before me. It repays old sins. The Imperium will never forget me, because I deliver my fate upon them, time and again. From Vilamus to Chogoris, they are made to remember what they did to my home world. I give them their own Badab.’ 

			He turned back to the Living Prayer as another volley of bio-plasma impacted against the void shields. Light flared harsh and bright, silhouetting them both against the alien fury. 

			‘Horus’ pet, though? He plays the game of the gods. No man cracks the galaxy in half by being simply a man. Nor does a man hand out alien fortresses as if they were gifts. He is a thing of calculation, not merest whim. Let him think that I am some simple pirate to dance to his tune or be bribed and flattered to serve his will. I know my own strength. I serve only myself.’

			The light faded behind them, and with it their shadows, no longer rendered like statues of black stone. They were simply men again.

			The Living Prayer seemed to enjoy the long moment of silence that settled between them, broken only by the muted sounds of battle. ‘The gods choose many instruments,’ he said finally. ‘Some fight the divine war and others the physical. This is no mere contest of the material. It stretches out into eternity. A war of supernal faith.’

			‘That is your war. It is not mine.’ Huron jabbed his claw out across the battlements. ‘That is my war. For what I am owed.’

			‘As you say.’

			‘When you are ready, report to your comrade. He will have tasks for you.’

			‘And what of you, lord? What end do you serve?’

			Huron laughed dryly. ‘I have a war to win.’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			[image: ]

			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			BLOOD TITHE

			The world itself seemed changed. Smaller, somehow. Reduced by the Tyrant’s very presence. When he stood upon New Badab or scoured the stars aboard the Spectre of Ruin, he was an imposing figure and his glory reflected upon those environs. Here, on the dusty earth of Tiajin, surrounded only by toil and suffering, he lessened it. This was simply a ball of rock and air, tumbling through the endless void, riven by men’s petty squabbles. It was not fit for him.

			He dominated, merely by existing upon its scarred flesh.

			Huron bestrode the battlefield like a crimson god. Even those who knew his feelings about the Pantheon could not help but look at him with something approaching worship. His weapons blazed with kindled energy, trailing ghost-echoes of previous wars. He was the fire of old rebellion and limitless spite, bound up in flesh and iron.

			And his warriors followed him.

			Men had always followed Huron Blackheart, no matter the name or title he had swathed himself in. It was as much a weapon to him as his claw or axe. Fearful awe could lead to the deaths of a hundred men as surely as ordnance cast from the barrels of a thousand guns. Mortals looked up from their trenches and watched as he strode forwards into the thick of the fighting, as inspiring as any pict or statue of the Imperium. He was a bloodied angel, aglow with the fire of ruin.

			His dead lips twisted into a smile.

			He was beyond the trench lines now. Away from the cover of the void shields, he knew once more what it meant to fight as an Astartes. No matter what else fate had made of him, he was still that.

			He did not walk alone. Across the line of the trenches the Red Corsairs strode, erstwhile angels amidst the throng of soldiers. The trenches stretched around the central bastion for miles, ringing it in redundancies and walls. The Red Castellan’s work had been more than adequate. Before he had blessed the sands with his presence Huron had examined the interlocking fields of fire, the precision with which the nests of slaved guns and artillery had been constructed. 

			Always a fine student.

			The Iron Warrior’s skill was unquestionable. He was, if nothing else, a fine tool in the arsenal of the Red Corsairs. In all his years of service he had never had much cause to question the Red Castellan’s devotion, as he had with the actions of the Living Prayer. 

			None of that mattered now. 

			For most warriors of humanity’s elite there was only battle and blood. Even those who had broken with the False Emperor’s doctrines, this was what they were at their core. Made to fight the impossible battles that upheld the lie.

			He stopped. The line halted with him. For every man prepared for melee there was another beside him armed with flamer or melta. They aped what Huron could accomplish alone, modelling themselves on his example.

			‘Drive them back from my fortress,’ Huron growled. ‘I am sick of looking at these alien vermin.’

			The other warriors drew inwards and readied their weapons. A bulwark of lightning and flame stood at the edge of the trenchworks, spread out so that the mortal soldiers could fire between them. They stood like sentinels, waiting for the inevitable.

			‘Now,’ Huron whispered over the vox. ‘If you would be so kind.’

			Thunder was his answer.

			Above them, the sky had become a toxic swirl of black smoke and lurid spore clouds. Purples and greens warred with the distant sickness of the warp storms, seeking to drown out the Maelstrom’s beautifully hateful light. The interplay cast mad fractal patterns as light and unlight scattered through atmosphere and clouds. Aurorae and nimbuses danced in the heavens before new scars eclipsed them.

			The citadel’s guns fired and realigned, a relentless tattoo directed by a single will. Vor Tethrak’s aim was nigh perfect. Huron could barely have conducted it better himself. Were he a lesser man he might have felt a swell of pride, blossoming in the cavity of his chest. 

			He was beyond such things. 

			He stood before the burning, tormented sky like a totem of defiance, arms thrown wide. His warriors gathered at his side like pagan worshippers. Ashes and spores swirled about their ankles, dredged up by the pyroclastic winds. 

			Cinders caught upon his armour, slowly mottling it grey as though the unpainted plate beneath was once again showing through, obliterating the red he had taken as his own. All the Astral Claws had been baptised in blood after their humbling. He wore it proudly now. The armour was as much a part of him as his remaining flesh. He was a ruin made into the image of a warrior king. Blessed and cursed by the gods he scorned and the institution he despised.

			‘With me!’ Huron roared. ‘Through the fire and into them!’ He looked around and bared his iron teeth. ‘I want this wretched earth soaked in their alien blood!’ 

			Tseren sprinted forwards across the open plains before the fortress, following the advance of his new master with as much fervency as he had once chased the attention of his own Chapter superiors.

			The Tyrant was aglow with refracted light and reflected glory, burning like an omen star as he barrelled towards the enemy. Tseren saw Huron disappear into the glowing wound of a crater before hurtling up the opposite side mere moments later.

			He moved to his own rhythm and his warriors followed with him. His lumbering gait evinced none of the lightning swiftness that any White Scar would have demonstrated. To look upon him was to see all the strength of the Adeptus Astartes stripped down to its savage core. Still the Tyrant pressed on, motivated by pitiless rage and the joy of battle. All others honoured that pace. They were blood-drunk and battle hungry, and yet they were forced to wait upon his whim. Mirth split the Tyrant’s lips.

			He too laughs while he kills!

			Tseren laughed in turn. He had never known war as he did now. Not in all the years of his training and service to the Chapter. For all that the White Scars regarded war as a noble pursuit and something worthy of enjoying, it had been hidebound, beholden to the needs of the Imperium. Huron Blackheart showed another way. He had carved out an empire of blood amidst a cage of fire, thriving as only a pirate lord could. All the rogue traders of the galaxy were as nothing compared to the Blood Reaver.

			A warlord who bestrode the galaxy just as he dominated this burning battlefield.

			Tseren spun about as something struck his pauldron, ready for battle. His chainsword rose and then halted. Disoneiros’ axe had clattered, unpowered, against his pauldron. The Executioner nodded at Tseren, matching his pace.

			‘Now you understand, do you not?’ he said. ‘You look at him and you see a future you can believe in. Just as I did.’

			‘I cannot–’

			‘Of course not! You believed the same lies as we did. Now the suffering is over. The shame and doubt fade, and you see the galaxy as it was always meant to be. The strong prosper. The weak perish.’

			Tseren nodded back. ‘I understand.’

			They plunged into the flames together, through the by-blow apocalypse that the artillery had disgorged. Plumes of fire clawed at his armour, blackening the red, but he plunged onwards. They were the image of avenging angels given life and cast against monsters.

			He looked back to his mentor as they both ran. To their left and right other warriors had gathered. There were some he recognised. He could pick out the savage bluster of Gardr as he threw himself into the fray. The measured, contemplative stride of Merogais was evident in his every movement. He had lost sight of Ossian and Cairon somewhere in the madness. He barely recognised any other warriors of the Red Corsairs. 

			Disoneiros’ cadre were insular to the point of arrogance, relying on the borrowed renown of the Tyrant to shield them from others. He knew that Gardr hid from the wrath of his brothers from the Wolf of Fenris, one of many ships within Huron’s fleet, a distant nest of rivalries cast far from this isolated conflict. No doubt other enmities dogged the others.

			Where only strength was rewarded, there was no end to the rivalries that spawned between brothers. 

			Huron’s claws raked through the enemy in a phosphor-bright smear of killing light. Tseren remembered seeing murals of the Emperor, etched into the stone of countless Imperial worlds, that rendered Him in much the same way. Yet Huron was a thing of bleak vitality when compared to the enthroned husk of the Master of Mankind, or even the broken shadow that was Jubal Khan. There was, in truth, no choice when presented with such competing masters.

			Tseren gunned his chainsword and swung it wide. In his peripheral vision he could see the kindled blade of Disoneiros’ axe mirroring the motion.

			The lesser beasts still seethed towards their lines in numbers beyond counting. A tide of lithe muscle and glistening chitin. All so unified in appearance and purpose that Tseren had no idea whether they were newly spawned horrors or what passed for seasoned veterans.

			The tyranids were unlike any foe he had ever fought. Even orks, as ramshackle and savage as they were, had some sense of personality or culture. These were beasts devoid of any semblance of meaningful civilisation. He would have considered them base animals were it not for the cunning that animated them. The hive mind’s poison saturated every part of them. Mere extensions of that singular will. Cells in a body that spanned the galaxy. It was an abomination beyond comprehension. Horror wrought at unthinkable scale.

			He had once slain such things for the sake of the Imperium, fighting his foes so that their skulls might adorn the winding path to Quan Zhou. Now he fought for the sake of a different godhead.

			‘Skulls!’ He let himself laugh. ‘Skulls for my lord Blackheart!’

			‘Blood for the Blood Reaver!’ Gardr called in turn. Disoneiros remained silent, but the small nod of his head was enough regard for Tseren. 

			His blade came down along the barbed crest of a warrior, struggling to bite into the hardened shell that encompassed its skull. Acid spattered his arm as the thing struggled with him. A fleshy whip coiled up, snapping about his wrist even as he tried to pull back. It yanked with preternatural strength, drawing him closer like some predatory serpent. Its other arm was a tumorous cannon, angling towards his faceplate.

			Disoneiros’ axe passed between them with a roar of displaced air and a static reek of burning flesh. The thing hissed back, ichor spurting from the severed weapon limb. Its aim was ruined as it tried to compensate for the assault and the projectiles went wide. Barbs of dripping bone hurtled past Tseren’s head before it realigned. A cluster of them slammed into his shoulder, spinning him about. He snapped his hand out and steadied himself as he hunched over the dust and broken rockcrete of the wastes. 

			The relentless clashing of armies and the unceasing artillery had reduced what had once been a macro-landing field to nothing more than rubble and ashes. Broken bones had accumulated in the gaps between the shattered slabs. Crushed skulls stared up with empty and misshapen sockets as if in accusation. 

			The only thing more numerous than the dead were the enemy.

			Tseren staggered forward, sword raised, watching as Disoneiros took the warrior apart. He fought even as more barbs scratched across his armour. He ducked low as it swung the obscene cannon for his skull. The Executioner’s blade came round and cut a gouge across its thorax. He swung his fist wildly, screaming as he did. Tseren heard the animal ululation of anger as it rattled from the Executioner. He fought with his entire heart and soul. 

			Tseren had never seen its like. Everything the other warrior possessed was being thrown into the brutal melee. Everything he was, offered upon the altar of Huron Blackheart. Tseren wanted that surety. He ached to understand what it meant to live and die for another warrior as Disoneiros had chosen to. 

			He dived forwards and lashed out. His blow caught the thing in the back of one leg and it slumped. 

			Disoneiros seized the advantage and his blade hewed through the warrior-beast’s neck. The stump pulsed, shooting unidentifiable alien fluids and rasping with expelled air. 

			He stepped back and reached out his hand, pulling Tseren to his feet.

			‘Not bad, newblood. You might even live.’

			Tseren laughed. ‘Afraid I will outlast you?’

			Disoneiros inclined his head and pointed across the burning plain. ‘I hope so. Our master has need of us.’

			They were like paper before him. Each one shredded by claw and axe, burned by every triggering of his flamer.

			The ashes of the alien dead whirled about him, dispersed as he plunged through their demise. The thrill of bloodlust and battle sang through him with every movement. He could lose himself to this. He could feel the temptation, ringing in his iron and meat. The Blood God’s whispers were strong in his soul in the midst of war.

			Even those whispers were dulled here. The smothering psychic miasma of the tyranids coiled around everything. Huron’s eyes flicked to his right and he saw the Hamadrya poised upon his gauntlet. Its head twisted around, bearing a maw of dripping needle teeth. The familiar flickered. It struggled to remain within the material plane, even bound as it was. Reality had grown heavy and caustic upon the creature. 

			Yet its gifts still swaddled him. His mind did not itch or recoil the same way the sorcerers in his employ had. Huron Blackheart remained inviolate.

			Greater numbers of the enemy threw themselves at him, as though they could sense his power. In some alien, animal way perhaps the enemy was aware of him. Not as the Tyrant of Badab. Not as Huron Blackheart, Master of the Maelstrom, but as some alpha-beast analogue. 

			They knew his value and they surged forward to claim him. 

			His arrival with reinforcements had not gone unnoticed. The reaction had spread throughout the swarm with relentless biologic efficiency. Since he had landed, the variety of the tyranid organisms had altered exponentially. 

			Strength called to strength. 

			Huron grinned. He had never been one to turn down a challenge. 

			To his left a group of Red Corsairs vanished in a burst of bio-plasma. Ragged smoking chunks of flesh and ceramite bounced from the rocks, trailing blackened blood. A shard of bone cut across his cheek. His own blood ran in turn, as sluggish as the half-cauterised meat of the burning dead.

			Most consider me a corpse already. Now I am the dead among the dead.

			He had survived worse than this. Bitter memories of old pain bubbled up within him and he set his jaw into a snarl. There was nothing these alien beasts could do to him that the Imperium had not delivered upon him already.

			Had he not burned as his unlucky warriors had? Seared apart within the very halls of his palace as it had collapsed around him? Yet here he stood. 

			Tethrak’s artillery answered the enemy bombardment with fresh anger. Lasguns fizzed at Huron’s back, casting forth their beams. The air was alive with light and flame, a thousand motes dancing to some unknowable tune. 

			Countless ’gaunts fell before them. Artillery shells fell like thunderbolts and reduced them to nothing more than slurry. Las bolts struck them in precise volleys. Huron stepped over the dead and let his flamer speak. The bodies erupted like dry kindling.

			As though in answer to injury, something hurtled through the smoke, bellowing as it did. Huron brought his axe up. The war-scarred siege-beast looked at him with malicious recognition. Its entire body flexed in challenge, bladed limbs thrown wide as it roared in alien hatred and hunger. One of the great limbs scythed through another of his Red Corsairs. 

			Huron looked at it. He could see the malice that pulsed through its very flesh. The raw presence of the challenge.

			‘Ah, finally,’ Huron said. ‘Now we finish it.’
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			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			SACRAMENTS

			Even beneath the earth he could hear the scream and impact of shells.

			The fortress had been crafted almost as an afterthought, wrought by necessity and by Vor Tethrak’s meticulous preparations. It had always been a temple, in its own way, albeit one dedicated to logistics and transit. Like blood flowing to a heart, so the materiel had poured through Tiajin and out into the wider war. Ready to be sacrificed at the altar of Khorne.

			Here in the darkness beneath the world, the Living Prayer felt he could truly honour the names of the gods once more. The shadowed places belonged to them and he could feel them. At least, he had been able to before the coming of the enemy.

			It still brought him comfort. Languishing in the sacred blackness. Speaking their names aloud and honouring them with offerings. Candles burned low to the ground, rendered with meticulous care from human tallow. They were the only lights in the darkness, flickering on the edge of being snuffed out. 

			Tempting fate. Pushing the limits of what was permitted, just as Huron Blackheart did every day of his existence. The Tyrant was an enigma to the Living Prayer. How could one so clearly blessed, indeed favoured, by the gods reject them? Even Vor’s utilitarian assessment of the Pantheon allowed for the embrace of their gifts. Had Perturabo himself not ascended to daemonhood at their will?

			He reached down and let his hands drift through the ashes of old rites. He raised them and smeared the dust into his armour. An act of sanctity in the face of alien blasphemy.

			He had lost count of the number of slaves he had sacrificed here, in secret and in darkness. Small concessions taken from the world above. Offered up so that their meagre lives might have meaning. He had killed them by blade and by poison. Through torture and mutilation, before burning them in the sacred flames. Scraps of clothing lingered at the edges, where he had not ground the bones to powder.

			‘I give these deaths to you, O hallowed dwellers beyond. I offer them in fealty and with love. Speak to me. Sanctify this war as you have blessed all others.’

			The Living Prayer had grown too used to the gods ever at his ear. He did not pretend to any greatness. He was not Erebus or Kor Phaeron. Yet he considered himself higher in the mysteries. He had given up his name to the Powers. He served with his whole being. He had made himself a tapestry of ruin, a mutilated vessel for their magnificence.

			Within his helm blood ran from his nose. The Living Prayer tasted iron on his tongue and growled into the warm confines of his armour. The blood would be obscuring ritual scarification and inked words of obeisance. His skin itched.

			Yet perhaps they cannot see and do not care that my sacrifices are made.

			The existence of the alien was blasphemy enough. He had read enough of the Epistles to know that. These things were different. Their very presence was an affront to the holy empyrean. At their approach all things supernal stilled and fell silent. The warp was a curdled sea that offered not even poison nourishment.

			‘Know that I serve you in all things. If it is your will then I will fight here and die. I will offer body and blood to the sacred Octed.’

			He rose unsteadily, his head aching, and breathed deep of the scent of burned human flesh. That at least seemed to lessen the pain. He straightened his back and walked into the next chamber.

			Curtains parted. They were as worn and improvised as any other part of this world, frayed at the edges and marked with old stains.

			Braziers burned in the chamber beyond. Brighter and more fragrant than the candles had been, their light and scent wafted up to fill the room. The inconstant illumination cast the occupants as faceless shadows, their heads bowed. His enhanced senses could pick out the hints of rank marks and honour brands. 

			There were more and more every day. At first there had only been a handful of menials, kneeling in the quiet dust and waiting for guidance. Now it was practically a congregation. Mortals gathered in precise rows, kneeling and bowed.

			In their desperation, more and more of the Tyrant’s mortal followers were seeking the guidance of faith, clinging to that light as the shadowed darkness crowded in around them.

			Whispering. Always whispering. Scratching at the edges of the mind.

			‘Brothers,’ the Living Prayer said at last and raised his gaze to the back wall of the chamber. There, larger shadows loomed. Transhuman warriors. Red Corsairs who, even now, sought the surety that he offered. He smiled within his helm. ‘Let us pray.’

			Fire and flesh rained down about him as he dived through the detritus of the enemy. Spore mines burst apart around him, showering his armour in acid and bio-plasma. 

			Huron ignored it. 

			His warriors were fighting their way towards the enemy’s ranged strength. The fortress guns were finding their mark. Everything could be overcome with enough weaponry and bodies. 

			Just as the mountain of chitin, muscle and spite that loomed towards him could be bested.

			The siege-beast roared as it swung at him. One of its immense claws hammered into the earth, striking where Huron had stood only moments before. The Tyrant was already in motion. His claw came round and the flamer triggered. Burning promethium crawled up the monster’s flanks, eating at the exposed tissue. Coiling into the scars he had left before.

			‘You think this ends with your victory?’ he asked. He did not know if it could understand him, but he took pleasure in taunting his enemies. ‘You mindless beast. You will choke on this world. Every last one of you. I will make you regret ever oozing your way into my dominion. The Maelstrom has one master. You face him now.’

			As if in answer it spun for him. The claw hit squarely in his chest this time, almost bowling him over. Servos clicked. Hydraulics screeched and locked. Huron’s feet dug into the rock beneath the sand and dust, hewing furrows into the earth. He pushed back.

			The powered blade of his axe came up and the beast howled as he drove it, slowly, into the meat of its joint. They were stuck together now. Huron’s grin became one of mania as he sawed at the thing’s chitinous flesh. 

			Ichor coated his arm, soaking the axe’s haft. Huron’s claw was locked around the tyranid’s limb as the axe continued its bloody work. The alien’s other arm swept around and seized him by the skull, trying in vain to break his grip.

			He tasted blood in his throat. Every breath felt like he was choking on gravel. They hissed from between his clenched teeth even as acidic spittle dribbled down his chin.

			The monster yanked him forward till he could feel the corpse-reek of its breath upon his face. Huron flexed the fingers of his claw, trying to gain more purchase. He struggled against it, still pressing the lit blade of the axe into its flesh. Still cutting.

			It could kill him. He could die here. The sudden thought screamed across his mind. Threat and visceral understanding warred within him. The thrill of it sang in his blood. 

			‘You think,’ he slurred hoarsely, ‘that it will be that easy, monster?’

			A storm of bolter rounds found it a second later.

			Its claws tightened. For a moment the monster seemed made from palpable hatred, rage and frustration pulsing through it. Desperate to end him before his warriors could end it.

			The struggle was everything. Its moment of distraction was all he needed. Huron pushed with all the strength his ruined body could muster. The axe blade finally parted flesh and swung round, freed, impacting the thing’s chest. Another welter of alien gore soaked him. The fluid glistened as it spattered against his armour, hissing as it ate away the red-painted surface of his plate.

			A plasma blast caught it in the side of the head and it staggered back. Half its face was gone, stripped away to a vista of smoking skin and flensed bone. Steam drifted up as it screamed and ducked low again. 

			The claw had let go of his head and Huron was already moving. He drove the Tyrant’s Claw into its chest, a clenched fist of fire and active disruptor fields. Once. Twice. Three times. Each blow sent it another step backwards, claws digging into the dust as it tried to steady itself. The only biological imperative was to rend and tear. Pushing onwards through flesh and ceramite until it could sunder the walls and end the enemy.

			Huron threw himself up and raked the Claw down its upper chest, levering his entire weight onto the tyranid. The fire from his warriors snapped downwards to avoid hitting their master. Flaming promethium swirled about it. Melta blasts hammered into its legs. 

			It slumped.

			The Tyrant clawed his way up its body. His axe carved into it and he leveraged himself up like a man scaling a cliff. He drew back his claw and drove the talons through the thing’s face. He felt the skull break between his fingers. Blood and brain hissed upon the power field, falling across his face in a rain of ashen powder.

			Huron laughed. He spat his defiance in the alien’s face and then fell back.

			He hit the ground like a thunderclap. He felt the pulse of old agony along what remained of his spine. His nerves were burning. Servos clicked and ground together. More alien creatures flooded in around him, swarms of ravening mouths coiling about him in a slithering tide. Mud followed them, trailed by the motion of countless flailing bodies drowning him in flesh. Artillery screamed, and he could not tell whether it was his own or the enemy’s living munitions.

			Then there was only fire and earth rising up around him, like the parting of immense jaws.
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			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			HOME FIRES

			The Tyrant is wounded.

			The Tyrant is dead.

			Rumours colonised the fortress as surely as the alien pestilence swept across the world. Everything was upheaval and even the most devoted of Huron’s mortal officers were running through the halls in a panicked daze. 

			There were conflicting reports from the battlefield, each one more exaggerated than the last. Some claimed Huron was already dead, fallen in a deadly battle with an alien monster three times his size. Others whispered in hissed missives that the Tyrant had fled. Some insisted that word was being sent to the Spectre of Ruin and he would quit the field, leaving them all to die.

			Fear was as hard to kill as xenos, Vor Tethrak had often found. Transhuman armies could not be broken by it. They weathered the storms of doubt and suspicion with contemptuous ease. It was mortals who were the rot in the foundations. Their blind animal terror was contagious amongst their own flock, no matter how many announcements were made or promises voiced.

			‘He is not dead,’ Vor growled to himself. ‘What fools these mortals are if they could even consider it for a moment.’

			Still it persisted. Thrumming through the corridors of the fortress, his ­fortress, with a relentless tattoo. Even now functionaries of the state he had meticulously crafted were gathering around his command chamber.

			Vor Tethrak sighed. He stepped down from the dais, no longer bound to the mechanisms of control. He let his gaze drift around to the Dark Mechanicum adepts that Huron had brought with him from orbit. They were writhing nests of black flesh and coiling mechadendrites, lost to their internal rhapsody, coiling around cogitator banks like deep-sea parasites.

			They bore the inload of data now, unbothered by its intensity. In some way it seemed to nourish them. Flickering buboes moved across their skins. Eye-analogues flared in what passed for their skulls. They were the anchors, holding the flow of war-information in place and dissecting it to the Tyrant’s command. Their interpretations roiled across the field of war and whispered into the ears of all who fought beneath Huron’s banner.

			‘Lord.’ One of the functionaries bowed low, an ostentatious showing given the dire circumstances. He was a stout man, wrapped in the dull grey and red uniform of a logistician.

			‘Senior overseer,’ Vor said, nodding. ‘I am surprised to see you. I would have thought that the factoria would need your attention now more than ever.’ The critique filled his every word, and Senior Overseer Oglutus Mamon had the decency to flush red.

			The senior overseer ran a ringed hand through his thinning grey hair and forced a smile. ‘I was merely here to, ah…’ 

			The man trailed off. Whatever charisma he could effect over his charges when there were electro-prod-wielding guards nearby was utterly absent before a warrior of Tethrak’s stature. Still, the Red Castellan had done his best to ensure productive relations with the human mechanisms when peace had reigned. 

			‘There are rumours, lord,’ the overseer managed at last.

			‘There are always rumours. Best you dismiss them from your mind. I would hate to have to correct your otherwise exemplary behaviour.’

			Mamon froze. His back locked but his eyes darted, trying in vain to look anywhere but at the Tyrant’s proxy.

			‘We were led to believe that this relief force would be enough to save us.’ Mamon trembled. 

			Vor scowled as he marched on past the overseer. He felt a tiny hand grasp at his wrist, like that of a child. ‘And it will save you,’ he said. ‘All we are doing is for the preservation of this world and its necessity.’

			Mamon huffed. ‘We do not feel necessary. My people are afraid.’

			‘Their weakness, and yours, are not my concern,’ Vor growled.

			‘It will be when they riot! It will not be you that they tear apart and eat first!’

			‘You have two choices here, Mamon. You can march into your factoria and tell them that they may all die, and that they should do it with Huron Blackheart’s name upon their lips. Or I can go there myself, and I assure you they shall all die at my hand for their failings.’

			Mamon’s mouth snapped closed. His hand fell away. Vor walked on. The man trailed behind him, scrabbling to keep up. 

			‘My lord. My lord! You cannot expect us to maintain production under these conditions.’

			‘I can. I do. War materiel must be maintained and reproduced. Our men need munitions. Our defence emplacements need to keep firing. The enemy is everywhere, in case you have not noticed. Believe me, if they break our cordons then you will beg for the bolt round that kills you.’

			Mamon swallowed hard. ‘I understand, lord. It’s only, there is…’ He stumbled over his words. ‘The dissent is organised. Emphatic. They say that–’

			‘What?’ Vor snapped. ‘What do they say?’

			‘That the Tyrant is dead, and if he is not then he will flee and abandon us. They say he has dishonoured the gods.’

			‘The gods,’ Vor scoffed and then paused. ‘And this is spoken aloud? You encourage this?’

			‘No, lord! Of course not. We would never dream of bowing before the Pantheon. He has taught us how important it is to be balanced in our understanding of the universe. On pain of death.’

			‘And yet now we have dissenters and malcontents repeating the same old rot.’ Vor’s jaw tightened. ‘If there is a source for this I will dig it out, rest assured of that,’ he growled. ‘When there is time, I will send Red Corsairs to ensure productivity remains as it should. If you fail me, I will grind your works to powder and piss upon the ashes. You have my word on that.’

			‘As you say, lord. Apologies, lord.’

			Snivelling wretches. Vermin. How am I to do my duty with such dulled tools around me? Still, there must be more to this than simple unrest.

			‘I have messages to send. Ensure that the bullets continue to flow. That is all.’

			Devoid of its fighting strength, the bridge of the Spectre of Ruin felt empty. Hollow.

			The crew that remained stayed focused, each one embracing the calm that came with their isolation. The situation that raged around them was a narrowing net of pain and fear. Each of them knew that.

			They trembled under the eye of one of Huron Blackheart’s huscarls.

			The hulking Terminator-armoured warrior bore the name Nereon, and he had been left aboard for this contingency. He had never considered it a violation of his oaths to defend the Tyrant, one of the few oaths that still held any meaning for him.

			He served the Tyrant’s will in all things.

			Just as the Red Castellan did, or any of the other warriors still stranded upon the surface.

			Even with the auspex active he had no true idea of their circumstances. Following the combat drop, the Spectre and its escorts had skirted around the world’s gravity well. None of the enemy had yet pursued. They were fixed upon their prize. Soiling the world. Bombarding the fortress complexes with relentless assaults. 

			They had only waited for the word.

			‘Begin,’ Nereon said, and stepped forwards. His face was hidden behind his tusked helm, but the weapons he held brooked no disobedience. The barrel of an autocannon panned left and right, settling upon one crew member and then another.

			They obeyed without objection.

			The ship shuddered around them like a goaded beast, suddenly moved by the need for violence. Engines burned hot as it tore across the void, dipping as low as it could into the planet’s atmosphere.

			It is not enough to be an instrument. You must be a symbol. Show this entire world and everyone upon it what we are. Vengeance.

			The Red Castellan’s words were the Tyrant’s words, and Nereon would not disappoint his master.

			The viewport was aglow with fire, transmuted into some terrible dawn.

			‘Confirmations from the other ships, lord. They are moving in tandem to intercept.’ The master of auspex looked up from his station and brushed a hand over the ritual scarring etched into his cheek. The man was Badabian stock, as so many of the remaining crew and serfs were. Blessed by Chaos or the Tyrant’s favour with longer life, or their bloodlines carefully guided by the Corpsemaster. They remained, servants of a legacy that would never die as long as a Red Corsair drew breath.

			‘We fight and die for Huron Blackheart,’ Nereon said at last.

			‘Aye, lord!’ the crew chorused as one.

			‘Then bring us in. Ready all guns and burn them from the void.’

			The Spectre of Ruin tore across the skies of Tiajin like an omen star from myth.

			Every human and transhuman eye was drawn to it.

			Along the defensive lines the mortal rate of fire stuttered for a moment even as the Astartes continued to fight on, aware but unfeeling, governed by their warrior’s resolve even in their piratical degeneracy.

			The artillery never ceased. It could not and would not be silenced. The Tyrant himself had declared that the guns must never tire. Instead they added their own fire and fury to the tormented skies above. The dome of the sky burned as though meteors had scored across it. Duelling plumes of flame cut through the heavens as alien bioforms hurled their own plasma munitions and spore mines.

			Above it all the first of the hive ships began to turn, ponderously moving at the new stimulus that seared across its senses. A thousand sensory organs blossomed and died in microseconds, more precise than any auspex could ever aspire to. Flagella spasmed. Bladders vented air and fluids as it moved. In the airless dark of space its great beak clicked and snapped. Feeder tendrils coiled and flexed outwards, even as thousands of parasite organisms and defensive organelles unspooled, ready to cross the void to feast and kill.

			The warrior-throngs below were nothing next to the sheer biologic perfection of the great vessel. Its hull was comet-scarred and ice-rimed, marked by battles beyond count. Even the empyrean had not laid it low. It oozed forth across the interplanetary gulf, lit by the radiance of the Maelstrom, and it knew only triumph. No fear.

			Arrayed against it were vessels from humanity’s past glory days. Wrought from adamantine and spite, sanctified with the justified hatred of those the Imperium had betrayed. Their engines howled as they pushed themselves onwards through the burning atmosphere, their passage cleansing the heavens as alien biomatter was seared away.

			When they pulled themselves free of the world’s bitter embrace, they were already firing. 

			The Spectre commanded effortlessly, forming the tip of a spear driven straight for the heart of the enemy. Already the void was becoming fogged with spore clouds and excreta. Things squirmed through the darkness, propelling themselves forwards on streamers of ejected gases. They plunged like torpedoes then moved in maddening patterns, like a shoal of startled fish.

			The Spectre’s voids crackled with every impact. Light flared against the darkness, brighter than even the distant stars. The Throne of Tyrants and the Red Claw rode the star-winds at its side. Bloodied by the initial fury of the combat drop, they too had known when to run. Now they came to bring murder to the foe.

			The Throne was over-eager. It drove onwards, already turning to show the enemy its guns. There were kill markings etched around each gun port, tall as Thunderhawks. Black against the crimson. 

			It began to fire.

			Macrocannon shells hurtled into the fray. Most detonated before they ever reached the hides of the foe. Fire erupted amidst the clouds of obfuscating spores. Plumes of acid and plasma peppered the space around the bio-ship. Each reprisal was guided by thousands of biological senses and marrow-deep instincts.

			They were worthy foes. None could doubt that. Yet they were also aliens. A stain upon a galaxy that should belong to humanity. While the loyalties of the Red Corsairs had changed over time, that impulse had never dulled. It was their galaxy. To rule or to ruin in equal measure. Had the Great Crusade ever truly succeeded, then humanity might have enjoyed the fruits of its labours – warring amongst itself till time’s ending, alone save for the horrors it could construct for itself.

			The bio-ship manoeuvred with surprising speed.

			Where the human race had been forced to tame the void with tools and artificial implements, the tyranid ship had been born to it. They were true children of the abyss. Unbothered by the airless cold. As adapted to this battlefield as the Space Marines were to total warfare.

			It surged forwards in earnest, an immense apex predator set upon its prey. Flesh and bone set against metal. Even across the expanse of the void it could taste the reckless overconfidence. 

			The Throne fired again. Light and metal crossed the void. Plumes of fire kissed the eternal cold and a vast organ of chitin and pulsing flesh exploded. Flash-frozen ichor coalesced around it like a blister of light, reflecting the fires of the impact. Dozens of colours warred within that starburst, emerald and ochre scintillating alongside sapphire and blood crimson.

			It could have been beautiful, but neither the warriors who fought against the xenos horrors nor the tyranids themselves had any true sense of aesthetics. 

			Muscles tensed again. The entire body of the bio-ship quivered with the effort. Its gnashing maw was thrown wide, vomiting forth enormous gouts of acid and plasma. For a moment the shields of the Throne of Tyrants held as it turned in desperation, thrusters flaring as it tried in vain to create distance between itself and the oncoming storm of flesh, tendril and teeth.

			The bio-ship struck it amidships. Feeder tendrils enfolded it. The snapping diamond-hard maw bit into the metal and sank through it, tearing with frantic motions as its entire body shook from side to side. Air and bodies vented from the ruptured hull. Feeder organisms poured from the monstrous bulk of the ship like lice, descending in a tide, hungry for fresh blood.

			Across every deck sudden anarchy was unleashed as void-hardened creatures dragged themselves in through the great wounds in the ship. A rush of fang and claw, a howling wave of plasma and biological weapons.

			Crewmen met them head-on. Every last one died fighting, knowing that it was better to sell their lives dearly than to risk the Tyrant’s displeasure. Monsters could be driven back. Aliens could be annihilated. Huron Blackheart and his wrath were eternal, undying. 
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			CHAPTER TWENTY

			RITES OF PASSAGE

			Rumour and suspicion could kill a world as surely as Exterminatus.

			The Living Prayer had never been trained in the siegesmith’s arts as Vor Tethrak had, nor learned at the foot of a comprehensive primarch such as Perturabo, but he knew the weaknesses imparted by a siege. He was, at his core, forever a warrior. Bound to the truest form of spiritual combat. To the ideals of a holy war.

			The panic quickened his step, though he did not share it. He barely understood it any longer; it was merely another flaw that gene-craft had excised from him. Yet it was everywhere. The mortals thronged through the corridors of the fortress, babbling to themselves, gripped by the inner palsy of fear. An animal reek had filled the chambers, hot and sharp.

			Even in their heedless terror the crowds still parted around him. He passed through a sea of bodies, the mace of his office turning in his hands. Not yet kindled with killing fire, but readied for whatever defence might be required.

			He was, despite himself, enjoying this. He thanked the gods that he had taken his oath to never remove his helm before others. To render himself as a living offering to the undying Truth. None could see his smile. This was beauty. It was prayer. Even in the midst of madness and war, even as the universe seemed ready to die around them, he could find the sanctity of the moment. 

			The gods were weaving their signs about him, affording him this moment to glory in the ascent of Chaos.

			‘Praise be,’ he allowed himself to whisper, then to speak it louder. ‘Honour the gods in this moment, children, for they will preserve you!’

			Every now and then he paused in his course and ministered to one of the shellshocked who could not even mill around in desperation. They had collapsed in the gutters like beached sea life, their minds overawed by what was transpiring around them.

			Faith could thrive in many soils, stony though they might be. There were opportunities to be found everywhere.

			The Tyrant is dead!

			Every now and then a voice would break the rush of gibberish, clinging to that one true certainty. Some threw themselves upon the ground and wept. Others hauled themselves to their knees and cursed the heavens. Many even prayed, offering long-neglected words to the gods of all living things. If the Tyrant was dead, what restraint was there to be indulged? The Living Prayer watched it with dulled satisfaction. 

			Slaves could never countenance being without direction from on high. Huron’s mortals were no different.

			Dead, fled, or broken. Those were the states attributed to his master. As though all he were capable of at this juncture were some abstract and yet acute failure. Huron Blackheart had fallen from the sky as an omen of retribution, and now it was as if he had never bestrode this world. Or worse, that his presence had added too little, and his fate had now stolen too much.

			Destiny can be a fickle thing, he thought as he pushed on towards one of the primary ingress points. The Living Prayer did not know what name it had borne before the Maelstrom’s expansion and the Tyrant’s triumphs. Now it was called Ruin’s Gate, in some bleak jest or boast. He cared little for the semantics that came with the place. It had been his home and his exile. A place of longing and suffering, of quiet contemplation and violent rages. Everything he had undertaken had been for something greater than himself.

			Now there was only the scratching, whispering tide of non-voices that pressed at his mind. The tyranid foulness was a pollution of the body and the soul that no meditation or physik could banish. He had prayed upon it, often, since the siege had begun. Seeking guidance amidst the heavens that he could not drag from the dust.

			Nothing had answered.

			He had thought that Huron might have been that answer, and yet… How foolish that now seemed. 

			The corridor shook. Stone dust shuddered its way from the corners, as though the entire thing might come apart at the seams. The Living Prayer tilted his head up and considered the damage. How long had that been happening? Had the shields failed? There had been no alarms. Nothing beyond the unending chatter. 

			Perhaps the intensity of the war had simply escalated. He did not know if the aliens could sense the void that any failing of Huron’s might leave, but he could not rule it out.

			All was in contention now. The balance had been lost. Soon the shields would buckle and the walls would fall, and all that would be left would be ashes and failure.

			Why is it always so with my bloodline?

			How many times had he been forced to kneel in the dust of shame? All the follies of the past reared up out of memory, all the way back to the beginning, and the great humbling that had set his Legion upon the path to ruin and revelation. Worlds had burned in their wake. There had been promise, even then. Truth and beauty in the flames of all they had held dear. Then ten thousand years of struggle and strife had followed. Yet youngbloods like Huron Blackheart could fall and rise in but a fraction of that. Forging empires that put his brothers to shame. What had Ghalmek built that could compete with the furious predation of the Red Corsairs? Even now, Kor Phaeron was sluggish, roused to the task only when easy prey presented itself. Huron Blackheart killed Chapters at their very hearth, etching wounds that would last generations. How long had it been since the Bearers of the Word had indulged themselves so absolutely?

			He would shape the future. Here and now.

			He pushed onwards.

			Red-robed servants milled past him like blood through a vein. Many of them were bound with iron chains, trailing from their wrists or hanging in cloaks from their backs. Symbols of their devotion to Huron and Tethrak both. They rattled as he pushed them out of the way and properly stepped out into the loading bays and armouring chambers that ringed Ruin’s Gate.

			There were Red Corsairs here in their dozens. Battle-scarred and spore-dusted. Each one bore the wounds of the conflict with belligerent pride, eager that none should question their bravery or fidelity. Such things had likely been bred into them in the generations of the Imperium’s sad decline. Their old oaths and promises were as much the debris of the Emperor’s dream as the icons that had been torn from this place when it had been conquered.

			Some shadows of the past could never truly be escaped.

			He advanced upon the knot of warriors, skirting around the edges of them as he sought some sense of what had transpired. Some turned and looked at him with flagrant disgust, his trappings utterly and contemptuously familiar to them. He ignored them. The revulsion of fools was nothing new. 

			Eventually he moved off and away. There was no sign of the Tyrant. No desperate struggle for his life as Garreon worked frantically to save him. No rush of blood and machine oil upon the deck. If Huron Blackheart had fallen, then it was not here. If he was fighting for his very soul again, then it was not on the stone of the gate.

			‘He is not here,’ a voice slurred behind him.

			The Living Prayer turned. The warrior before him was unhelmed and unkempt. Blood and other viscous fluids had clotted in his beard and dribbled from his crimsoned fangs. He flashed a sanguine grin at the Prayer and then drank a long draught from a flask. 

			‘You are looking for Blackheart, aye? Not here. Spirited away lest the precious morale of the men collapse.’ He laughed bitterly.

			He knew the warrior. Gardr was one of the Space Wolves who had come to the Tyrant’s side. A betrayer of bloodkin. An apostate of Fenris itself. The Living Prayer had always admired something of the Space Wolves, even in the days of the Old Legions. Their faith and spirit had been rough-spun hessian next to the poison silk of the XVII, but there had been some sense of unity then.

			An understanding that the universe was greater and more terrible than the lies of the Emperor had accounted for. 

			‘What did you say?’ he asked the Wolf.

			‘You come seeking the Tyrant, no? To pick his bones or pray over his carcass, or whatever it is you priests like to do.’ He laughed again and drank, another deep swig.

			‘He is dead, then?’ The Prayer’s voice remained level and unmoving. Not the histrionic mournfulness that others might display. Instead, that of an ecclesiarch, noting the passing of some great legend. He sought clarity above all other things, yet he would play the fool while it aided him.

			‘No idea,’ Gardr admitted. ‘There was a vague call for retreat. I took my time. Missed the festivities. They are not good sport, out there, beyond the walls, but there is fun to be had with them nonetheless.’

			‘I thought that your kind enjoyed the hunting of beasts,’ the Living Prayer muttered. He rolled his shoulders and tightened his grip on his mace.

			Too much is in contention. Too much is oblique to the will of fate.

			‘Ah, see, this is why you have no true soul, priest!’ Gardr grinned. 

			‘More often I am told I have too much.’ The Living Prayer allowed himself a smile behind his helm. ‘You are not like your brothers, are you?’

			‘You see much, priest. Perhaps too much, eh? Except what you want to see. Always on the outside, away from the action. The Tyrant, he does not trust you, does he?’

			‘Trust is earned. I have not earned it. I am an exile, even amongst our fellows.’ He paused. ‘I am sure you can relate.’

			‘Old wounds cannot hurt me,’ Gardr blustered.

			‘Of course not.’ He bowed his head. ‘But we have that in common. You are an outcast from your kin, are you not? Because, more than anything else, you desired power.’

			‘Too many egos is not healthy for a pack. I am better off on my own.’

			‘Alone, save for those whom you call brother. The turncoat. The old axe-hand. A new pack. One of convenience. We have that in common. We choose our allegiances when we must and cleave to them for our own advantage.’

			Gardr leant closer. ‘Now you speak something close to treachery, priest.’

			‘We are all well practised at betrayal now, do you not think? So many oaths and masters. Survival, though. That is the goal. That is why your brothers betrayed Fenris. Why I sought succour after my own kin drove me out. And why you found yourself a new pack. One you could and should lead.’

			‘Why is it always you fanatics who think you should be in command, even if it means all you lord over is ashes?’

			‘You can deny it all you wish, but it is obvious to many.’

			‘So now you know me, priest? I should not be surprised that your breed can smell ambition.’

			‘I merely lay the options before you. Such is my purpose.’ He looked around. ‘Where is the Tyrant?’

			‘I told you already. Gone. Garreon and his corpse-takers were tending to the dead and the wounded. I do not know what camp the Tyrant ended up in.’

			‘Then there is still time,’ he mused. ‘One way or the other.’ He looked around conspiratorially. ‘There are yet many ways in which we can help each other. You wish to be strong, strong enough to take what you desire? I can provide that for you. One last gasp of glory as this war spirals down around us.’

			Gardr was silent. He shared the Word Bearer’s cautious glance and then leaned forward. ‘Tell me more.’

			Compared to the tumult above, the siege-wrought horror the world had become, there was a strange tranquillity to the chamber.

			Darkness dwelt in the corners, far from the light of flickering candles. The table at the centre of the room was surrounded by them. One at each corner and another four set at each cardinal point. Eight in all.

			The Space Wolf lay upon the table, unarmoured and unmoving. The Living Prayer waited nearby, watching dispassionately. There was no place for such humours here. The ritual observances demanded clarity of spirit and mind.

			He reached out and laid a hand upon the other warrior’s chest. He could feel the heat radiating even through his gauntlet. His other hand lifted, clutching at the ritual knife. There was still a flicker of black light along its edge, a congealing shadow that resisted the candlelight.

			This was a contingency as much as it was an offering. There would be others in time, he had no doubt of that. Warriors who offered themselves to him and to the tender mercies of the gods. 

			The way of Lorgar lay not merely in open promulgation of the Primordial Truth. It sang just as readily in the shadows. Through hidden blades and broken oaths. In time, these revelations would take hold in the Wolf and render him… other. Then he would be ready to act as Chaos demanded.

			In this dying epoch he could still summon a few miracles where the tyranid’s poison intelligence had not quite penetrated. The Living Prayer’s eyes lingered on the blade’s edge, watching the play of colours. Some of them had no names. They only existed in the hungry nothingness of the warp. 

			They were fading now. Drifting in and out of existence.

			He looked around the chamber’s walls. There were shelves there. Many lay empty, but they had all once been full. Relics. Artefacts. Echoes of a previous epoch. What remained were a handful of jars, their clay surfaces dulled. Each one had been intricately crafted by hand, worked with old Colchisian cuneiform. Sometimes they reminded him more of the old Prosperine receptacles for sacred organs. Cult iconography, in many ways, was a timeless thing. Refractions of a greater whole.

			‘There will be pain,’ he said at last. ‘That is a good thing. Pain is an offering that pleases the gods. In time you will understand that.’

			‘Enough…’ the Wolf growled. His chest trembled. ‘I told you before, you talk too much.’

			‘Then hold still,’ the Living Prayer said. ‘The world is not as it should be. There will be more pain than there should.’

			‘If this is some trick–’

			‘Be. Still.’

			The blade came close to the Wolf’s skin. He pressed it against the pale flesh and began to cut. Gardr hissed. Meat and muscle parted wetly. Blood steamed against the blade as it worked its way inwards. The point scraped against bone and that too began to come apart. The solid cage of bone that comprised a Space Marine’s ribs was incredibly tough, but the blade was more than iron and obsidian. Its sacrificial keenness had been intended to split reality itself.

			Now that sharpness struggled against the oppressive veil of the mater­ial. The blade snagged within the Wolf’s flesh, drawing more grunts of pain from the warrior’s lips. The Living Prayer’s fingers brushed the edge of the incision and began to tug at the unnatural wound. Soon his hand was slick, red against red, as he pushed through flesh and bone. His grip found Gardr’s secondary heart and began to pull. It slid free with a wet tearing sound.

			‘Skitja!’ the Wolf snapped. ‘You bastard warlock!’

			‘Quiet!’

			There was only so much that blade and rite could do to suppress pain and distort even this physiology. He reached over with his other hand, groping blindly as he sought his prize. He felt his hand close around it and smiled.

			The jar, one of the last remaining, was still viable. Too many of its fellows had already withered upon the vine. He could feel the power within tremor­­ing through it, pulsing against his palm with its own light and heat. The runes burned against his gauntlet till he felt the ripple of their patterns. The candle flames stirred in the sudden breeze as he drew it closer to the open chest cavity. 

			Gardr’s breathing came in short, ragged bursts, all of his lungs struggling to keep oxygen flowing. Blood dappled down the skin of the warrior’s chest, flowing over old tattoos and honour brands. The Living Prayer pushed his hand deeper until he felt the hollow from where he had torn the secondary heart and lowered the jar carefully into place. It thrummed again, vibrating against flesh and bone as traceries of capillaries reached out to entwine it.

			Gardr’s body shuddered against the metal. The Living Prayer watched the agony saturate him, throbbing through every muscle. The daemon was strong. The strongest of the old bindings. Perhaps that was why it still lingered, bearing its tainted glory. 

			‘You will be as you were meant to be,’ the Word Bearer whispered, leaning closer. ‘You will be everything that the fates require.’
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			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			RECKONINGS

			The guns were still firing by the time Vor Tethrak reached the medicae space. Mortals lay in their multitudes, piled like cordwood. All but a few were dead. They at least had been granted the relief of steel tables. Most of the space had been saved for the Astartes, though. He saw Garreon’s minions as they stalked from bench to bench, leaning in to tend to wounds while others prepared for progenoid extractions on the dead or dying.

			Beyond the charnel space lay another chamber, the door sealed against intrusions.

			The structure shook again, tremoring with the interplay of their own artillery and the enemy’s hateful bombardments. Tethrak scowled and picked his way through the frantic triage. Blood lapped at his boots, alongside human waste and the scuttling of vermin. For a moment it was as though the Death Guard had blundered through his complex, sowing their own brand of visceral madness in their wake. Instead it was simply the detritus of war.

			He ignored it and kept moving.

			‘Where is he?’ he called. Some of Garreon’s corpse-takers snapped around, heads tilting as they regarded him. He ignored their carrion scrutiny. The door loomed ahead of him, but none moved to bar his path.

			His fist hit the release and the door wheezed open. He paused at the threshold. Unhealthy crimson light bled from within. Garreon stood, haloed by bloody illumination. Tethrak did not know whether his surgeries had been life-saving or merely more experimentation. It was hard to tell with Garreon. He dealt out death and suffering as often as he salvaged the health of a fallen brother.

			The cryo-capsules at his belt, though, heaved with preserved potential.

			‘Excellent,’ the Corpsemaster said, entirely unbothered. His fingers flexed in the air, flicking droplets of blood from his fingertips. ‘Now we can begin in earnest.’

			‘It may already be too late,’ Tethrak growled. ‘There are more than whispers abroad, now. I have had reports of massed dissent within the labour force.’

			‘Genomic contagion?’ Garreon asked, almost quizzically. ‘I had heard that such things often accompany the coming of the hive fleets.’

			Tethrak sneered. ‘It is worse than that, cousin. It is the oldest and purest of mankind’s follies come to revisit us once more.’ He spat to one side. ‘This is a matter of faith.’

			For a time there had been darkness. Silence. Something close to peace, perhaps.

			He had long since given up on peace. Life had become one long parade of pain, a broken crusade yoked to his worst impulses. He had been a king once, or as good as. A ruler of men and worlds. He had been a glorious thing. A warrior whom others idolised, their bloodline be damned. 

			What was he now?

			There were no voices here, in the quiet. No animal whispers, no pacts or promises. There was only the cold darkness.

			Then hands were pulling at him, heaving him back to his feet. Light blossomed around him. He felt countless wounds flexing in his flesh, felt the transmuted machine agony of armour and cybernetics. 

			The pain was hideously familiar. Peace vanished as reality reasserted itself.

			‘Lord,’ Disoneiros said, bowing his head to the Tyrant of Badab.

			‘Ah, Dis,’ Huron murmured dully. ‘Ever dependable. I should have brought Garreon. His tender mercies…’ He rolled his shoulders and tried to force a laugh. He coughed blood. ‘They might have been better received than that beast’s handiwork.’

			‘Still…’ The Executioner brushed ashes and dust from Huron’s shoulder. ‘You live. Perhaps they will think twice about opposing you again.’ He bowed his head. ‘Many thought you were dead. Part of the battlefield gave way in the bombardment.’

			‘Takes…’ He groaned. ‘Takes more than that to kill me, Dis.’

			‘Perhaps this was their intention, all along.’

			‘If these vermin can think, I care not. I tire of this. I want them dead.’

			‘Easier said than done, my lord.’

			‘Send word to Tethrak. Have him send my missives to the fleet. The time for concealment is over. I want him to rain fire upon them. Every tool at his disposal.’

			‘As you will, lord.’ Disoneiros turned away. ‘Though we have already had word from the Red Castellan. He bears a message from Lord Garreon.’

			‘Then at least we are on the same page,’ Huron snapped. ‘You,’ he called. ‘Youngblood.’

			Tseren approached cautiously. They were in an idyll amidst the storm of bodies and suppressing fire. The death of the war beast seemed to have disrupted the enemy’s presence about them. Some of the lesser monsters were spasming on the ground, their mouths foaming as some neural trauma racked their grotesque bodies.

			‘You have done well to survive this long,’ Huron told Tseren. ‘The White Scars would have wasted you. I can see that now. Left you bleeding your life away for some weak cause. Here you serve a truer master. Your Great Khan sits broken at my hand. You blood yourself for the Red Corsairs. Perhaps when I return I will give you a part of your dusty little world, hmm? Make you a lord over its tribes.’

			Tseren was silent. He looked away, as though seeking the departed Disoneiros. He turned back and bowed his head. ‘You honour me, lord.’

			‘Despite what some may claim, I am not a petty tyrant. Those who serve are rewarded. In time there will be more sectors to be gifted out. There is a galaxy waiting to be brought to heel. The tides of the Rift are ours to master. So much of the Imperium laid bare to us. Perhaps one day you and I will stand in the ruins of Ultramar. That would send a message to their reborn hope.’

			Degree by degree I must work these warriors like clay. They will not all be such willing acolytes. Too few understand how it was at the beginning. Others do not remember. I will make them all remember.

			‘Walk with me,’ Huron growled. ‘We are bloodying these wretches. They cannot resist us forever.’

			There were no mourning klaxons. Not yet. Perhaps that should have worried him, but the Living Prayer had no time for such distractions.

			The upheaval was spreading, matched only by the sickening blindness that clung to him like rot and blood-smoke. He could not remember the last time he had looked heavenward and seen the reassuring presence of the Maelstrom, the psychic lash of the Great Rift.

			There were countless worlds where the holy light of Chaos stained the skies and the Imperium forbade its citizens even to look up. Cultures in their collapse often scorned illumination, fearing the righteous glory that its spread would bring.

			A civilisation in decline will first kill its gods and then remove the eyes and tongues of its priests.

			He hurried his step.

			Too many false gods abounded. Prophets of ill intent rose at every corner. He had put his faith, too long, in masters who did not deserve it. The Living Prayer scowled as he moved, his armour rattling and clicking in sympathy.

			It had been hours since he had tended to the Space Wolf’s soul before leaving the other warrior in the hidden alcove, giving him the chance to recover and for the infusion to take root. It had been some time since he had felt the low thrum of power from proximity to the daemonic. He missed it, even now. The itch scraping along the base of his spine like the kiss of knives against bone.

			Inked and scarified as he was, he was no stranger to pain. He had made himself a testament to exalted agony, a gift he freely gave to the Pantheon. Even if they no longer spoke to him, he had cast those offerings into the empyrean before. They still held power now.

			There had been too much time wasted. Now was the time for action.

			He had sent out the call, subtly. Untraced vox-bursts, whispers as he had passed. Word would spread. It was only a matter of time now. They would gather. He would bless them, and then they would march out as one. The vanguard of a new age. When he showed his hand, then the other Astartes who yet held to his creed would reveal themselves in turn. 

			The Tyrant was dead, or as good as. Tethrak would understand. Even if the Iron Warrior only acknowledged the gods as a tool, he would understand. They had ruled here together and in turn they would rule again. Even if it was only enough to forge their own warband, it would be enough. The Living Prayer would not be Master of the Maelstrom, but by the Pantheon he would bring his successes to the altar of Ghalmek and be acknowledged. Even the Black Cardinal would not be able to ignore what he had achieved. 

			He limped onwards. Down and into the depths. Through the passageways that only he knew, where the walls drew in close, sweating with gathered condensation, each droplet shaken loose by the rigours of the siege. 

			When next he stood beneath the open sky it would be to usher in the will of Chaos. 

			He pushed open the heavy iron door and readied himself in the antechamber. He laid his mace to one side, putting away the persona of the warrior. He had to be a preacher now. An inspiration in the darkest of times.

			He stepped through the worn curtain and looked around.

			They had already gathered, standing to attention in the darkness. He closed his eyes and brought his hands together in a resounding clap. The lumens triggered as he did so, and he opened them.

			His breath caught.

			The Living Prayer had thought himself beyond surprise. That there was nothing left in a galaxy of wonder or horror that could shock him.

			There were sixty-four of them in all. Cultist-warriors in the Tyrant’s own red livery. Marked with signs that only he was aware of. The hidden brands and scarification, the devotions to Chaos that others would scorn.

			And they were all dead.

			Each one had been impaled, a thin iron pike driven through their bodies from crown to groin. Blood had already congealed about the spikes, smeared red and black upon the cold metal. Their eyes were cloudy, staring without seeing. Bloody tears had trickled down the cheeks of some, where the trauma had been too great to contain.

			There was another presence in the chamber, slumped in the shadows. Slowly it began to rise, a bloodied monster drowning in its own decay, swaddled in a death almost a century in the making.

			Lumen-light caught upon iron teeth, making the monster’s smile glisten.

			Huron Blackheart looked upon his wayward disciple and simply continued to grin.

			‘How?’ the Prayer asked at last.

			‘You seem surprised? That the rumours of my death could be false? Shaped for just this eventuality, the better to stir out the snakes in my midst?’

			‘This is–’

			‘Impossible? Unfair? I always knew you enjoyed melodrama, all your wretched breed do, but I never took you for so much of a fool.’ Huron’s grin died, replaced instead by a snarl of triumph. ‘Did you truly think I would be blind to your manipulations? I always expected that you and Tethrak would try to kill each other at some point. I did not think you would choose your moment in the middle of a siege, for some piss-weak advantage! The whispers my Red Castellan brought to me were enough to confirm what I had suspected was coming.’ He swept his claw around. ‘And here we are. Your seed of a fifth column? Dead. Your purloined warriors? Dead, fled, or worse.’

			Huron’s claws snickered and clacked together. The flamer triggered and the dead shook in their impalement, flesh crisping tight around the pikes. The Living Prayer growled low in his throat and almost started forward.

			The whirr of a chainblade interrupted him. He tried to turn, but the blade was already cutting down, tearing at the back of his knee joint. The ceramite locked as he felt blood gush from the sudden wound.

			He fell, first to one knee and then pitching forwards. He bit down so hard that he tasted blood from his lip and tongue. He refused to give the Tyrant the satisfaction of his pain. That belonged to the gods. Not this, the least of their instruments.

			He turned his head enough to see his attacker. The turncoat Chogorian. He almost laughed at the irony. Instead he kept his teeth locked tight upon his own flesh.

			‘You will be punished,’ Huron said at last. ‘Of course. But it will not be as quick as this. Nor as merciful. I have a reputation to uphold, after all.’

			Still, silence reigned.

			‘He is boring me,’ Huron said. ‘Take him. Give my regards to Garreon. Tell him to enjoy himself.’

			Below there was blood, above there was only fire.

			Nereon glowered out of the viewport, watching the burning void with nothing short of contempt. Plasma burst around them, clawing at the ship like a living thing. Coils of it swirled like nebulae about the iron skin of the hull, trailing their burning and cloying trails of spores.

			Barbed things like deep-sea predators hurtled forward out of the muck, propelling themselves on whipping flagella as they sought to board or explode.

			The Spectre of Ruin turned ponderously and fired again.

			The Throne’s sacrifice had killed one. Battle had taken another. Now only one remained. The bio-ship’s desperation was palpable, filling the void as readily as any of its toxic munitions. It needed another kill. Hunger drove it, threaded through with a need that felt yet more primal.

			‘I want it dead,’ Nereon growled. His armour purred with every movement, each one exaggerated. He wanted every living soul upon the bridge to know that he could kill them with the barest movement, and that if he was not obeyed then he would begin to soon. ‘I want it torn apart so I can present its head to the Tyrant as a trophy. He can string it above the gates of the Palace of Thorns, to cow the vermin who come to pay homage.’

			‘Aye, lord!’ 

			Fear was a powerful motivator for mortals. Nereon had long since learned to embrace rage as his own.

			The guns fired and the deck shivered with every salvo. The bio-ship almost swaggered through the cloud of its obliterated kin, trailing smouldering biomass from the Throne’s suicidal detonation. Nereon stared directly into the eyes of the enemy, void black amidst the black, starlight reflecting in their stygian depths. Mindless and impure.

			The first shells took the sight from it.

			He heard no scream, but he could almost taste its pain. It flailed, blind, turning to flee when the lance volleys scored across its flesh. More ichor stained the void. Planes of chitin and bone slid away from its flank. 

			‘Again,’ he ordered. ‘In Lord Huron’s name.’

			Thunder and fire crossed the void, precise arcs of destruction carved out by blighted cogitator units and terrified mortals. There was a prayer upon the lips of every last crew member as the shells struck.

			And above Tiajin, a god of flesh and pitiless hate finally began to die.
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			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			HIVEBIRTH

			It waited, and it learned, and it grew. Safe beneath the crust of rock and ice, relinquishing itself to the caress of gravity, it grew fat upon the plunder of the dead world.

			Great seams of biomatter sprawled through caverns measureless to thought or comprehension. Lichenous things that had thrived in silence and darkness for generations, spawning in great rolling expulsions of life, communicating with scent and subtle bioluminescence, hyper-adapted for the cold and the dark. It devoured them whole, letting tendril and swarm purge the multitudes until they were nothing more than a faint chemical suggestion where their relentless advancement had worn marks into the stone like glacial passage.

			The Great Devourer stripped all bare. It leeched minerals from the rock around it to fortify its hide and to spawn new plates of yards-thick chitin, enough to shield it against the howling void, broadening its bone structure to accommodate the spiralling changes within its own mind. It drank dry oceans of ice water and liquid methane as they coagulated beneath the surface, sifting and filtering whatever nourishment or advantage it could find within the natural bounty that humanity had long since overlooked. 

			The mind behind it had no conception of what tenuous hold or history humanity had within this system. It only knew that there was abundant prey just beyond reach, and painful stimuli beyond the shell which it had created for itself.

			Both of which could be overcome, with time.

			Time and energy had devoured the crawling life within the rock. It had drained the subterranean seas dry. Time had siphoned the warmth from the world’s buried core, slowing its rotation as the ship fed and grew. 

			Distant deaths touched its mind. Synaptic links snuffed out, thoughts forced to spread back throughout the network of mind and urge and impulse.

			It did not truly know fear or pain, or even loss. It simply acknowledged a failing system. Its mind was still evolving, bulging with repurposed biomass, reshaping with every moment that passed. Part beacon, part bulwark, the immensity of its psychic power would blot out the noise that circled about the system, allowing it the purity of purpose that was demanded. 

			There were already unspooling evolutionary imperatives, reactionary adaptations in the face of circumstances.

			It called, and others would answer. Strength called to strength, and it would be the strongest – even alone.

			Slowly, the vastness of its body and mind began to ready itself for its glorious rebirth. It had been shaped by and for this single purpose, no matter the cost. Moulded by generations of adaptation and genetic extrapo­lation. Every secret of genome and organ was intrinsic to it, a symphony of evolution inflicted upon the galaxy.

			It held no rancour for the worlds before it. It could not mourn its fallen kin. That capacity did not exist within its form. The intelligence that guided it cared nothing for losses, for there were always countless more bodies to be deployed. New iterations to be conceived of. New stratagems to conjure.

			Psychic fire flickered across the distended lobes of its brain. The meat of it sang with life and promise, as the animus that fuelled it finally kindled anew. It could sense others, far beyond, locked in their own struggles, their evolutions. This place was unforgiving of weakness. There was only the promise of strength, and the great mind realigned the flesh to better survive the feasts to come.

			Above it the tectonic plates began to seize. The entire moon trembled with palsy, wracked by internal upheaval as the ship finally moved. It cast the moon off like a newborn bursting free of an egg. Entire continents vomited forth into the heavens, rupturing the thin atmosphere and hurtling into the void. Cooling volcanism limned its immense body with fire and lightning. 

			The agonies of its birth scream rolled out across the heavens in a tidal wave of psychic force and, for one moment, eclipsed the threads of cancerous un-matter that streaked the darkness.

			Slowly, ponderously, it rose and turned every sense inwards through the system, towards the knot of defiance.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			ACT III

			HEART OF SCARS

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			


			‘The enemy of your enemy is never your friend. He is a tool at best, most often a distraction, and at the very worst he is simply a path to further ruin. I tell you this – the man who hunts two beasts shall catch neither, nor see when they turn their claws upon his steed. Do not court weakness, my sons. There is woe enough amongst the stars.’

			– Attributed to the primarch Jaghatai Khan
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			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			STORMCALMED AND SILENT

			‘We should not be here,’ Altan sighed.

			The ship idled in the cold of the true void that lay between systems. They had emerged into the chill emptiness and allowed themselves to drift, not trusting that their passage would not be observed by the enemy.

			Even this transit had been taxing. The weight of the place sat heavy upon Altan, and he knew their Navigator suffered in turn.

			And with such tools we set out across the warp-tossed stars and now fall silent.

			He reached out and traced his fingers along the viewport. It was as though he could seize the stars themselves in his hand. Altan wondered if the Khagan had ever stood and reached out like this, or perhaps even the Emperor. Beholding the domain they had sought to tame, when the galaxy had been a smaller place. It had been said that those days before the Great Betrayal had been halcyon times. Mankind was nothing but ascendant. The Emperor’s reach had known no equal. Altan had studied the old texts many times, sifting knowledge from the past. He honoured the Khagan in all things, serving the Path of Heaven, as was the duty of all zadyin arga. 

			In the void, time had lost all meaning. He could no longer count the passage of days nor the weft of the seasons. The ship had been running quiet for so long now, every system dulled to its lowest possible ebb. Their jumps had become infrequent, timed to the whim of the Navigators and the mood of the expedition’s leader.

			I have failed you, my brother. I have failed us all. There will come a time when we must account for this, and I fear our spirits shall bear the weight of these transgressions.

			No more messages had come from the home world. The Great Khan’s wrath or approval was absent and that lack, that void, had settled upon the ship like a shroud. Where Altan saw shame, Gantulga was only capable of interpreting it as vindication.

			Altan knew better. He had felt the scratching at his mind, the chorus of the inhuman. At first he had thought it the predations of yaksha, so close to the Great Rift, but he was not alone in his suffering. The astropaths and Navigators had grown fitful. Their tortured dreams no longer reached him. The flame within them was burning low. There was a building pressure that would swallow all light, smothering hope.

			He closed his eyes and let a deep exhalation pour from him. Even here he remembered the lessons taught to him by his elders. When he had been a boy upon the open plains, they had talked of the will of the heavens. In his ascendancy as a warrior of the Chapter he had learned what that had meant. Mind and body joined as one. Will and action bound together beneath the Emperor’s wisdom. 

			There was no unity now. Brotherhood had long since fragmented, but more than that he felt the alignment of his soul and flesh fraying. Altan roamed the ship, his staff clacking against the deck with insistent rhythm, and sought wisdom anew.

			He stepped through an open door and looked around, tilting his head to peer around the corners. The space beyond was lit by long lumen strips, and beneath their glow a preponderance of life flourished in the gloom. The hydroponics area of the ship was well maintained with an array of plants from Chogoris and the wider Imperium. Some supplemented the foodstuffs that passed for shipboard rations or produced oxygen, while others simply existed for the aesthetic considerations of the Chapter.

			It had been some time since he had been here. Still the agricultural servitors moved about their business in slow, methodical courses, each one set upon a particular task. Arms moved with the actions of raking or digging, threshing or watering. Thuribles wafted with incense smoke as they tottered to and fro. 

			They at least had peace in their duties. There was no division in their minds. Merely the lobotomised understanding of instructions as soul-deep as they were hard-coded.

			‘Yet men are not machines,’ he murmured to himself. ‘And we are all the better for that.’

			‘I could not agree more, Stormseer,’ rumbled a voice from the shadows.

			So lost in thought had Altan been that he had not noticed the room was already occupied. In the deeper shadows beyond the light of the lumens something moved. He had presumed it to be yet more equipment or cogitator units. Now the Dreadnought chassis of Tuguldur lumbered forwards, inclining itself in what passed for a bow.

			‘I had not thought to find you here,’ Altan said.

			‘You more than any of us must know that we do not always arrive where we expect. Not all paths lead to the destination of our choice. Some roads lead you to glory and the high vistas of the mountaintop. Others seal you beneath the earth in your iron coffin and allow you only a fleeting glimpse of the world that remains to us.’

			‘You have my sympathies, honoured one.’

			‘Honour? Is it honour to sit between the morning and evening stars, denied all the touch of the world? I can see these grasses and plants from home. I can visualise their taste in my mind. Machines can render it down to information and recite their content, molecule by molecule, but I will never smell them again. Chogoris is a memory to me. A ghost.’

			‘And that is why you back this course? And why we chase ghosts in return?’

			‘I pursue nothing but justice.’

			‘You both call it justice, but we know what it is in truth. This is a mission of vengeance, and there will be many graves before the end. I fear none of them will be for the Tyrant. This is a trap. His game, that we play into.’

			‘Gantulga knows his craft. There is much to admire in him. A fire… I cannot help but be drawn to his course. Whatever the cost.’

			‘Even against the will of the Great Khan?’

			‘If it is a sin to follow the will of heaven, then let it be so. I will burn for it gladly.’

			‘We will all be in the same flame.’ Altan laughed bitterly. He reached out his hand and brushed it through the greenery, letting each blade drift between his armoured fingers. As easily as he had reached out and closed his fingers around the stars, so too could he ground himself in the memory of home.

			‘You are wise beyond measure, zadyin arga, but I fear you leave something of yourself upon your mountaintop, just as the darkness has robbed me of joy. You drink of the well beyond, and even that small draught changes you. You are storm-gifted and yet you cannot truly hold this world close to you. Both of us are pulled to serve our Chapter in different ways, and so we must advise our brother accordingly.’

			Altan shook his head. ‘You think I do not know this? He is lost. We are all lost.’

			‘We do not know the path, but we will find it and it will find us. We have our prey and we hunt as keenly as the Khagan once did. Bestriding the stars. Living our duty. Would he not be proud of us?’

			‘We cannot know the mind of the primarch in these matters. To presume it is beyond even those of my order.’

			The Dreadnought rumbled. Altan could not tell if it was with amusement or frustration. ‘We all stitch this galaxy together by guesswork, brother. We serve the whims of fate’s winds, and where we land is so often a surprise. It was the same when the foe fell upon Chogoris.’

			‘I know, brother. I was there.’

			‘And you suffered, and you bled, I do not doubt that.’ 

			The Dreadnought tilted down, closer now. Altan could see the glowing aperture at the front. The hints of something floating within, obscured by ancient technology and blood-clouded fluid. Dreaming those slow dreams of pain. 

			‘We have all suffered,’ Tuguldur continued. ‘We will continue to suffer unless we take the head from the snake. Come. We are the sons of Jaghatai! Not for us the grind of orders, and patience. We are the hunters of the stars and we will not be denied. That is the wisdom I bring from below the mountain. Those are the lessons of pain.’

			Altan laid his staff against one of the long growth troughs and stepped closer. He pressed a hand against the chassis and closed his eyes, then leant forward to lay his forehead to the metal. It trembled with the internal fury of its reactor and the stilled rage of its occupant. Tuguldur had been a fine warrior when he had walked as flesh. Now caged in iron, he was no less formidable. Honoured. Cursed. Altan no longer knew which held true for him, but his strength could not be denied.

			‘Be at peace, my brother. Know that you do not stand alone. I am with you. I will guide you through this tempest of agony and rage. Together we shall find a path through this. We stand in the midst of the Maelstrom’s fury, and yet we remain unbowed.’

			‘Do you say that to reassure me, or yourself? You hide something, zadyin arga.’

			The pain. The relentless pain. The creeping whisper of a million voices so loud they drown out even the sibilance of the yaksha. The promise of a thousand deaths and of damnation in the wings. Not from the hands of the enemy, or of pride, but a deeper malaise.

			‘The sea of souls…’ Altan admitted. ‘Had we not stopped, then we would have been becalmed regardless. The Navigators can sense it. They war with the agonies of their own minds. Just as the astropaths do. And just as I am forced to.’

			‘Sorcery?’ Tuguldur grumbled. ‘A trick of the Archenemy?’

			‘I fear, my brother, that this is a deeper nest of monsters for us to fight. A man who stands against two foes has already lost his war.’

			‘That holds true for our enemy as well, zadyin arga.’

			The pain had faded, yet the frustration still burned hot.

			Gantulga could not remember the last time he had truly rested, relying instead on the function of his catalepsean node to streamline his thoughts. Sleep was a weakness he could ill afford. Each moment of laxity allowed his prey to slip further from his grasp, out and away into the untamed reaches of the Maelstrom Zone.

			Tiajin was the least of these worlds. Inconsequential except where it served as a logistics gate out of the Maelstrom’s toxic tides. An artery from which greater malice could flow into Yasan, to once again threaten Chogoris. The Tyrant’s orders to his minions had been prised from the ship’s cogitators. Sent by the same hand that had left that ship dead in the void. It could be a trap. A goad to draw Gantulga and his men deeper into enemy territory. To be ambushed. Surrounded. Destroyed. 

			Perhaps it no longer mattered. Not if he could bloody the foe and tear the Tyrant down. 

			Beasts will always slink back to their holes before they claim another prize. We do not wait for it to have another child clutched in its jaws. We track it and we take its head. That is our way. Why will no one else see with my clarity?

			He stood in the centre of the training chamber and then spoke a single word.

			‘Begin.’

			Combat servitors tottered forwards, slower even than his Terminator-armoured form. They had been configured for close-range combat, each one armed with some variety of melee weapon. As he watched, one sprawled open like an arachnid, each limb a blade of glittering steel. Another let the weighty head of a hammer impact the dusted marble floor. He looked at them with the cold disdain that had become all but etched upon his face. His scar ached. All of his wounds shared the same dull throb, more than he could attribute to exhaustion. 

			‘I will be avenged,’ he growled to himself. 

			The servitors did not answer. Dead eyes barely regarded him as they advanced on their pre-programmed courses.

			His rage kindled anew. Gantulga raised his fist but did not ignite it. He would do this in the old manner. There was too much bad blood now. He knew that. Choler had poisoned him to the marrow. All joy had fled in the caustic tide that filtered through his bloodstream, far stronger than any transhuman gift could purge. 

			The servitors continued their advance and Gantulga strode forth to meet them, as inexorable as destiny.

			Soon he would do the same to the Tyrant of Badab.
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			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			TRAITOR’S REWARD

			They had left his eyes. 

			Perhaps they considered that an insult, or some twisted mercy. He could almost be proud of them for that.

			The braided cable was wound tight about his neck, cutting into his flesh till blood ran down his throat and chest, obscuring scripture and ruin in equal measure. They had tortured him. Mutilated his body, cut away the sacred words inked upon his skin. They had scoured parts of him raw. Covered others with acids. The flayed segments were the worst. They ached and itched. Pain scissored through his nerves.

			He would have reached for the cable, but they had taken his hands. Garreon had set upon him with the skill and patience of a master surgeon. His tongue had been removed next. He could not scream, nor free himself. The Corpse­master had worked tirelessly upon him, till his multi-lung failed. Stilling his sus-an membrane. His Larraman’s organ had been ruptured. His blood was no longer clotting, running instead in watery rivulets down his debased skin.

			The Living Prayer did not look down. He gawped wordlessly like a grounded fish, his eyes raised to the heavens. Rolling in his sockets as he tried vainly to stay conscious.

			Yet what he saw above looked so very much like justice.

			Each moment it drew nearer and grew larger. It dwarfed the other examples of its breed, a psy-swollen moon of a thing. It was aglow with internal light, the planes of it rippling with lightning and psionic discharge. It created its own hateful gravity. Even here he could feel it pulling at him, as though he could give in, simply surrender, and float up and away. He tried to laugh, but all that spilled from his lips was a coarse gurgle and a rush of blackened blood.

			In his final moments, betrayed by his brothers and left for dead, abandoned by the gods he had served his entire existence, he understood at last what it meant to be perceived by a power and intelligence that could truly be called divine.

			He had failed. He knew that. He would die in shame. Neither the Red Corsairs nor the Word Bearers would remember him or all he had striven to accomplish. All that would be left to him was the ignominy of being forgotten. Ghalmek had long since given him up for dead, and the Tyrant had never truly valued him. Vor Tethrak, though. He had expected better from the once-Warsmith, now Red Castellan. Together they had brought this world to heel, shaped it and protected it. Now it would end because of Huron Blackheart’s pride.

			Perhaps that was the will of the gods. The Living Prayer hoped he would be a wound in the flesh of the Tyrant. That his sacrifice would honour the Pantheon and please his old comrades upon the Black Cardinal’s world. Some echo of him might survive this, whispered from the mouths of daemons or screamed across the empyrean’s tides. Perhaps somewhere they would raise statues to him, a small god of some nameless shrine. Tucked away in a corner of a starship or secreted in the heart of a compliant world. Even if he was dead, that would be enough. He had served, after all. Lorgar. The word. The gods. All of it had been forever fixed in his very soul.

			Now he was dying.

			Such a petty thing. So fundamentally mortal. Ordinary. His throat rattled again as he tried to laugh, tried to draw breath. Tried to do anything except drown in his own life fluid. There was no hope left. Not for him. The Living Prayer’s gaze found the heavens once more and he saw the doom that waited for them all.

			Inexorable.

			It crackled with psychic resonance. Even his dulled senses could see its potency. It loomed over the world like some primal icon. An omen, wrought from fire and wonder. Death had come for them. It would claim them all, even once he was nothing more than bones. Some small sense of comfort blossomed within him. Blood dribbled down his chin as his mouth twisted into the semblance of a smile.

			He knew peace. There would be a reckoning for his enemies. For the betrayers who had abandoned him. It was not a god-sent retribution that sat enthroned upon the very firmament. No. It would be at the countless fangs and talons of alien multitudes.

			The Living Prayer felt the scratching at the back of his mind and coughed, hacking up more thickened blood. The last sight he saw before death took him was something like retribution. The doom that had come for them all.

			‘Such is the reward of all who break faith.’ Huron laughed bitterly as he looked up at the dying man.

			Vor Tethrak stood at his side, almost forcing himself to regard the Living Prayer. They had never truly been friends, comrades of convenience at best, but now he sought to prove his loyalty by never taking his gaze from the ruin that the Word Bearer had become. It was the stubbornness that Huron had come to expect from a child of Perturabo. Or perhaps merely the stolid commitment that had guided them through the millennia of their Long War.

			Garreon stood at Huron’s right hand, also gazing up at the hanging victim. His interest though was the sharpened admiration of his own handi­work. In all his years of warfare Huron had yet to meet another soul who matched the level of understanding of Astartes physiology that his Lord Apothecary possessed. A talent he had put to exceptional use, time and again.

			Behind them other Red Corsairs knelt in the dust, a meagre showing of those spared from the war and the walls. A humble few, privileged to watch the slow death of a traitor.

			The White Scar was there. Tseren was braced upon his chainsword, head downcast, as though it hurt to regard his new master or the prize he had made of the Living Prayer. 

			‘Get up,’ Huron said at last. ‘All of you. Look up at him. This pretender prophet. How long have the Word Bearers coveted all that is mine by right? They are a proud breed of serpents. Each and every one of them. I opened my arms to this one. Welcomed him into my ranks. An insult to the bone-rattlers of Ghalmek and their relentless prattle!’ Spittle frothed from his lips. ‘Betrayal is such a rank insult. I do not care if you etch yourselves with stars or whisper in your dark corners. I will not burn you at the stake for the tools you wield in my name. But this thing? He thought to make us all implements of his laughing, thirsting gods! Are you weaklings that would bow to that?’

			‘Never!’ the voices chorused.

			‘Never, indeed! You are Red Corsairs! Not bound by chains of blood and madness to the daemon primarchs! Not shackled by Abaddon’s ambitions. You serve me! You serve the cause of your own freedom! There is no greater gift that I can offer you, brothers.’

			Above them the skies were veined with lightning, lancing through the looming clouds. A sickly, dry heat soaked into the world as the gravitic and psychic shocks from the bio-ship’s nearness bled through the void. It was an immensity. Vast and powerful, its gravitational pull matched only by its psychic fury. Gargantuan forces bore down upon the planet, swaddling it in fire and cloying madness.

			The Spectre had tried, vainly perhaps, to resist it before retreating. Where it was now, he had no true idea.

			For the moment, there was only the vain satisfaction of watching the Living Prayer choke slowly to death in his own blood. There was something beautiful in the suffering, and he took his pleasure where he could.

			‘Soon the enemy will be amongst us. When that moment comes we will stand and we will fight. We shall reap such a tally that the corpses will over­­shadow even this traitor’s gallows! That will be his reward. Not simply death, but the insult of being forgotten. All his glories taken from him. All triumphs made hollow. That is what awaits those who betray their master. That I promise you.’

			All eyes had moved to him. Not to the dying Prayer. Not the tyranid abom­­ination. Only him. Huron looked at them and saw men who would die for him, willingly. Happily.

			‘Now get out of my sight,’ he growled. ‘There is a defence to prepare.’
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			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			SHADOW AND FURY

			The heavens burned.

			The previous horrors had been as nothing compared to this. The vastness of the bio-ship drew ever nearer, an impossibility of scale amidst the tormented skies. It hung like the shadow of death, limned with fire and lightning. It was as though a continent had been gouged from the earth and hurled into the upper atmosphere. Its resonance, the roaring madness of it, dominated the skyline. The stars were eclipsed and even the sun’s glare did not penetrate the shroud of fitful light that swirled about the immense bio-ship.

			It hurt to look at. Even for those who lacked the mind-gifts of the psyker, there was the sharp ache behind their eyes. Huron stood upon the battlements and gazed up at the burning skies. All woes forgotten, all pains immaterial. He had felt worse, in his years. He had endured the burning agony that had sought to end him upon Badab Primaris. There was nothing here that could wound him.

			Yet even the Hamadrya’s whispers had faded beneath the smothering shroud of the enemy. He almost knew what the next words from Tethrak’s mouth would be before he spoke them.

			Huron did not turn around. He let his hands rest upon the iron-topped grey stone of the walls. Below he could hear the rattle of chains as birds picked at the Living Prayer’s flesh.

			‘They are dead, are they not?’

			Tethrak hesitated and then stepped forward to stand at his master’s side. ‘They are. The entire astropathic choir. Almost all by their own hand. You would be amazed what a wall can do to a mortal skull when there is will enough there.’

			‘They were weak,’ Huron growled. ‘Too much weakness abounds, all around me. Always it is the failings of others that tear down my ambitions.’

			‘I fear you give your subordinates too much credit, lord.’

			‘I have foes enough within and without. I will not be betrayed further.’

			His claw’s talons rattled against the stonework as he gazed out upon the blazing heavens and the despoiled plains beneath them.

			They were numerous once more. There had been gains to be made in the brief respite from the hive ships. The swarms had been disrupted, their gestalt mind broken. They had plunged into animal madness, flailing themselves against the ground or scurrying away in blind panic. The guns had sounded again and again, hammering them into slurry. It had been a joy to watch them die, unheeding of the danger, only concerned with their primal urges until they felt nothing more. Not even the rapacious hunger that defined their wretched species.

			Now that cohesion had snapped taut once more, like a leash being pulled. Out on the plains the lesser monstrosities had pulled away, leaving only the truer horrors.

			It was an unending vista of undulating flesh, as much a tapestry of madness as any conjuration of the immaterium. Huron had seen such sights a thousand times in his exile and the building of his dominion. Horrors and wonders in equal measure. Though he would never allow the gods to attain true purchase upon his soul, there was much to admire in what they crafted from mutilated reality and unreal nightmare.

			There was no true grace to the tyranids. A soulless horde poured across the dust plains, trampling the ruins of warehouses and landing fields into powder beneath their claws. The skies teemed with monstrosities, flying things that dwarfed those that had come before. The lesser beasts still swarmed about them in a chittering shoal, riding the air currents as though they swam in some abyssal ocean. Leathern wings beat at the air as they moved with one mind, flitting between the atmospheric disruptions that had enfolded the world. 

			Lightning stabbed from the heavens, earthing itself into the ground with a snap. The flash caught upon the hides of the enemy and danced in Huron’s eyes as he watched. There were hundreds of thousands of them, a carpet of bodies and blades, of pulsing living weapons and things designed solely for murder. In all his years of battle he had never seen so many arrayed against him. 

			His lip curled into a sneer.

			‘They bring so many, do they not? Always with such numbers. Wasteful, really. Do you think that they fear us, to darken the skies with these multitudes? Or is it just animal instinct, brought to the fore? Such hungry desperation. It must pain you, though. Such inefficiency. Not a perfect organism amongst them. Just waste.’

			Tethrak stirred uneasily. 

			Behind him the guns were turning in their stations, chains shaking with every movement. The grinding of stone and metal filled the air, dimming the hissing that rose from beyond the walls. They began to fire.

			The thunder became all-consuming. The wall of sound roiled out from the gun pits and strained against the walls and the active void shields. It rumbled behind everything, louder and more rapid than it had been before. A symphony of defiance and hatred.

			‘It pleases me to see them destroyed,’ Tethrak said at last. There were moments when the very presence of Huron Blackheart made him feel the barest echoes of fear. The sort of quiet, soul-deep resentment that ate at him in the presence of beings like Perturabo. Awe and devotion could swallow much, but not everything.

			‘Then you will be very pleased with what is to come,’ Huron said with amusement. He turned from the vista and looked back at his Red Castellan. The fires beyond the walls caught upon the Tyrant’s armour and the bloody hue of it seemed to dance. ‘Our men are in position. They will hold the line, and the guns will have their due. Such is the glory my reign will gift to you and yours.’

			Tseren raised his bolter, trusted to his helm’s auto-senses, and regarded the vista with barely disguised awe.

			In all his time as a servant of the Imperium he had never seen such a gathering of foes. Not the hain in their vast hordes nor cultists he had once considered the Archenemy had ever mustered so many as the tyranids.

			They obliterated the line between earth and sky, rendering both into an unbroken horizon of flesh. The world had been left a dry orb, all unneces­sary life obliterated, and yet now it was covered in a writhing carpet of bodies that humanity could only ever aspire to.

			‘By all the gods,’ he breathed at last.

			Disoneiros looked around. He had already drawn his axe and let it cut at the air, prepared to strike. They stood upon the lip of the trenchworks and awaited the killing moment.

			It had never been like this upon the plains, Tseren knew. The warfare of his youth, the lessons of the Khagan, none of it had prepared him for the truth of the galaxy. Ripped open from end to end and teeming with such creatures as these.

			Withered bodies drifted towards them, lifted by the psychic might of quivering brains, crowned in chitinous thorns. Tendrils hung from the xenos, pulsing in the air as motes of light drifted along them. They were fitful lynchpins in the advancing wave. Below their gleaming forms there came larger examples of the warrior breeds. Fewer of the ’gaunts had rallied to their lines; instead the enemy brought forth creatures bristling with armour and muscle. 

			Pale dust rose in clouds around the tyranids, dulling the purple and bone of their hides, rendering them as ghoulish shadows, plunging through the murk. Larger and more monstrous shapes followed. More variations on the living siege-beasts that had tried to kill Huron. Crab-like things that scuttled forwards, their backs dominated by pulsing organic cannons. 

			Spore munitions were already screaming overhead, only to detonate against the void shields with a sickening crackle.

			Disoneiros stepped forward and placed his free hand upon Tseren’s shoulder.

			‘Look at them,’ he said quietly. ‘They are the doom from the Outer Dark that mortals quail from. We have no such luxury. Hold tight to your hatred and it will see you through. That has never changed. Not for any of us. I could tell you of the mourning songs of Stygia-Aquilon. I could recite the death poetry of Badab Primaris. A thousand echoes of old glories and shames. That time will come afterwards. Now? All we can do is fight. Resist the bastards with all you have, until all that is left to you is the blood in your veins and the fire in your heart. Whatever lineage we come from is meaningless now. We are all Red Corsairs, and we serve our master with all of our ability.’

			‘I understand,’ Tseren said as he aimed.

			‘Then kill them. In the name of Huron Blackheart.’

			‘For Huron Blackheart!’

			The words roared along the front line, and for a moment even the mortals were steadied. Tseren felt a pang pass through him. A memory of what it meant to stand as a defender. An Angel of Death come to bear retribution to the unworthy.

			It passed as soon as it came.

			The air above them quivered, greasy and hot, riven through with pulses of actinic energy. The lightning that had wreathed the psyker-things was suddenly all about them, constricting as it lashed around in arcs of killing light. In baleful unity, pulses of lightning crossed the closing distance, smearing themselves against the void shields in perfect time with the falling artillery.

			There was a burst of fire and burning flesh, an explosion of rushing unlight.

			Tseren’s head snapped up. Everything had become a sharp monochrome as the shields screamed. They caught alight. Fire rained down upon them, ashen detritus struck the trench lines and a howl of defeated disgust rose from the mortals who had, mere moments before, felt invincible.

			The heavens roiled above them, sparking with static discharge. Even ­Tseren’s armour stalled beneath the onslaught, its systems struggling as the psychic pressure closed in about them.

			‘Fire!’ The command suddenly went out. Disoneiros was bellowing it at his side. 

			Tseren turned immediately. Focusing. His eyes narrowed within the helm lenses as another blade of lightning struck before him. His vision blurred, compensated, and then he was firing.

			Bolter rounds hit the first wave of onrushing creatures, bowling them over with precise kill-shots to the central mass. More crossed the vanishing gulf. Alien skulls detonated even as they were falling.

			The mortal soldiers followed a second later. Lasgun and autogun rounds screamed into the alien mass. Some staggered, a few fell, yet they kept firing. Tseren did not know if it was fear alone that kept them at it, pissing away what little ammunition remained to them, or if it was in some way true dedication to Huron Blackheart.

			Whether it was terror of the enemy or of their master, they did their part regardless.

			The constant shriek and roar of the battle filled his senses, as insidious as any taint of the enemy. The noise was a physical wave that even his armour systems and enhanced biology could not moderate. The guns fired. Along the line and behind it, they fired unceasingly. Even when he had to reload his bolter there were others to take its place, playing their own part in the eternal symphony.

			Lithe xenos bodies were crushed beneath vaster treads as the true death-bringers drew nearer. There was violence in their sheer variation. He saw spore-chimneys vomiting forth clouds of cloying matter from the backs of the siege-beasts. He watched claws snap at the air, or drag themselves across the ground. Fluted biological cannons pulsed with flickering motion, a bioluminescence that hid the sheer plasmic violence ready to be unleashed. Every part of them was crafted and evolved, forged from flesh in nightmare foundries of impossible womb and birthing chamber. Each one newborn and eternal, filled with the hateful understanding of what they were. Purpose and will instilled from conception until the moment of absolute annihilation.

			They died in their hundreds, and still they came on. Warrior forms died so that the murder-beasts could endure. The psychic forms hovered, thrashing with spasmodic motion as they directed their might.

			The air was stolid with insectoid rounds. With spores and ashes. With the pure killing light of the enemy. The singular power of an intelligence that had crushed systems into dust.

			Behind them there was an electric snap and the shields finally died.

			‘With me!’ Disoneiros screamed. His axe kindled. Fire swathed the head and he was moving, weapon and warrior both reduced to a blur as he sprinted into the maelstrom of battle.

			And hell followed with him.

			He could not breathe within the confines of his helm. Everything felt hot and claustrophobic. The armour no longer felt like a shield but a dead weight dragging him down, pulling him beneath the tide.

			Gardr was drowning on dry land, a bad death for any sailor or killer worth his salt. His head ached. His heart pulsed in his chest, and beside it something else squirmed. He could feel it, mimicking the actions of flesh and muscle, but he knew it for what it was.

			His teeth ground together and he tasted blood, black and rotten, on his tongue. His vision was a constantly shifting blur of colours. His eyes rang with every impact and detonation. He felt his way through the maelstrom more than he saw it.

			The world was red, now. A biting crimson that overwrote everything else. A wave of nausea-bright, all-consuming bloodlust. Nothing he had felt before had prepared him for this. He had allowed himself to drift into lesser rages before, like a true berserker of the ice. Blood mjod had only fed his temper till all about him, whether true kin or not, had known him by reputation. This was different. The choler was leaking from his soul out and into his flesh, till all else was forgotten. He had barely fired his bolter before letting it fall. He clung to the chainsword in his hands as a shipwrecked man to a board. He despised himself for the show of desperation. Of need. It was a weakness he could ill afford.

			A voice rattled on and on in his helm, and he ignored it. He no longer cared if it was Disoneiros or Blackheart. He barely even recognised it as a human voice. There was only the voice that spoke within him.

			It had been thready at first. Weak and whispering. The last of a dying brood, coaxed back into some semblance of life. It crooned that it had been a king and a great warrior in the infinite wars beyond, a titan bestriding the Underverse at the head of great fleets of wight vessels.

			He knew it was simply plucking the ideas from his mind, yet they were pleasant ideas. It pleased him to think that he had been chosen. Bonded with something of greatness. Too many of his kin obsessed about the primarchs and the imprint of their souls upon their sons. The great wyrds of the lost, forgotten and damned, inflicted upon the Chapters and warbands that followed in their wake.

			That was not enough to waken the fire in his blood. The daemon-thing bound to him was a balm upon his soul, and he hated it and loved it for that. The sensations that seared along his nerves were like nothing he had ever felt before. 

			He lunged forward, heedless of his squadmates, spinning himself about in a thrashing storm of death. The blade’s whirring teeth caught against a hissing face and tore onwards through its skull.

			Gardr laughed. 

			Gore spattered him in an iridescent burst. Even through his helm its stench stung at his nostrils. Unnatural in every way. Gardr had fought the beasts of Fenris itself and they had always smelled right. They belonged to this galaxy. They could be conceived of and held within his mind. Even the most loathsome of xenos were native to this wretched span of dust and stars.

			Everything about the tyranids was an insult to humanity’s rule of the cosmos. 

			Hate flared in his chest. He was hunched over the warrior’s corpse, head lowered like a feral beast readied to feast. Saliva gathered at the corners of his mouth as his lips drew back in a snarl.

			Pure animal rage saturated him. 

			To his right the already shattered rockcrete trembled anew. Something forced its way through, jaws snapping from side to side as it pushed its serpentine body from its burrow. One of its swiping blade-limbs slammed against his side and he staggered back. It coiled upon itself, rearing up like an idol of Old Terra. 

			Another sweeping blow cracked his helm, hurling him backwards. He reached up with his free hand and pulled it clear with a hiss of bloodied air. His fingers dug into the metal as he threw it aside and stared down the alien horror. 

			There was no joy etched upon its snarling features. No satisfaction graced the cold, dead pits of its eyes. As hollow as any of the others. Empty as the victory that Huron Blackheart sought and that the Living Prayer had promised.

			Gardr moved with a speed that surprised him. The chainblade came round low, gouging across the monster’s undulating torso. Four of its six limbs folded inwards, slashing with desperation as it tried to protect itself. Hot blood ran down the side of Gardr’s face. His teeth gnashed together again and he howled with barely contained hatred.

			He could hear two heartbeats now. His primary heart’s frantic pulsing and the throb of the daemon flask within his chest cavity. The wounds from the Prayer’s knife ached with each beat. He felt rivers of pain etched into him. His own fleeting newborn agonies, paired with the suffering of something for which time had no true meaning.

			It filled him and fuelled him. Just as he loved and hated the daemon, so too he could feel its bitter regard for him, spreading like a cancer through his flesh and across his bones. Black bile drooled from the corner of Gardr’s mouth.

			Everything turned red. 

			The chainsword slipped from his grip and he sprang forward onto the alien. His eyes were wide and bloodshot, locked upon it. Gauntleted hands seized at two of its plunging blade-arms. He felt the chitin creak under his grip and squeezed. He laughed. Bleak joy poured from him as readily as blood, bile, or spittle. He felt energised. Stronger than he had ever been.

			He pulled.

			The serpent screamed as its arms came free and it shook, trying in vain to dislodge him. He climbed its body with his own sickening efficiency, fingers gouging into its flesh until they finally reached up and seized its face. He felt another arm weakly scrape along his flank and then find purchase, driving its blade into the plate. He grunted in muted pain and drove his face in at the thing’s neck. His teeth ground against flesh. He could taste the poison ichor on his tongue even as his fingers clenched.

			He felt bone snap and muscle tear. The thing’s skull came apart. Gardr pulled back, staring for a moment at the pieces held in his dripping hands. He let them fall away and then sprang from the corpse.

			There was more prey yet to hunt.

			‘There are too many!’ Tseren called.

			Disoneiros was too far away to hear him. The vox was a confusion of bellowed orders, calls for clarification and defiant battle chants.

			Spore munitions burst around them and Tseren watched mortals reduced to nothing more than paste. The trenches were littered with corpses, or what had once been corpses. Nothing more than ruin now, dripping from the walls.

			Tseren fought on. He was smeared in mortal blood and alien venom. Wounds clung to him, too many to count. Yet there was a beauty in the killing. In the midst of frenzy he remembered what it meant to stand as a warrior. Not merely a defender or a conqueror but a master of battle. Even in the midst of this sea of snapping flesh, he could stand triumphant.

			Chitinous beasts poured from the heavens, swooping like the hawks of his home world to tear at the Red Corsairs’ line. He saw another warrior, one he barely knew, snatched up in too many talons, pulled apart by competing monsters as their jaws snapped at him, rending flesh and spitting the gobbets down to be consumed by the tide of biting organisms that carpeted everything.

			Tseren’s boots obliterated a nest of them as he staggered towards the dying warrior. Sykrax, his name was Sykrax. He let his blade sing.

			The old songs told that a blade was the ultimate freedom for a Chogor­ian. To master it and let it do its bloody work beneath the open sky was all that could be desired. Now it was only a tool. Reduced by the relentless slog through xenos bodies. He sheared one of the winged monsters in half, swinging the blade through it and letting the flat of it clatter into the skull of another. Bolters fired nearby and the other flying beast dropped.

			‘Back!’ Disoneiros called. They had found each other again, drawn together through the fray. The others were still scattered. ‘All squads. Pull back to the walls!’

			‘It is too late!’ Tseren called in response.

			The Executioner looked at him, impassive beneath his red helm, before he nodded and turned with a growl. They were surrounded. The siege-beasts were almost at the wall. It would be a fighting advance, not a fighting retreat.

			Everything was chaos and confusion. The vox was a mess of static and contradictory orders.

			Booming reports echoed across the plains as the siege monsters and the distant alien artillery finally struck in unison. Their advance upon the walls had been inexorable, as inevitable as the end of a Titan’s march. Now their weapons swung and fired.

			The walls were alight for a moment, a glorious moment where they still held, and then began to shudder and break. Masonry fell away even as the guns continued to fire, their operators following their masters’ orders until the last possible moments.

			Flocks of the flying creatures hurled themselves down in the wake of the artillery, pouring themselves onto the guns, screaming as they clogged barrels with their bodies, as they plastered themselves across the white-hot metal till their flesh smouldered and caught alight. Below them, the siege monsters forced their heads into the apertures they were making, snapping and clawing, vomiting forth plasma into the workings of wall and gun.

			Ammunition caught and cooked off. Fire spewed into the air as the walls exploded. Smoking rock struck the ground to Tseren’s left and he snarled with frustration. 

			‘To the walls!’ he bellowed at last. ‘To the Tyrant!’

			‘Kill every last one of these vermin!’ Disoneiros roared. His choler was fully roused now. Tseren had never seen him so animated. So filled with hatred. He watched the other warrior charging into the mass of the enemy. The others were with him too. He could see Gardr, stalking into their midst, a bloodied shadow, red patinaed with ashes.

			As one, they plunged towards the failing walls, the dying fortress and their waiting master.
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			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			FINAL MOVES

			Death hung over the fortress like a shroud.

			Smoke billowed from burning buildings, pouring from the warehouses and barracks halls. Huron had stopped counting the breaches after the first half dozen, their time and place etched into his memory.

			The stink of cooking human flesh and fyceline clung to everything. Clouds of fumes gathered like a pale mist in the ruined boulevards, coiling over the ruins of gantries. The glorious tempo of the guns had faded to a dull thrum, robbed of their fury when their siblings upon the walls had finally died.

			Within there was only the unceasing sound of slaughter.

			Huron fought through it. Unheeding of danger, unbothered by the detonations around him or the blood that ran from his armour. Yet all around him, his works burned. He remembered how it had been at the end, as the Palace of Thorns had tumbled about him. Seared apart by the fury of the Imperium’s guns. As broken as he had been.

			How history enjoys its little rhymes. How quickly all empires fall into decay.

			The maudlin thought was tinged with anger. This was only the gateway to his holdings, and yet these alien filth had violated it in a way even the Imperium would have struggled to. Mauling their way in, uncaring of losses. Tearing down his works and disrupting his plans.

			Yasan would not burn if these insects remained in the way. The White Scars would not be broken, the Avenging Son’s crusade not impeded once more.

			Huron would not stand for it. His agonies were as nothing compared to the frustration that burned through him, sharp and searing as melta blasts. Wounds new and old had opened almost faster than his enhanced physiology could seal them, yet they dulled in the furnace of his wrath.

			He could be dying, and still hate would preserve him.

			The enemy was everywhere now, pouring over the wall breaches in a relentless swarm. They leapt from the piles of shattered masonry, pouncing onto mortal soldiers who did not even have the decency to die well. He swung his claw round, wreathed in flame, slamming one of the mewling creatures into the side of a wall. Another leapt for him, claws hurtling towards his face. His axe came up instinctively. The thing’s bladed limbs hooked over the haft and the creature pulled back hard, trying to yank him closer to its snapping jaws.

			Acid burned at his cheek, drawing a grin back to his face. The corpse-flesh tightened even as steam rose from it. He slammed his head into the monster’s, driving it back. He felt its grip loosen, and he spun the axe around, pulling the blade along the joints of the limbs.

			It spasmed back, screeching. His foot came down and crushed its skull, and he limped onwards past the corpse.

			Another slammed into his back, scrambling up his body, snapping at his neck and shoulder. He reached around, trying to grasp it and wrench it free.

			A single gunshot rang out amidst the din and the creature tumbled away, a smoking stump where its head had once been.

			‘Took you long enough,’ Huron slurred as he looked around.

			Garreon lowered the pistol and shrugged. Even amidst the gloom and tumult his Lord Apothecary had acquitted himself well. Whorls of ichor adorned his armour like the engravings upon some heathen idol. Surgical trophies adorned his belt in an insane array of multitudinous glands and strips of flesh. Alongside the tyranid organs that had caught his eye were a cluster of cryo-canisters, wherein the genetic legacy of countless Red Corsairs was preserved.

			Lovingly, whereas the alien bounty was a mere afterthought.

			‘This is not a fitting end for Huron Blackheart,’ Garreon said at last. ‘All forces are pulling back to the inner fortress, as you commanded. Tethrak has begun saturation bombardment of the outer hubs. The enemy will not take or hold them, but he is adamant that they pay for every inch of ground they occupy. They will find no flesh waiting for them, only ashes.’

			‘He always did enjoy scorched earth,’ Huron said, before it dissolved into a hacking cough. ‘Now he gets to tear down what he has built. Ever the vengeful sculptor. I hope, wherever he is, that his gene-father is proud of him.’

			Garreon wiped his bloodied hands upon his thigh plates and looked back towards the inner fortress. Hardened voids flickered and danced. Red Corsairs still manned the walls and mortal soldiers still died beyond them, fighting their last desperate stands as the tyranids poured into the streets like parasites. They were a mere shadow of the Tyrant’s Legion of old, but a few were accounting well for themselves. Huron followed his gaze, watching as the flak-armoured warriors in crimson kept firing, no matter how many threatened to overwhelm them.

			‘Tethrak has provided an acceptable path through the lines. He has disseminated it as widely as possible to secure all possible strength for you, lord. He only awaits your command.’

			‘Such bleak loyalty, eh? Even now he thinks I have it in me to save him from this failure.’ He laughed again and then gritted his teeth as he pushed himself forward, walking ahead of the Corpsemaster.

			‘Let us see, then, what remains for us to play with.’

			There was no slow and grinding slog.

			Only the frenetic combat of the moment. Everything contracting to mere seconds of awareness amidst the constant activity. The walls were a blur, lost in the roiling waves of spores that poured over them. Drowning in flesh. The purple-hued bodies tumbled over it, uncaring of whatever meagre damage it did to them. Limbs broke and the monsters dragged themselves along, clawing at the ground with their scythed blades, unidentifiable fluids trailing behind them.

			Tseren fired as he passed. The alien’s scaled head barely had time to look up at him before the bolt round crashed into the centre of its gnarled forehead, obliterating it utterly. The broken corpse slumped forwards.

			He let a scowl curdle across his features.

			The enemy was without joy or honour. Each one hollow, driven only by their single command. It was hateful to him, somehow more so now than when he had marched under the Emperor’s banner.

			Perhaps it is because freedom has touched my soul now. Freed from the false liberty of Chogoris.

			The thoughts had become a pleasing balm upon his doubts. He looked up as he turned from the alien carcass and beheld the fortress. Fire surrounded it, flickering and flashing about the remaining void shields. Las blasts and streams of melta fire howled down from the inner walls. Artillery soared overhead, filling the air with more screaming. 

			Still the furnaces burned in the inner wards, spewing ashes and smoke into the skies, as though they could drown out the alien presence with spite alone. Competing with the alien toxins that were poisoning the world to a degree even its masters would find unacceptable.

			It blazed above them, a towering edifice of defiant industry and martial hate. 

			Disoneiros picked his way over a ridge where half of a barrack hall had slumped into rubble, moving with well-practised ease as he arrested his descent. Tseren followed close behind, bolter panning, seeking fresh targets.

			That was when he saw him.

			The Tyrant stood defiant. Upon the very steps of the fortress, the voids crackling before him, he gestured with axe and claw. Armies moved at his merest whim, his word transmuted into law.

			He was grander and more majestic than any Imperial propagandist pict or inspiring mural. Broken and yet unbowed. A monster of machinery and ruined flesh who so many now were dying for, selling their lives dearly so that he might endure and tear down his enemies. 

			Tseren could see Garreon as he stalked ahead of the Tyrant. The Corpse­master paused before a row of waiting soldiers, ducking down to tilt their heads up from where they knelt, one by one. Then his hand crept up and a needler flashed in the half-light. Tseren drew closer and he could smell it. The harsh steroidal reek of hyper-adrenaline. Slaught. Frenzon. A dozen variants and combinations of combat stimulants, all blended together with an alchymist’s patience. 

			The mortals jerked, their bodies snapping upwards like marionettes. Bloody froth poured from their mouths as the chemicals rampaged through their bloodstreams. The whites of their eyes were a web of burst blood vessels.

			Each was reduced to incoherent bellowing as they staggered forwards and then broke into a run, clutching at weapons. A few fell, convulsing, their entire bodies racked by cardiac collapse. Tseren stepped over their bodies towards the waiting shadow of the Tyrant.

			‘About time you got here,’ Huron rasped. 

			‘We came as quickly as we could, lord,’ Tseren said. ‘There were many foes in the way.’

			‘Fewer walls, though,’ Disoneiros observed wryly. ‘You should see to that.’

			‘One disaster at a time,’ Huron said. ‘How many have gathered?’

			‘A hundred warriors, perhaps more,’ Gardr said as he staggered up to join them. The Wolf was coated in blood and ichor. His helm hung from his belt, dented and with one eye-lens cracked. He spat bloody phlegm onto the broken steps. ‘Enough to hold the line. For a time.’

			‘With its head still in place, the serpent will always rear up to strike. We cannot hold them forever, not without bringing the fight to that monster in orbit.’

			‘And if we do not have the men or the means?’ Disoneiros asked.

			‘Oh, we do,’ Huron said. ‘It will cost me, but it will be worth the effort. I have no doubt of that.’ He turned and gestured at the fortress. ‘If my Castellan holds firm then we will be able to execute my design…’ His fingers clenched into a fist. ‘In theory.’

			Tseren bowed his head. ‘Then lead on, lord.’

			Within the walls of the fortress the agonies of the world were finally dimmed.

			The voids were holding. The innermost guns were still firing. Even the serfs and slaves had been brought to the front, armed and armoured piecemeal, rushing outwards with their faces downcast as they passed their master.

			Vor Tethrak stood at the centre of the command chamber, braced at his dais, flanked by the adepts of the Dark Mechanicum as they managed the flow of information. The black-robed obscenities that were the adepts quivered in place, transfixed by countless data conduits and mechadendrites. By contrast, the Red Castellan was steadfast, bearing the strain with typical Olympian stoicism.

			‘Have we attained communion with the Spectre of Ruin?’ Huron asked.

			‘We have, lord. It has been fighting off enemy murder shoals at the planet’s furthest edge. Awaiting your word in case…’ He trailed off, recognising that it was not his place to accuse the Tyrant of cowardice.

			Huron’s iron teeth were bared in a hateful smile. ‘Spare me your simpering, Tethrak. You knew it could come to this. You have, I trust, constructed an appropriate flight path?’

			‘I have, lord.’

			‘Excellent. Then I have one final command for you.’

			Tethrak knelt and broke the fragile web of inload. Cables fell away from him like a veil.

			‘You think I will flee, Tethrak. There is no shame in that. That is not my intent, though. I will take the fight to the enemy itself. Straight into their vessel. The mind. The will that would defy me. I will hold the beast’s heart in my hands, and I will squeeze the life from it. I take it you have kept Bloodstrike primed?’

			All avenues were closed to him now. This was the final act. A culmination. There was only one way forward, and it lay in blood and fire. Through his foe and onwards into his domain. An act of salvation. Of sacrifice. It could lose him his war for the Yasan Sector, but it would preserve all else that he had built.

			Perhaps it would even be worth it.

			‘Indeed,’ the Red Castellan said. ‘Just in case.’

			‘Then the time is now. I have room for fifty warriors. We will get as many in the air as we can without compromising your defence. Hold the line, Tethrak. Hold these mongrels back and I will reward you with a posting worthy of your station. Fail me, and I shall shatter this world so completely that there will not be enough rock left for even the most meagre of graves for you.’

			‘Understood, my lord,’ he said softly. 

			‘Fear not,’ Huron said with a bitter laugh. ‘There is a tale that every warrior of the Imperium knows. That every human soul in this galaxy has heard. It matters not if they heard it when it was forged ten thousand years ago, or in the fleeting decades of their lives in this dark millennium.’ He paused, savouring the moment. ‘They remember the stories of how their God-Emperor rose from His Palace, up from His Throne, and climbed to the very heavens, there to defy the powers of Chaos and His own fallen son.’

			Tethrak’s look was withering.

			‘Perhaps one day they will entomb me in gold. Paint murals. Write hymns. I always knew I was destined for great things, Tethrak. Now you can say that you were there, the day when Huron Blackheart followed in the footsteps of the Corpse-Emperor.’
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			CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

			UNTO THE ABYSS

			Bloodstrike roared into the air like a living thing, a hungry beast amidst swarms of lesser prey.

			The atmosphere had been reduced to a confusion of thermals and agonised gales, the very air weaponised against them. Huron lay his head back, tapping it against the metal of the transport compartment, and wondered how much life was left in this cesspit of a world.

			It had been dying already. Reaved clean by his wars of conquest, stripped down to only a cog in his games of empire. When the tyranids had come Vor Tethrak had poisoned what little life and vegetation remained upon it rather than give them even an ounce of easy biomass. Beyond that, the immense factorum works and logistical undertakings had soured the air and toxified the seas. Acrid dust clung to everything, even here as they rose through the atmosphere, cast up by the relentless grind of war that ruled below. 

			The winds screamed against the hull, rattling it with a sound that would put lesser men in mind of the howls of the damned. Impacts followed, some light and almost wet, others solid thuds against the superstructure. The staccato hits rang around them, the Tyrant and his warriors, in a way that reminded him of the tolling of some ponderous bell. Dull and ­funereal compared to the roaring cacophony of battle that had defined the surface war.

			It was almost enough to make him miss it.

			War in its every aspect was his dominion. Mastered down his long years – first in service and in shame, then triumphantly as he had bestrode the Maelstrom itself. The lessons he had learned as a warrior and as a Chapter Master had served him well in binding together so many divergent forces beneath his banner. Mortals and transhumans, even xenos breeds who could understand the depths and drive of his ambition. All were bent to his demands, shaped by the inexorable gravity that surrounded him. The draw that made him who and what he was.

			Not some God-soaked champion, drunk on the warp’s corrosion. Not a totem of the insane, as the Despoiler was thought to be. No. He was raw and bloodied mortality itself, screaming his defiance at the uncaring stars just as readily as he spat it into the face of the enemy. He was Huron Blackheart, after all.

			The Stormbird shook as though it could taste his hate.

			Carazzalan cooed from the cockpit, squirming in their cradle as they felt the machine’s mutilated spirit growl. The daemon-mouthed cannons began to howl in animal sympathy, screaming their madness into the burning air. The entire structure of the craft juddered as it banked sharply.

			More claws rattled against the hull, a scrabbling desperation to hold on. The adept chirped and muttered in the cockpit, rocking with agitation as the ship mirrored their movements.

			‘If you cannot get us to orbit then I will throw you out myself, Carazzalan,’ Huron growled. 

			‘Apologies, lord,’ the adept hissed in response. ‘There are things upon our skin… They bite and cut. Bloodstrike is displeased. It burns to do violence upon these lesser things of flesh.’

			‘Then it has my blessing. Kill them. One and all.’

			The bolters thrummed again, and the hull tolled with it. Thrusters fired and the ship’s ascent continued.

			Huron advanced down the centre of the compartment. He lashed out and the back of his hand slammed against the hatch release. Sirens flared momentarily, bathing the interior in arterial crimson, then the doors began to slide open.

			The winged monsters were crawling over the exterior, gouging at the armour till it bled. Black daemonic blood coated their bladed limbs. Spurts of the unholy fluid vented out into the grey dust of the air.

			Huron smiled.

			No one else in the compartment had moved. He saw Tseren and Disoneiros preparing, their hands moving to their weapons. Gardr tensed, his entire body clenched as though with a physical need.

			Huron ignored them all, focused upon his prey. They swarmed the Stormbird like maggots over a corpse, practically oozing their way into the ship. While multitudes had already fallen from Bloodstrike’s fire, countless more remained. 

			He let them get closer.

			He could hear the others moving to support him now, but he needed none. He stepped forwards and let the Claw speak at last, hosing the open portal with a torrent of flame. The squat flying beasts clung to the walls, floors and ceilings, screaming as the fire took them, and Huron marched into their midst.

			A few threw themselves at him in futility, stabbing for the joints of his armour, claws raking across the mechanical components. He yanked his claw back and slammed the blazing digits through the skull of one. The axe came round in the same instant and decapitated it in a single strike.

			He threw it into the burning flock and kicked the corpse from the back. Still the guns sounded. The Stormbird’s bolters were blazing nonstop, and all around them the flak rounds and airburst munitions were detonating. The ship almost faltered. Fire clawed at the exterior, cauterising the unnatural wounds in the metalwork and tearing more of the monsters from its frame. Huron hit the button once more and the doors wheezed shut, catching one of the tyranids as it pressed its luck again, severing the monster in half in a rush of ichor and mulched organs.

			‘Upwards,’ Huron growled. ‘Send word to the Spectre of Ruin. Primary attack run, and deploy whatever orbital assets remain to it. I want every warrior we have left upon this beast. It will not be easy to kill.’

			The Spectre of Ruin swept around the world, its hull glowing red with by-blow fire. 

			Where the bio-ship seemed immovable, a locus of power and malice that hung above the planet as though it had always been there, the battle-barge was a spear cast to slay a beast.

			It had been forged for such things, and though its allegiances had changed, its purpose had not. It was a destroyer of foes, a role it had served for the Astral Claws as readily as it did for the Red Corsairs they had become.

			Like a hunting hound, it had heard its master’s call.

			Its guns had been run out. Every deck was abuzz with activity as crew members rushed to their stations and the warriors of the Tyrant made their way to the drop-ships and drop pods that would carry them forth to do his will.

			The guns sounded at last, cutting across the void upon plumes of fire. Macrocannon shells hurtled towards the hive ship. Torpedoes crossed the abyss in their wake and lances slashed out at the speed of light.

			The hive ship barely reacted. Where the previous vessels had responded instantly with great swathes of spore matter and defence organisms, this beast merely waited. Reality shuddered around it and the void filled with a pulse of psychic force, limned with flickers of lightning and bursts of non-colour.

			Still the Spectre plunged onwards, turning as it did. It fired another volley.

			In truth it mattered little if the shots landed. The reigning concern was whether or not the enemy was distracted, off balance. Beneath the shadow of the guns, Bloodstrike rose like a war banner.

			Other ships joined it. Drop-ships slid from the waiting bays of the Spectre, even as the first assault pods screamed into the fray. The crimson vessels spilled across the canvas of the void like blood droplets flash-frozen, catching the light of stars and warfare in equal measure.

			With a unity that belied their piratical origins, that would shame even the most ardent of the Imperium’s defenders, the warriors of the Tyrant poured forth into the maelstrom of battle.

			The Stormbird loosed its missiles as the lascannons and heavy bolters fired once more. It slid forwards like a dagger driven for the heart, forcing its way through the broken space around the tyranid vessel.

			Occasionally Carazzalan would chitter an interjection as another pod died around them. The ships seemed to be prevailing better, more able to manoeuvre, fight and resist.

			Huron could feel the enmity of the tyranid ship as the missiles finally struck home. It resounded through them as though its own pain was amplified and exuded. The air within Bloodstrike had grown hot and static.

			Huron growled and readied himself. He felt the sudden sense of vertigo as the Stormbird spun about, thrusters blazing, before it finally touched down once more.

			‘With me!’ Huron cried and thrust his axe out. 

			The Red Corsairs readied themselves about him, grasping their weapons and rising from their harnesses. The ramp whined and then clattered down with a sick thump as the metal impacted flesh.

			Huron barely waited for the others as he threw himself forwards, out and into the tyranid vessel. It was a sickening sensation. Everything beneath his feet was yielding flesh, pockmarked by bony protrusions. He kicked at one experimentally and then scowled, looking up and around. The missiles had gouged a hole into the tyranid’s immense flesh. Fluted spars of bone, like the slats of ribs, framed the wound they now squatted in. The ruins of some immense sphincter hung in tatters beneath it, the flesh folded outwards and ruptured. 

			Whatever biological function it had served, the Tyrant’s wrath had undone it.

			Garreon stepped out and paused, holding the apparatus that passed for a helm which he had intended to fit Huron with. A rebreather array would keep him alive, if nothing else. Huron waved him away. 

			‘You think I need your trinkets to preserve me, Corpsemaster? I will breathe on my damned own.’

			The Corpsemaster’s gauntlets checked to ensure that Huron was indeed breathing ably on his own, and then stepped away. His fingers clenched avariciously as he looked around, then placed the rebreather down.

			‘And I thought that we had such genetic bounty upon the Spectre.’

			‘We do, and it makes for adequate bait,’ Huron rasped. ‘Still, you can take what you want from this monster. There will be plenty of material to cut from it when it lies dead and frozen.’

			‘You are too kind, lord,’ Garreon said. ‘I intend to savour it, alive or dead.’

			‘Indeed?’ Huron reached out experimentally and let his claw bite into the quivering flesh of what passed for a wall. Somewhere, distantly, he could hear the warbling of beasts. An immune response suddenly triggered. ‘Be ready, Corpsemaster. We are not alone.’

			‘I did not expect to be, my lord,’ Garreon said with a nod. ‘What do you intend?’

			‘I will drive for the heart, as I planned. And what of you, Corpse­­master? What is your goal?’

			Garreon smiled within his helm. ‘I will break its mind, and I will kill its future, lord.’
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			CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

			BELLY OF THE BEAST

			The ship’s resounding heartbeat was a disorientating thing. Huron’s senses sang, yet they were drawn inexorably to the resonance of the living ship’s very existence.

			They had split into two groups, twenty-five warriors in each. One was led by him and the other obeyed Garreon’s esoteric commandments. The ship was like nothing he had ever seen before, so sickening in its extruded biologies. Flesh and bone in place of deck, blood where other ships were sustained by promethium. Unthinkable processes kept the monster moving and breathing, let alone capable of birthing the countless organisms necessary to conquer worlds.

			More than anything he wanted to burn it all to ashes. The very thought set his claw to clicking, ready to ignite the flamer element. He suppressed the urge. There would be time for that later. For now, what mattered was gaining their bearings and killing the thing. Making an example of it, before the bitter end.

			The sound of the distant enemy was still there, behind the drumbeat, growing closer. Huron knew that it understood in its vast and alien way. Whether this was reflex, an immune response or an act of spiteful will, it mattered little. They were coming.

			He forced himself forwards through a sludgy fluid that clung to his armour up to his waist. Servos whirred and caught in his legs, gummed by the unidentifiable bodily excreta.

			Garreon would know what it was, Huron thought bitterly. Perhaps I should have kept him here.

			There was little point in dwelling upon it now. Necessity had forced their hand. The greatest amount of damage to the most essential systems was all that mattered. It was no different from killing a man. Simply a matter of scale.

			The only difference is that here, we are the bolt shells.

			He wanted the heart. He needed to feel the beast die and to know that his was the killing blow. There were none who could say that he was not a proud man. Imperial history prattled that his pride had brought a sector to war and undermined the glorious lines of defence that kept the Maelstrom Zone safe.

			They would never understand what had motivated him to defy a broken system founded upon lies and mediocrity. How could they? The Imperium was the same as the monster he now inhabited. If it took a thousand blows, a million knives driven into its flesh to kill it, then so be it. The Despoiler and the White Scars could keep their killing blows. Huron would carve the Imperium apart like the weak and dying old man it was.

			Because that was his right.

			‘You are not what kills me,’ Huron growled to himself. ‘I am the Tyrant of Badab, and it will not be an animal that ends me. Not when I have done so much, for false masters beyond count… My work is not yet done.’

			The interior of the tyranid ship was confusion itself. Everywhere he looked some new biological horror unfolded. Unidentifiable organs pulsed with a disquieting internal lambency. Fluids leaked from ruptured vessels. Things squirmed eyelessly in cystic burrows, like grubs or maggots. Some species of lesser feeding organism, perhaps. A void-borne parasite. Huron did not know how these things were made or born; he only concerned himself with their demise.

			Eye-like extrusions opened upon the sides of the channel through which they walked and then withered away, their undertaking finally completed. Huron reached out and let his talons flicker across nerve bundles that sparked with caged lightning. He let them close, scything into the flesh with a butcher’s keenness.

			The channel contracted. One moment it was twice the height of an Astartes warrior and then it was barely a head above them. The tide of fluids rose and fell with the ebbing of the creature’s agitation.

			The screams were closer now. So very close. Huron thought of the monsters they had fought upon the surface, the beasts of every stripe and function that had assailed his walls.

			He wondered what sort of foulness waited here, in the nested heart of the enemy.

			‘Be ready,’ he said. 

			The screams were now within range. He heard them a second before he heard the snap of bolters rising. He had his warriors well trained, if nothing else. 

			‘Here they come.’

			Compared to the war below, it was a more intimate horror that flooded towards them, splashing through the viscous alien vitae. The vastness of the world, the expanse of the battlefield, had robbed them of their inhuman monstrosity. 

			They did not inspire fear in him. He had been beyond such things even before he had become a monster himself. Yet their advance disgusted him on a soul-deep level that decades had not erased. Huron Blackheart had been forged to be a weapon against such things. His allegiances had changed, but that facet of his being had not dulled.

			These things were slick and newly birthed. They staggered forwards, almost unsure of their prey. Such graces were fleeting. The dominant mind that guided them asserted itself in microseconds, sharpening their reflexes and tightening their focus. Weapons rose an instant later and fired in a rain of hissing, squirming projectiles. 

			A Red Corsair fell, faceplate gone. His hands closed uselessly on his bolter and he tumbled back, acid and worms eating through his skull. For a moment, face stripped of flesh, he looked like the grinning countenance of a loyalist Chaplain.

			Huron snarled and thrust the Claw forwards, digits splayed. ‘Bring them down!’ he roared.

			There was little in the universe that could endure the massed wrath of his Red Corsairs. The front row of warrior-strain tyranids came apart in the storm of bolter rounds, yet more thundered in to replace them. Projectiles filled the air around Huron. He brought his claw and axe up, crossed across his mostly exposed head, letting the flaring power fields obliterate the living ammunition.

			‘Come on then, you bastards!’ he said with relish. ‘I do not care how many of you I have to fight my way through. I will have my prize. This entire ship is going to die, and it will be by my hand!’ 

			He lashed out and his claws gouged the walls, adding to the thickening slurry of liquid that clung to his armour. All was reduced to blood. Wave after wave of it coated him. Coated all of them, drowning their already bloodied livery in alien ichor. The enemy was everywhere. It was everything. 

			Huron lunged forward and into the midst of the foe. The arterial corridor contracted, shivering as though in pain or fear.

			He grinned as the Tyrant’s Claw tore through another of the screeching monsters, shredding its flesh and chitin in a single swipe. 

			A blade glanced across his flank and another dug at his shoulder. Huron growled and spun about, slamming the thing attacking him into the wall. It screeched as it scrabbled against his armour, slamming itself bodily into him. Acid seared at his cheek as the tyranid spat and screamed.

			He spun about and drove his fist into its sternum. He hammered it back against the flesh wall. The wall and the tyranid both began to bleed. Huron slammed it forwards again. The screeching became a dull moan as he bludgeoned it against the ribbed meat of the corridor.

			Huron let it drop. 

			‘Is this all you have?’ he goaded.

			The thrum of the living ship was absolute, pulsing around them with peristaltic eagerness. It almost drowned out the yowling of the tyranids, smothering and dampening the roar of bolter and chainsword. Yet, something cut through the din, and Huron pushed forwards, weapons raised.

			An alarm had begun to sound. First from his own armour and then in the helms of the others. He could see them falter in their advance, pausing to reconsider the tactical information being relayed to them by the ship.

			He laughed to himself as he interpreted the signals. It had worked. A gambit cast into the aether and left to develop on its own, a cancerous undertaking fed only by the folly of his enemies. Only hate could make a foe so reckless and predictable.

			‘At last,’ Huron muttered. ‘They come. Useful fools to the slaughter.’

			Silence had reigned for too long.

			It was anathema to him now. Silence reminded him of the darkness that enveloped him. The cold clawed at him, driving its way into his bones, as though the ship had become as much of a tomb as his armour was. 

			Gantulga was not on the bridge. He stood upon one of the Khan’s Vengeance’s primary embarkation decks, surrounded by those brothers who remained with him. Altan was there, standing to the side of the muster, casting his appraising gaze over the White Scars. Judging their souls, perhaps. Weighing them for the battle to come.

			I wonder what he sees when he looks at me. How many of my sins look back at him from the sea of souls?

			Now, though, the Stormseer’s gifts had withered. The pain of the tyranid ship’s passing and the lingering shadow weighed heavy upon him. No Apothecary had been able to soothe the agonies that assailed him. He looked drawn, ill. If he had been a steed then Gantulga might have considered ending his suffering.

			He allowed himself a chuckle at the blasphemous thought. He bore the Stormseer no true malice. They had settled into their uneasy détente, the gulf behind them narrowed by circumstance and necessity.

			Thunder broke the uneasy tension and Gantulga turned. Tuguldur moved with deliberate slowness, the glacial pace that so many in the Chapter despised, eventually coming to a stop between him and Altan, filling the chasm of judgement with a righteous anger that Gantulga could not help but admire.

			‘We are gathered then,’ Altan said at last. ‘One will behind our actions. Ready once again to race into danger.’

			‘There is an opportunity here, brother,’ Gantulga said. ‘You know it as well as I. Blackheart is trapped here, within the bounds of the system. He has few reinforcements, his magics are stilled. When you hunt prey and you hold advantage, you must ride out and claim it. Anything else is folly. This is the wisdom of the plains and of the high mountain.’

			Altan nodded tersely. ‘I do not need you to dredge up the ways of Cho­­goris for me, brother. You make a fine point. And here, now, the only way is forwards and into the jaws of death. We can no longer flee, even if it were in our nature.’

			‘Then so shall it be,’ Tuguldur rumbled. ‘The Khagan would not sit idle. He would act. This is the time. What other hand or fate has led us to this moment? It is providence that we be here. Who are we to question the path that the heavens lay before us?’

			‘They are divided and distracted,’ Gantulga affirmed. ‘Our auspex shows that the Spectre of Ruin is on the move, and there is increased transit between the surface and orbit. The Tyrant readies to flee, even if it is in futility.’

			‘And you wish to land the killing blow as he scrabbles to escape.’

			‘Does he deserve any better?’ Gantulga snapped. ‘He should be hunted down like a dog. That is why we are here. The tyranids mean nothing. They are the threat that keeps him pinned in place. We will bloody him while he tries in desperation to escape, or they will destroy him. Truly? I see no loss either way.’

			‘You want it to be you, do you not?’ Altan said quietly. ‘You wish to hold the Tyrant’s fate in your hands. To see the light die in his eyes and carry his head back to Quan Zhou.’

			‘If that is what the Emperor wishes, I shall not fight it. We have been delivered here, zadyin arga. We shall carve this end in blood. The enemy vessel. The knowledge they held. The squabbles of the enemy betraying them to their end…’

			‘All the more reason to be cautious.’

			Tuguldur lowered his chassis and his unpowered fist rang against the deck. ‘No more caution. I have lingered too long in this iron prison. I will not die a slow death. Whatever comes, we shall face it to the end.’ The Dreadnought’s body shook with some inner rage. ‘I am tired, zadyin arga. More than I ever felt when I bestrode the galaxy as a true son of the Khagan. All joy and laughter is gone. There is only the ashes of what I once was. I…’ The vox-array stuttered. ‘I do not know how much of me remains. What was left upon the great plains. How much of me was burned away to dust. Give me one last chance for glory. Let me laugh once more, as I kill.’

			Altan looked at the Dreadnought and stepped forwards, placing his hand upon the white and red of the venerable hull. Gantulga could see their shared pain. Both reduced. Both less than they had been. 

			‘As you will, my brother,’ Altan said, and he turned to Gantulga. ‘If it must be done, then give the word. I will kindle what storm’s fury I can.’

			‘I have a task for you, noble one,’ Gantulga said. ‘You will shepherd our kin, should the worst come to pass. The ship is yours.’
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			CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

			THE GREAT HUNT

			Gardr barely heard the ringing of proximity alarms and theatre-wide vox-bursts. The thunder around him was nothing next to the beating of his own heart, the whispers that coursed through his blood and brain.

			He no longer knew where his brothers were. He no longer cared.

			Every moment had become a rush of contradictory impulses. Colours flared brighter even through the lens filters. The pulsing red and purple of the ship’s internal flesh shifted and flowed, becoming a riot of hues for which he had no names.

			Migraine pain flooded through his skull and his fangs gnashed together. Bloody spittle drooled from the corner of his mouth. Every part of his body was locked in upheaval, racked by pains and pleasures that saturated muscle and bone. Sensations bled from the synapses, waves of scintillating experience spiralling through him.

			Even through the soul-deep miasma that the tyranids exuded, he could feel the roiling spite of the daemon within. The splinter-cracks that spread across the ritual container and etched themselves on the inside of the fused plate of his ribcage. Every part of him felt as though it were a chrysalis, poised upon the brink of some glorious apotheosis of agony.

			Flashes crossed his vision, blurring the all-consuming meat of reality with memories that were not his own. They crashed against his psyche like waves eating at the shore, clawing away the cliffs of his identity with talons of cold fire.

			He saw…

			Vistas of fire stretching into eternity, littered with bodies like the fondest dream of any Fenrisian youth. Blood pooled and ran freely, coating everything in sanguine residue. Where the light caught upon the blood, it glittered and burned. He felt weapons in his hands, immense and heavy, more than any mortal man could hold. The pain of eternal battle sang in him, filling him with the memories of a thousand petty wars, wrought and fought upon a scale that the materium could not hold.

			And above all of it, blazing with crimson flame, there loomed a throne of brass and bone. The highest altar any warrior could worship at.

			He saw, and he knew what he had been made for. Crafted from soul-stuff and spite, cast down into a world of flesh, imprisoned and yet still so vital. To fight and bleed and die for the glory of…

			He snapped back to the baleful reality that enfolded them.

			There were cries for support over the vox. Oaths and prayers. He heard his name, called again and again. Each of the voices seemed tinny. Inconsequential. Even the cries of Disoneiros had faded to a meaningless burr of noise. They could not touch him; they barely reached him. The heartbeat all around him drowned it out. The song of pain and rage seared through him, louder and purer than the calls of those he had once called brother.

			Like called to like within the yawning caverns of his soul and he surrendered. There was only the wrath that could not be quelled. Hunger flared in the pit of his stomach, hot, urgent and acidic. He was becoming. That was the thought that dominated his mind, ringing through him like the will of the Tyrant himself.

			He could feel the changes of his becoming coursing through him, flooding out from flesh to armour. The interface ports of his black carapace were aflame as though infected, a rapidly spreading warmth that rippled through his torso.

			Gardr felt the confines of his armour being tested. Muscle strained, pushing outwards against the ceramite. Blood ran inside it as flesh rebelled against the interface spikes. He could feel the hot spill of liquid over his flesh, like droplets of heated metal sizzling against skin.

			The plate began to part. Slowly at first, haemorrhaging, split by internal tumult as his body rebelled against its natural limits. Muscle swelled. His fingers elongated, curving into talons until the tips of his gauntlets ruptured in a rain of shards.

			His helm split in half, yawning like an animal’s maw. Gardr tasted the thin oxygen and strange alien gases of the hive ship as though he could crush the molecules between his teeth. Strings of metal stretched between the halves of his helm as he gnashed and hunched forwards. His claws dug into the fleshy walls, drawing blood until it flowed up around his wrists. 

			His skull cracked and realigned, stretching out, forcing itself into a snout. He vomited, the acid smoking against what passed for the ground. Gardr’s flesh rebelled. He wrenched himself up, spine snapping. Every moment of pain was another instant of transformation and revelation.

			Gardr’s heels dug into the meat of the floor and he threw himself into the maelstrom of battle that surrounded them all, ravenous for the taste of the enemy. 

			He howled, finally at one with the beasts within his soul. Soon there would be new prey. Soon he would have foes aplenty. Soulless meat and thinking flesh to die between his teeth and his talons. A new wave of agony sang through him, hate curdling into his body as he thought of the dead sorcerer who had mutilated him, who had…

			…bound the fire within him, imprisoned him within runes and then in meat.

			He shook away the thoughts. They were not his own. He was not himself, not any longer.

			He heard bolter fire screaming nearby, an unending cacophony that set his blood burning. Worthy enemies were coming. He could almost taste them.

			It was almost time to hunt.
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			CHAPTER THIRTY

			OLD BLOOD AND NEW

			The Khan’s Vengeance tore its way inwards, blazing across the outer system. 

			The auspex was a patchwork of competing signals. The corrupted ident codes of the enemy were a brazen provocation, broadcast with no concern for who might detect them. By contrast the other signals were near-unintelligible. Debased and biological. All was chaos. The crawling horror of the Rift seemed dulled, and yet the malice of it saturated everything.

			The inner system was a roiling cauldron of duelling monsters. The immense hive ship was a beacon of unclean light, its tectonic armour plates crackling with psychic discharge as the lobes of its brain thrummed. 

			The Khan’s Vengeance was an ivory streak across the heavens, like lightning from a clear sky. Where all others were impure, it burned with the light of righteousness. It tumbled into the fray, faster than it had any right to be, its engines the work of master artisans and magi. 

			Both of the enemy forces seemed uncaring of the White Scars’ intervention, too locked in their own heretical conflicts. Perhaps the Red Corsairs were overconfident, content that they could slay beasts and heroes with the same depraved abandon.

			The first shots crossed the void, hammering into the flank of the monster. It reeled away, turning in its own ponderous arc, fountaining bloody matter into the void. The strike cruiser dived inwards, spiralling into the orbit of the hive ship.

			Pods and drop-ships fell away from it like storm-tossed seeds, weaving through the roar of ship-to-ship combat. Spores and fire filled the space around the plunging vessels. A cloud of corrosive acids detonated around one of the pods, eating into it with a hiss of escaping air before it burst apart. A great feeder tendril snapped around and swatted a drop pod aside.

			Still the White Scars surged onwards, through the storm and into the domain of their prey, unleashed to hunt at last.

			Everything was reduced to madness in the moment.

			Tseren had lost sight of the Tyrant. He had barely managed to keep pace with Disoneiros. Trust bound him to the Executioner. The guiding hand who had shepherded him into this new and uncanny second life. More than Huron Blackheart, it was this warrior who had mentored him, shown him what it meant to serve as a Red Corsair.

			Old loyalties had bled away, air and paper next to the promises he had made.

			And in exchange for what? Power? Mere survival?

			He had thought he had grown beyond such questions, yet now they resurfaced, clawing at his attention even in the living hell of the hive ship.

			Five brothers had already fallen to the monstrous defences of the living vessel. Pulled into suddenly yawning apertures, ensnared by whipping tendrils, or barraged by rains of acid or sudden pulses of bio-plasma. The ship was not made for them. It was nothing more than a shifting maze of kill-rooms, traps and an array of newly spawned beasts.

			One of the anaemic monsters threw itself at Tseren’s face, howling as it did, blades cutting down his chestplate as it tried to murder him, mutilating the already ruined space where the Imperial aquila had once sat proudly. It gouged at the metal, hooves scrabbling across his armoured stomach, pushing itself up. 

			Disoneiros’ hand shot out and seized it by the neck, pulling it back hard before his axe fell and its screaming head tumbled free. He let the body hang, spasming in his grip, then threw it aside. 

			Tseren was breathing hard when he finally met the other warrior’s gaze. ‘Thank you, brother,’ he said finally.

			Disoneiros looked at Tseren as though in surprise and then nodded slowly. ‘You are welcome…’ he said, then paused. ‘Brother. We cannot afford to lose our focus here.’

			Proximity alarms sounded again, relayed from the Spectre to their straining comm-net.

			‘What is that?’ Tseren asked.

			‘Our lord put a gambit into play when we fought at Thaxis. Now it bears its fruit. Your former brothers have come to take vengeance upon Huron Blackheart. Yet now they must fight two enemies or die in the attempt. Such is the power of spite. One that Huron counted upon.’

			‘He could not have known that this would come to pass,’ Tseren said.

			‘Yet here we stand as one enemy bloodies the other, while he remains above the fray, set upon his prize. Do you truly believe that this beast will fall to anything less than a thousand cuts? We press what advantage we are given.’

			The flesh around them quivered and a bioluminescent pulse flared ahead of them. Disoneiros led the way, pushing up and over a ridge of cartilaginous tissue with Tseren close behind.

			More of the warrior-forms had been roused, rushing in contradictory directions as the flow of battle shifted once more. The two of them surged forwards into a deep depression, an abscess-chasm that cut horizontally through the meat of the ship. Spurs of bone lined it, forming low crests like petrified trees. The warrior-forms sprang between them even as the Red Corsairs used them for cover.

			Red Corsairs swarmed from the left, firing as they went, letting bolter shells and flamer bursts tear apart organs whose functions Tseren could not even guess at. Boiling fluids cascaded down upon them, searing their armour back to the grey base ceramite.

			And from the right, in a vengeful storm surge, the White Scars joined the fray at last.

			An assault ram slammed through the flesh of the great vessel, drill teeth whirring as it churned meat and bone to mulch and powder. It banked hard, the ramps slamming down even as it spun on its axis. Then they poured out, already firing, war cries on their lips. Cries that Tseren recognised.

			They were fewer than the Red Corsairs, but they were fresher, less marked by blood and battle. They fought with a speed and precision that Tseren knew well. That he had once upheld and aspired to. Tyranids died in the crossfire, torn apart as the Space Marines closed from both sides. Disoneiros had already begun to sight and fire. Tseren joined him, not caring whether he killed xenos or Space Marine.

			Tseren watched the first of the Red Corsairs die. Massed bolter fire practically tore one of them in half. Splinters of ceramite and bone littered the ground as the Space Marine forged onwards, still firing as he died.

			Tseren’s jaw set into a snarl of frustrated rage. He was about to start forwards when Disoneiros’ hand came out across his chest, barring his path.

			Ahead of them the squat silhouette of a Dreadnought lumbered into view, panning as it fired, raking the walls and the Red Corsairs with gatling cannon rounds.

			Whatever brief cohesion the Red Corsairs might have had swiftly disintegrated. They fell back, still unaware of Tseren and Disoneiros’ vantage point, completely at the mercy of the White Scars. The Dreadnought grabbed one of them in its claw, squeezing until the ceramite burst into bloody ruin before slamming the grisly remains through a pillar of bone.

			‘Hai Chogoris!’ the Dreadnought bellowed. 

			Tseren could not see the details of its livery, nor what name it claimed as its own. Even when he had followed the wisdom of Jaghatai, Tseren had disdained the Dreadnoughts. Slow and ponderous omens of death, he had always seen them as totems of failure and dishonour. A cursed end. Now, though, he hated it. Whatever warrior occupied the sarcophagus was no hero, merely a relic of a dying culture that had already tasted the first blows of its extinction. Chogoris would wither and die, and the Imperium would surely follow. The galaxy was broken and it was warriors such as the Red Corsairs who freely rode the star winds. 

			Something caught his eye, and he turned.

			It hurled itself forwards in vast, galloping strides, arms flailing with an almost simian motion. It was a blur of black and red, larger than any of their warriors, its armour distorted and broken. What glimpses he caught of the being beneath were bestial, riven through with faintly glowing cracks.

			Its head snapped around, biting at the air, howling impossibly in the scant atmosphere that barely filled the chamber. Its lupine eyes were ablaze with hunger and hate.

			Tseren could only watch as the thing leapt for the Dreadnought.

			All that remained to what had once been Gardr was his rage. Everything was drowned in a crimson veil, a fog that swamped the last fragments of his conscious mind. He barrelled through a Red Corsair, knocking the warrior flying. The Space Marine hit the wall, trailing oil, struggling to rise before a plasma blast took his head in a rain of smoking skull.

			Merogais.

			The name broke the surface of his tormented thoughts in a flash of recognition, but there was nothing else that could be done. All-consuming anger flooded through him, each moment another step along a path of glory that had been promised to him.

			He snarled, and smoking acid spattered across a White Scar’s helm, making the warrior jerk back in sudden surprise, before his claws swept around in a phosphor-bright trail of blazing air. Metal and meat parted with a wet hiss. The Chogorian faltered, falling back even as the pommel of his chainsword slammed into the back of Gardr’s skull.

			Fragments of helmet tumbled away, freeing Gardr’s lupine visage. He howled with pain and need, raking his claws up the White Scar’s chest and clenching both hands around his head. The White Scar began to scream as the claws of sundered metal and sharpened bone started to squeeze. His movements took on the desperate flailing of the void-lost, lashing out in futility as he died.

			There was a wet crunching and Gardr looked down at the gory slurry that coated his hands. His tongue lapped out, savouring the feast, tasting the warrior’s brain with omophagic relish.

			‘You!’ a voice bellowed across the expanse of bone and alien flesh. Gardr’s head shot up, a hunting hound suddenly alerted to new prey. 

			The Dreadnought rumbled forwards inexorably, then stopped. Unmov­ing and unmoveable. Sensations and knowledge bled from Gardr’s bloody repast, and he bared his teeth in a savage grin of triumph. There were etchings upon the metal of its living tomb. A bold declaration alongside the honour scrolls and war-poetry.

			Tuguldur. Beloved of Chogoris. The Blade That Cuts With the Art of Wrath. 

			‘You prey upon those who are beneath you,’ Tuguldur rumbled. 

			Gardr pushed himself up. Distended muscles rippled, shrugging away what little plating still clung to him. He was a monster of tormented flesh and his own bleak home world. A wolf to match any monster of the open ice. 

			‘Come,’ Tuguldur said. ‘Test yourself against me, monster.’

			Gardr pivoted forwards, every part of him sharpened by internal mutation and daemonic hatred. His heart no longer beat. It sat, inert and cold within his ribcage. There was only the hellish thrum of the daemon within him. It propelled him onwards, hungry for larger prey. Everything within him craved the ecstasy of murder. To break the champions of his foes and see them driven before him.

			His erstwhile patron, the fool that had called himself the Living Prayer, had intended him as a weapon of last resort, aimed at the Tyrant’s back. The daemon laughed within the shell of Gardr’s psyche, choking down the last of both men’s vain ambitions. Perhaps in time it would rip the Tyrant of Badab apart and mount his skull upon a new throne within the Palace of Thorns.

			That was not this day. Now, all its rage and intention was focused on this moment, where the enemies of the Tyrant were his enemies. Where all that remained was the joy of the hunt, and the thrill that came with slaughter.

			The Red Corsairs did not know who or what he was, but they wasted no time in taking advantage of his howling presence, following his advance the way they might chase an omen star. Gardr’s claws scraped and cut at the living meat of the chamber, catching where they hooked into ally or enemy corpses. The White Scars had stopped moving, instead locking together into a defensive formation around their own totemic champion.

			Tuguldur stood like an Imperial bastion, unbowed by fire and untroubled by the enemy at the gates. He turned with contemptuous slowness, and the gatling cannon at his side began to rotate. 

			Gardr watched the shells sing past his skull in slow motion, weaving through them in a dance of distorted time. He could hear the muted grunts of pain as Red Corsairs died around him. It mattered little now where the blood flowed from. It had been spilled. More would follow. Even here, in the hollow of the enemy, beset on all sides, that gave him a pulse of satisfaction.

			He leapt bodily at the sarcophagus and the engine’s power fist swung round, winding him. Gardr felt bone crack and tasted his own brackish blood, spitting it aside in a gobbet of shadowed matter. Then he was up and moving again, diving low, then throwing his weight up. 

			His hands dug into the ornate front of the battle tomb, prying his way up as his taloned feet scraped and kicked against it. Totems shook themselves free and fell into the muck and blood that had gathered around the Dreadnought’s feet.

			Gardr’s entire body was a blur, moving too fast for mortal eyes to trace as he rained blow after blow upon the Dreadnought’s armoured skin. Tuguldur turned and shook, chassis craning as he tried in vain to dislodge the bloated parasite.

			The war machine staggered forward and slammed its entire body against one of the walls. Bone barbs hammered into Gardr’s exposed flesh. Toxins blossomed across his skin as the alien biosphere tried once more to murder him.

			Death wears so many faces here. None can touch me. I have embraced the glory of the underverse and I will not die meek and begging. I will fight! I am Gardr Blackblood. I will return in glory, and the Wolf of Fenris will be mine once more. They will all see! All that is left is–

			Blood! Skulls! Death and souls for our lord, Khorne!

			The thoughts ignited within his mind like blazing promethium. His entire body twisted and he threw himself to the side, forcing the gatling cannon down and away with his whole weight. The weapon spun and fired blind. Gardr felt the heat of the barrel searing his skin, etching him with its mark. Pain was nothing to him now. His flesh and soul were beyond such things.

			Claws bit and tore at the weapon and its limb joint. He tasted oil and ruptured hydraulics on the air and then contracted, pulling the entire thing free. He fell back and hit the ground hard, knocking the wind from his lungs in a rush of blood-smoke. 

			He was on his feet an instant later, clawing at the front piece of the Dreadnought, gouging the metal over and over until it ran molten down his fingers. Bullets grazed him. Fire lapped at him. It was little more than a balm, now. This was his moment. His glory. He could feel it weakening. Dying under relentless assault.

			The Dreadnought almost tumbled backwards. Binharic bled into the air in a rush of contradictory feedback and damage alarms. Gardr grinned and brought his fingers together into a fist, smashing it into the narrow viewslit of the Dreadnought’s cockpit.

			‘No,’ the machine voice burred. ‘No more.’

			The power fist swept around and grasped at Gardr’s skull. He felt the bones shift again. Tasted blood and bile upon his tongue. Glass splintered under his fingers, and then he felt his head following suit. Pain flared, sudden and electric. He felt his primary heart burst and the vial secreted within his flesh resonate in one perfect moment of symmetrical agony. Their suffering was entwined, perfectly chained together in a single body.

			His flesh bulged outwards. Blood and other fluids ran from every orifice, every pore. The blood glistened with a purple-black wrongness, unnatural. Unclean.

			Gardr screamed, and the daemon screamed with him. 

			The Dreadnought’s fingers squeezed and the Wolf exploded. Bone shards and burning lifestuff coated white ceramite, and Tuguldur staggered back as though struck.

			‘There is… no end,’ the machine voice slurred. ‘No peace. Only this.’

			He turned with difficulty. All around him seemed dead. White Scar or Red Corsair, each had obliterated the other. The leavings of battle were so thick, the fighting had been so intimate and bloody, that in places he could not tell who was who by armour alone.

			Sudden synthetic pain seared through his artificial body. He tried to turn, but another alarm had begun to sound. Primary hydraulics had been cut. Both legs. The Dreadnought slumped forwards, fist outstretched as though it could save him from utter collapse.

			Two warriors stalked around his chassis, both in the livery of the traitors. One, though, wore his armour in the manner of one born to the plains.

			‘Traitor,’ Tuguldur gasped. The hatred born of betrayal tinged even the vox-rumble that passed for his voice.

			‘I betrayed no one and nothing,’ the traitor said. ‘I am Tseren. Know that before you die. I serve Huron Blackheart. Master of the Maelstrom, Lord of the Red Corsairs, and soon… the one true Master of Chogoris.’

			The other warrior was tall and silent, watching the White Scar as one might observe a prized pupil. Two others limped near to them, heads bowed.

			‘Ossian. Cairon,’ the quiet warrior said at last. ‘Carve it apart for pieces. Leave the meat that remains for the Corpsemaster. I am sure he will savour the chance to cut apart a hero of the White Scars.’

			Tseren knelt close. ‘If you are lucky, he might even kill you,’ he said with a quiet laugh. 

			The Dreadnought barely listened. His thoughts were a spear blade, forced into the mind impulse unit, bridging the gap between flesh and machine. He plunged into the tortured machine spirit of the noble sarcophagus, his living tomb and the thief of his joy, and forced one final outrage upon it, even as the chainblades began to bite.

			‘Treachery,’ he breathed, ‘unto treachery.’

			The last sight that Tuguldur beheld with his eyes and auto-senses was the building light as his reactor finally committed itself to self-destruction, and the quiet warrior’s hand snapping out to push the traitor White Scar back from his due judgement.

			Then, mercifully, there was only fire and darkness.
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			CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

			HEART AND MIND

			Huron surrendered to his pain and his rage.

			It was all he had left to him, here in the very flesh of the enemy, caged in by meat and madness. Around him, all had been reduced to nigh-mindless slaughter. Red Corsairs he could barely recognise fought and died around him, driven down into the muck and filth of the alien innards.

			One of them flailed back, his helm and upper chest riddled with poisoned barbs. His gauntlets came up, clawing vainly at the protrusions, fingers sliding off the glistening spurs of crystal. He slumped back, breath and blood hissing from his wounds. Huron stalked over to the fallen Red Corsair and turned as his slayer rushed in to feast upon its prize.

			It was bulkier, more armoured than the other breeds that had assailed them. It lumbered forwards, weapon raised, still dripping with toxic discharge. It had no eyes that he could see, obscured behind yet more plates of chitinous armour.

			It hissed and raised the weapon again, training it upon Huron. Muscles tightened and clenched as it readied another shot.

			It never got the chance.

			Autocannon rounds slammed into it, blowing the monster’s solid skull apart in a rain of shards. Huron spun about and watched as a hulking figure in Terminator plate stomped forwards, hunched over, and continued to fire into the body of the beast. Pulped organs were crushed further beneath the warrior’s tread and behind him came more of the armoured figures. More of his huscarls, fresh from the belly of the Spectre.

			‘Good of you to finally join me,’ Huron said, smiling.

			Nereon, the foremost of them, bowed his head. ‘The ship can wait,’ he boomed. ‘Our duty was to you.’ He looked around and inclined his tusked helm. ‘Besides, this seemed more fun than fending off their by-blow spawn, or idiot White Scars hungry for glory.’

			‘Their timing, much like your own, was impeccable. They will bloody the waters enough for me to claim my prize. And here you are, strong hands to do the digging.’

			‘You expect us to dig for you?’ Nereon laughed.

			‘You can think of it as directed killing, if you prefer. I want you to cut wounds in this beast so great it never recovers. Kill its young, crush their eggs beneath your boots, and cut me a way towards its rancid heart. Garreon can do what he wants with the meat of its mind. I want to feel its life leave it, between my claws.’

			‘The Tyrant has spoken!’ Nereon shouted, and the other Terminator-armoured huscarls rallied about their master. Power fists and claws ignited, their actinic light dispelling the gloom even though they seemed meagre amidst the darkness of the alien ship.

			Huron’s eyes danced along the chamber’s contours, chasing the pulse and bulge of the veins. He watched as striations of lambency flickered their way along nerve fibres thicker than his torso. Caged lightning flowed through the protrusions, alive with the psychic resonance that saturated the monster.

			He missed the reassuring susurrus of the Hamadrya, its dark whispers no longer present in his ear. It could have stolen power enough for him to prosper here, girding him against the ravages of the enemy. Alas, it was silent, smothered away by the suffocating psychic power.

			His talons clicked together as he chewed the thought over, his grin fading into a scowl. He raised the fingers of the Claw and dragged them along the flickering meat. 

			‘There you are,’ he crooned. The great swells of arteries and the bundles of nerves had led him true. ‘You cannot hide from me forever.’ He swept the blades along the ceiling and threw his hand out ahead of him, pointing the way. ‘Forwards! Now we make it bleed!’

			There was a sick satisfaction in standing where he stood.

			Garreon looked up at the pulsing membranes that spiderwebbed their way across the chamber’s ceiling, fed by innumerable channels and strange alien physiology. It was not beautiful; the Corpsemaster would never allow it that consideration. Impressive was perhaps a more fitting word.

			He reached up, fingers tantalisingly close to the psychically sensitive tissues, then drew them back a fraction. Blades snickered from the housing of his narthecium array and one long, serrated knife extended furthest, teasing against the membranes. Garreon knew that most brains did not have the capacity to truly experience pain, lacking the necessary receptors.

			‘I wonder if you are any different,’ he purred. ‘What secrets you have brought in from the cold of the infinite void.’ The mechanisms at his wrist clicked again, then thrust forwards, plunging into the meat in a rush of pale, unclean fluids. 

			The thunder of gunfire was closer now. He could hear it bleeding through the walls. He paid it no heed. More than a hundred Red Corsairs had crossed the gulf between their own ship and the tyranid hive vessel. Each one was more than capable of defending themselves, and holding the line while his experiment unfolded. 

			Garreon had mastered the biology of the Adeptus Astartes and bent it to his will. Even had the Tyrant not willed him to build legions, he would have unravelled the mysteries regardless. He had always been a sharp and hungry thing, ruled by curiosity. Lauded amongst those who had once been his peers. Not his equals, though. Never that.

			As he cut and dug into the mind of the monstrous construct, he mused upon the stolen reserves of gene-seed. The perfect bait. The tyranids’ ravenous hunger for evolution and sustenance meant the Spectre posed a fine distraction. The White Scars yearned to erase the slight against them, reclaim their legacy and honour their primarch.

			‘Fools, all,’ he said to the empty air.

			He stood upon a rough plinth of bone, surrounded by the shrivelled forms of nascent psyker beasts, each one maturing beneath the gaze of their false godhead, undergoing their apotheosis. Their slumbering forms twitched and shifted, the air around them crackling with bound power. They lay prostrated like sacrifices upon the altars of sorcerers and fools.

			Garreon ignored them. He had already walked amongst them, circling the chamber as he had chosen his ideal spot and readied for the excision. He had injected them with as many neurotoxin blends and sedative mixes as he had been able to concoct. They waited, paralysed and helpless, unable to be truly born and not yet dead.

			Another flick of his wrist and he extended a probe into the shifting mass above him. The metal spar plunged and suddenly his armour systems were alive with interface resonance. He stiffened as they struggled to parse the information. The mind of the ship was a thing of immensity and wonder. Like a hive city’s trillions enmeshed as one mind, thoughts arcing with bioelectricity and psychic fury.

			It knew what he was doing. He knew that. He could not read its mind nor understand the alien howling of its thoughts, yet it sang with activity. Directing its countless thronging multitudes, above and below. Tracking the psychic spoor of the Red Corsairs as they burned through it like infection.

			He understood living things. He could see the patterns writ within flesh and bone. Could bend them to his will, breaking them beneath the weight of his intellect and the skill of his hands. Even now, the knowledge he had wrung from the genetics of the Astartes was alive and well within the body of the Imperium.

			Garreon allowed himself a smile. The rush of feedback was screaming in his ears, a high whine of incomprehensible signal and noise. 

			His blades and drills cut into it again, testing the limits of the ship’s sensory nexus. The heady rush of exploration flooded through him once more. To have such a monster at his mercy was incomparable. No matter what his previous deeds had wrought, this would be among his masterpieces.

			The chamber quivered around him, and for a moment Garreon supposed it might be a shudder of fear. 

			‘Can you feel fear?’ he asked aloud. ‘Can the mind that guides your vermin species truly appreciate that quality? Or are you like the warriors of the Astartes? Proof against it. Does that make you noble, I wonder? Perhaps it is so… Or perhaps we are more monstrous and inhuman than we have thought previously.’

			The vista of flesh before him did not, could not, answer. Garreon shrugged and continued his bloody work. 

			‘Come, monster. Let us show each other who we truly are.’

			They fought as one unit.

			All of them moving in perfect concert, in a dance of blade and shell. Huron was the beating heart of the enterprise, his claw cutting through the flesh until he was soaked in alien gore. Stranger fluids swirled and lapped at his shins. Around him the Terminator-armoured huscarls fought on. Autocannons screamed alongside the howl of combi-bolters. Axes rose and fell. Talons gripped at the folds of flesh and tore them back.

			He understood what a bolt shell must feel as it ripped its way through a body, self-propelled, punching ever deeper until it could finally detonate. They were, all of them, the shell now. A bullet aimed at the heart of a monster. Awaiting the killing moment.

			Yet all around them worse horrors endured. Chambers that folded in upon themselves in a squirming curtain of acid-dripping cilia. Maws forged from tentacles and long pale fangs like a deep-sea predator’s. Contracting spaces that were suddenly flooded with searing bio-plasma.

			It was an engine made of abomination. A maze of teeth and wriggling muscle. Parts of it seemed throat-like, alive with peristaltic force. Other areas that their rapid assault bludgeoned into were calcified wastes, ruined by injury or solidified by design.

			They were the parasites here, Huron realised grimly. This vast living body, this corpse in the making, was twisting itself and breaking upon the wheel of its own spite simply to hurt them. To drive them out and scar over whatever hurts they had done to it.

			It thought itself mighty. Not mere prey for the warriors of the Tyrant.

			He paused and raised his axe, signalling his men to stop. Nereon staggered forward, stained with ichor, armour systems gummed with shredded meat. 

			‘Lord?’ he asked.

			‘Something comes,’ Huron growled. ‘Now it shows its bite. We must be close.’

			What hurtled into their midst was immense, almost beyond belief. It had stalked up upon them, slow and insidious, before it became a screeching projectile of flesh cloaked in psychic fire. Huron could see the lobes of its distended brain crackling with condensed malice, even as one of its immense blade-arms swung round and hammered through one of Nereon’s finest.

			The warrior began to scream as he fired. The combi-melta blast veered wide in a beam of searing light that gouged along the already sundered flesh of the walls. Still the enormous beast drove onwards, holding the Terminator up, the warrior skewered as though he were nothing – mere leavings for the carrion birds.

			It moved faster than it had any right to. Every motion was a lesson in sinuous alien grace. It was a living engine of fury and death, yet at the slightest provocation it pulled back, flexing bonelessly into the confines of the living ship.

			Bolter rounds chased its steps. Flamer and melta fire stained the air crimson and withered the flesh of the walls black. A shot glanced off the spines of black chitin that rose from its back and bracketed its distended skull. The light flared bright for a moment and Huron could see the monstrosity as it leered at him, a memento mori wrought from alien flesh.

			Was this too a mistake? Is this how I die? To be chewed up and devoured by some alien mongrel?

			He ducked low as an immense scythe blade of bone swung over his head. His own talon was aglow and aflame, sparking as it turned aside blows from the blades and from the hideous claws that unfolded from the creature’s lower torso. The monstrous form wanted to drag him in and destroy him. Rend him apart, or break him beneath the psychic fury he could feel building.

			Its head snapped around, the lobes of its mind quivering between the prongs of bone and chitin, and then a blast of pure aetheric force tore a Terminator apart at the waist. The legs simply toppled. The top half hurtled back in a shower of broken plate.

			It was showing off. Goading him. It would not finish him quickly. Instead it wished to take everything from Huron, piece by piece, carving him asunder just as the Imperium had once tried to do. He was his dominions in microcosm. He was Badab and its Ring of Steel being pried apart by vengeful warhosts. He was the Palace of Thorns aflame and collapsing inwards upon itself. He was the Chogoris warfront and the Yasan Campaign. He was Tiajin, burning and violated.

			The universe had always conspired to reduce and demean him. Deny him what was his by right of strength and blood. It mattered not whether they were the ossified fools who called themselves High Lords, or these alien interlopers. All of them were cut from the same cloth. All wished to deny the Tyrant his due.

			Claws dug into armour and augmetics, and Huron grinned as it pulled him forwards. Acid saliva drooled from the corners of his mouth. He wondered idly how much work it would take Armenneus and Garreon to cobble him back together once this was over.

			If he survived it at all…

			Blood and oil oozed their way down his armour, smearing the red with tear-trails of black. Hydraulic fluid bled over the brazen etchings, catching in the gaps and grooves. Static kissed across his armour as the thing’s mind and body closed about him.

			‘You,’ he growled. ‘You can try…’ He leant closer till he could taste the corpse breath of the aberration. ‘You can bring all your armies forth. The mightiest of your beasts. You will not break me. I am Huron.’ The Tyrant’s Claw lashed out and buried itself in the thing’s chest.

			It staggered back and he was already in motion. Flames sputtered from the Claw and scorched along its side. He drove in from the other side, hewing at it with his axe.

			‘Called Blackheart! Called Tyrant! Lord of Badab and Master of the Maelstrom!’ Each hacking blow punctuated his words. His huscarls closed in, trying in vain to push him back behind the meagre protection that their armour provided. Huron shouldered through, chasing his prey.

			Another howling psychic blast enveloped him. Armour cracked and burned, rent back to the bare ceramite. Autocannon shots ricocheted off the thing’s hide, splitting the chitin apart in lunatic sprays of fragments. They were mirrors to each other now. Wounded, broken and bleeding. Huron dropped low and it lurched forwards over him, overbalancing as he slashed with the Claw. He felt one leg buckling under his assault. A blade skewered through his shoulder, near pinning him to the undulating mass of the floor. 

			He rolled as best he could and thrust his taloned hand up, seizing the alien’s skull in its crackling digits. The power field screamed, howling as psychic force earthed itself through the metal. Huron screamed with it, triggering the flamer and forcing it against the creature’s glowing eyes.

			There was a burst, a flash of discharging energy, as the thing writhed in his grip. It dug its bladed limb deeper, pulling at him with clawed hands as it sought to impale him still further onto the barb.

			Huron pushed through the pain, letting it fuel him as he squeezed. 

			He felt bone break. Ichor sizzled to ash between his fingers. He felt its eyes burst under pressure and heat, barely left enough time to flow down its cheeks before evaporating to nothing.

			‘This is my world,’ Huron snarled. ‘All this belongs to me. And not a single void-crawling insect will steal it from me!’

			He threw the massive thing back and tried to rise. He stumbled. Nereon was at his side an instant later, bracing him up.

			‘My lord,’ he began.

			‘Shut up,’ Huron snapped. ‘Our prize awaits.’

			He shrugged his way free of Nereon’s concern. Blood ran from countless wounds and gaps in his armour, from the very mechanisms that sustained him. His iron teeth ground together and crimson fogged the air.

			He stood as tall as he was able and gestured ahead, blades alive and ready. ‘It will be mine, and mine alone.’

			It was an enormity unto itself. Vast beyond imagining. The biological writ god-scale and crafted by some gene-mad god-mind that Huron could not even begin to fathom.

			The alien heart was a pulsing mass of contradictory chambers, each one larger than a battle tank.

			He gazed up at it with fascinated revulsion. It spasmed in the midst of the chamber, suspended by webs of thick cartilage and chitin. Enthroned like a temple idol, it was wormed through with nerve bundles and aglow with some inner light, which refracted madly as though through some prism of flesh and vital fluids.

			There were only three Terminators left. Nereon stood at the fore of them, keeping a respectful distance from his master as Huron limped forwards. Servos bit and ground together in his legs, yet he continued on regardless.

			He was dwarfed by the scale of it. It loomed four times his height, filling the chamber with the rhythmic thunder of its palpitations. Huron wondered if it could understand the fate that awaited it. On some level it surely perceived him as an infection worming its way closer to the core of its being. Some organic intervention. The way a mortal might react to a petty ague or pestilence.

			Huron hoped in his hearts that it knew him for what he was. Judgement and vengeance cast forth into its very blood. Poison that would burn it from the inside out. If it had any sentient understanding, he hoped that it was aware. He wanted that knowledge to garnish its suffering.

			‘Here you are,’ he purred at last. His hands reached up almost reverently. The tips of his claws drew along the fleshy membranes on the exterior of the great heart.

			It quivered. For a moment he imagined it might have trembled in its beat, skipping arrhythmically at his intrusion. ‘Ah, but now you understand, do you not? You alien bastard. You thought you were proof against this. You could not be crushed by mortal hands, nor laid low by any invention of mankind. Yet you had no idea, did you? Humanity crafted its own monsters long ago. Can you feel it?’

			He pushed one kindled digit into the flesh of the heart. Fluid burst forth in a torrent, soaking him in hyper-oxygenated ichor. The chamber itself began to tremble, the sound of disrupted flesh becoming a ululation. The entire ship seemed to seize. 

			Huron Blackheart stood unmoving. Beneath the spasming heart he was a mere shadow, a silhouette drawn out and cast across the taut interior of the cardiac chamber. His bladed talons hung, waiting, the rush of blood-analogue hissing against each power-fielded finger. 

			‘Now you die,’ he whispered. ‘You can feel it coming, even now. Moment by moment. I do not know the scale of the mind that animates you. In truth, I do not care. All that matters is that this moment is my triumph, and you are powerless to stop it.’

			He plunged the talons deeper. The internal luminescence began to thrum with sudden urgency, a fitful and fearful metre.

			Huron let his axe drop and his other hand took hold of the heart. The tremor rattled through him. It filled him. He tasted, for a moment, what it must feel like to live and breathe as a god of flesh.

			Slowly, he began to squeeze.
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			CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

			WRATHFUL ANGELS

			Everything had degenerated into ceaseless tumult.

			Above the cracked dome of the Fortress Principal, the sky was awash with spore clouds and cracked by psychic lightning. The ground beneath their feet trembled with tectonic agony as the world recoiled from the looming malevolence of the hive ship. Then there was the pounding of tens of thousands of hooves.

			The sound had eclipsed the guns long before the guns themselves had ceased to fire. Most were slag now, molten and useless. The rest sat idle, their shells depleted. The entire world seemed to have paused, holding its breath for the inevitable apocalypse. It would have been a motionless vista of ruin, save for the multitudes that scuttled and clambered over its corpse.

			The incoming tide of xenos writhed towards them, as insidious as a landslip. Relentless, unstoppable even by one with his transhuman gifts. Vor Tethrak fought beneath the blighted sky as a thousand flying things tried to claw their way closer.

			They skittered over the interior of the broken dome, claw-tipped wings driving inwards and pulling themselves along the curvature. Hundreds of glowing eyes looked down upon him as he fired into the masses of advancing aliens. Bodies burst apart in flares of blue-white plasma as he sighted and fired again. The bone of the gurning faces cracked apart and the flesh peeled away in plumes of ashes. 

			Vor stood in the eye of a storm made of bodies.

			His walls were rubble and dust, anchored here and there by knots of bold defiance. Red Corsairs fought for every inch of ground, driving the enemy back across the yards of shattered masonry. There was no gilt there, merely rough stone and ashes. 

			He holstered the pistol and took up his hammer. He hefted it one-handed, admiring the perfect disruption field that crackled about the head. He was, in many ways, still his father’s son. Craftsman and killer, both.

			Vor stepped forwards and the first of the flying horrors began to fall upon him. Claws scratched across the stonework as they threw themselves off and away, spiralling down towards the Red Castellan. He grinned within his helm, swinging round with murderous glee. The first one to close the distance exploded into gobbets of hissing flesh. Vor spun through it, letting the detritus of the monster coat his armour. Streaks were already seared clean of lacquer. Talon marks had scored his plate.

			He wore his scars with savage pride.

			His hand snapped out and grasped another weapon, igniting it as he moved into the midst of wings and snapping jaws. Projectiles hammered the broken dais around him, needle barbs lodging themselves in the cracks about his feet.

			He held the Living Prayer’s crozius mace, relishing the harsh light it cast around the chamber. Even the soulless tyranids seemed to recoil from it, their screeching faces made daemonic by its illumination. The Prayer’s corpse was long gone. Crushed beneath the walls, perhaps devoured by the advancing horde. He did not mourn his traitor cousin, nor use the weapon to honour him. Vor Tethrak merely used what was available to him.

			Things slunk from the shadows, cloying patches of darkness that oozed their way into the fray. They trailed tatters of black cloth around their undulating grey skin. Crimson lenses pushed to the fore through their twisting flesh. They glared with hatred as they slid towards their master.

			The time for parsing data was long since done. Now all that remained to them was to fight and die. 

			One of their stunted heads forced its way out from under the remains of a cowl, mouth yawning wide. Iron teeth clicked against the barrel of the weapon that forced its way out from the distended throat of the Mechanicum thing. A burst of disintegrator fire howled into the shrieking whirlwind of alien bodies and rent them apart in a wave of light and particulates.

			Tethrak looked around and spared the adepts a nod. His teeth were gritted. Sweat coated the inside of his armour, running alongside black blood. His breath burned in his lungs as he forced himself onwards. 

			So many. Too many. Foes beyond count.

			Brothers fell and died. Blades pierced the weak points of armour. Fangs gnawed at helms until they broke. Wrecking-ball limbs made of bone swung down until the warriors within their plate were nothing more than pasted flesh.

			‘Come on, you bastards! I renounce you! In the name of Medrengard and Perturabo! In the name of Huron Blackheart! I fight and I die in his name! For his world!’

			The polluted binharic of the priests shifted like prayer, hitching into a background whine of almost animal yearning. More weapons extruded themselves as they fought, roiling and twisting to impossible angles. There was no true need to sight. There were targets in abundance. All moving with that singular grace and purpose.

			The maul crushed another ribcage. His hammer slammed round and tore through a limb. The thing kept fighting, throwing itself forwards until he beat it into the ground. His boot braced against its skull and he turned the crozius over, driving the spiked head into the creature’s neck. A burst of blood stained his boots.

			More of his warriors were falling back towards the ravaged core. They retreated, firing as they went, through the bare bones that remained of doorways. Grey figures lit red only by the sparks from dying cogitators, drowned in dust and ashes as their world died. Contracting to a single point.

			Tethrak fought on.

			It was because he was still fighting, wielding each weapon with consummate skill, battering his way through the whirlwind of battle towards the knot of Dark Mechanicum resistance, that he missed the first signs. 

			The alien horde shifted out of sequence. A ripple of disquiet passed through the body of them. Some faltered entirely, dropping dead from above or skidding to a halt on the ground. 

			His brothers fired into the blossoming silence, the discordant moment within the singularity of alien thought. More creatures stopped. Fell. Died where they stood. Became unguided beasts. He watched as some of them turned on each other, venting their rage and hunger in a sudden burst of cannibalistic fervour.

			Tethrak blinked. His jaw unclenched and he allowed himself a smile at last.

			Perhaps something does smile down upon us after all. Blackheart endures.

			The tormented skies parted. The psychic lightning peeled back like a veil. Above the storm clouds, there was still fire and death. Yet there was more than that. There was also the barest flicker of hope.

			Hate fuelled him as he trudged through the innards of the great beast.

			Gantulga’s brethren had done him proud, rising to the challenge with the fervour only the doomed can truly muster. Even now his squads were working their way, meticulous and swift, through the innards of the ailing creature. Chasing the signals that spoke of Huron Blackheart.

			Drop pods had violated the squirming hull of the monster, even as the Thunderhawks and Overlords had made their attack runs. Around him all was fire and blood, an encapsulation of the rage that drove him onwards into the teeth of the forever war.

			The ship was a screaming ruin now, pulsing with increasingly maddened contractions. He had seen entire chambers snap flat, crushing all within whether they were tyranid or Astartes. An entire squad had screamed over the open vox as a wash of acid had consumed them. It was not acts of defence on the ship’s part; instead it seemed the last desperate gasps for life. A visceral reaction to their intrusion.

			Perhaps we come too late.

			Gantulga did not care.

			His fist lashed out and crushed a warrior genus into a wall of weeping bone. He was alone now. That felt fitting. So few truly saw the universe as he did. None had suffered as he had. Nor failed to the same degree.

			When the Tyrant was dead and his head taken, then he would storm the wounded Spectre and claw back the cache. He would return in triumph, and the Khan would laugh that he had ever doubted him. There would be peace then, and rest. He could gaze out across the mountains and plains of his home, and lay his burden down at last.

			The very thought of it was as alien as the vessel that enfolded him.

			He paused and listened. Something was drawing near, a clunking hydraulic motion that spoke of human artifice rather than aberrant biology. He drew back and raised his storm bolter.

			The first figures that clattered around a flexure of ribbed conduit were both Terminator-clad, bold in the enemy’s crimson. Gantulga snarled and fired. The shots caught one under the tusks of a distorted helm, slamming him back against the wall. Flesh parted, dragging the warrior in and away. Muffled roars were his only memorial.

			Gantulga kept firing, venting his wrath upon the other Terminator until the breastplate and helm sparked and cracked. It staggered under the onslaught, trying desperately to raise its own weapons, before finally collapsing.

			As though he had been waiting for the tumult to end, another figure stepped around and over the corpse, raising an axe in challenge and recognition of the White Scar.

			‘Bold, I will give you that,’ Huron Blackheart rasped unsteadily. ‘Do I know you, warrior?’
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			CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

			DOOMS OF LESSER MEN

			Huron grinned as he watched the other warrior’s body tremble with fury.

			Those who still clung to the Corpse-Emperor’s lies were always the easiest to provoke, their existences hinging as they did upon so many self-delusions and compromises of thought. It was forever the limits that humanity set themselves that held them down, made them mere fodder for xenos or false godheads.

			‘You do not know me?’ the White Scar said at last. The Terminator-armoured warrior seemed somehow like a pale reflection of the Tyrant. Huron stepped forwards and the other warrior’s power fist snarled into life.

			‘Should I?’ Huron asked. ‘I have seen many White Scars. If I did not kill you then I must have had a reason. After a while you all begin to bleed into one another. Your Great Khan was memorable. Delightful screams.’

			The White Scar bellowed in anger, hurling himself forwards. Even wounded, Huron managed to sidestep the lazy blow.

			‘Whoever you are, I should thank you. You provided quite the adequate diversion. Even their precious god-mind can be fooled, or at the least distracted. You were an outside variable that muddied the waters enough for us to prevail. Make a foe fight on enough fronts and it will inevitably break. And all those who are bloodied make for the most perfect of prey.’

			‘Because you are a coward,’ the White Scar growled. ‘And a weakling.’

			‘I am clever,’ Huron sneered. 

			The White Scar moved again, swinging round, his power fist trailing killing lightning. Huron’s own claw snapped up to meet it, and the fields met with a thunderclap. He closed two talons around the clenched fist. Light built between the fingers. Huron leant forwards, letting the radiance catch upon his iron teeth and his scars. 

			‘I baited you,’ he said, ‘whatever elements of your cadre I could. From Yasan to here. I brought you here to fight and suffer. Even in these fallen times, Huron Blackheart can still make other Chapters dance to his tune.’

			‘I am not your puppet!’ the White Scar practically screamed. ‘I am Gantulga. Honoured of the First. Blessed of the Great Khan. I walk with the storm and I bring its fire. Next to that, you are nothing. You took everything from me, and still you preen and boast. I will take back what is mine. What is owed to the Chapter.’

			‘Ahh.’ Huron laughed. ‘That is what this is about, is it? Garreon’s bounty. You should have just said. Making more Red Corsairs to terrorise your little fief would be a joy, true enough, but if it came to it, I would vent it into the void simply to make your bloodline suffer.’

			‘I will kill you,’ Gantulga said. He pushed forwards. 

			Huron felt the growing pressure, the sting spreading up artificial nerves. The Claw strained against the White Scar, cold calculation pitted against boundless rage. 

			‘If it takes me a thousand years, I will end you and the Imperium will thank me,’ Gantulga raged. ‘You will be just another skull set upon a pike outside the gates of our fortress.’

			‘Do you know how many Astartes have claimed I will decorate their holdings? I have lost count. The oaths of vengeance set against me could fill a librarium. I hope that there are entire archives in my name upon Terra. Those they have not burned, at the very least.’ He leant forwards and squeezed. The blood of the tyranid monster’s heart still coated him. He was a revenant ghoul, a monster of metal and withered flesh. Still, he had strength in his limbs, even now.

			They were locked together, all their might and weakness bleeding against one another. Gantulga’s old wounds surely ached just as keenly as Huron’s new scars.

			‘You are a broken thing,’ Gantulga said. ‘A monster.’

			‘Just as you are,’ Huron countered. ‘Alone and outnumbered, so sick with grief and anger that you would plunge into the gullet of this beast to claim me. Stabbing at me from the warp’s heart. Doing the good work I expected of you.’

			Gantulga broke the contact and swept around, his fist glancing off of Huron’s side. Sparks and shards of metal peppered the ground, and the Tyrant rocked back.

			‘How much damage do you think you dealt the monster? Hmm? You and your savages? Rampaging through its guts on those bikes of yours, or foot-slogging through pus and acid?’ Huron’s claws jabbed for Gantulga’s throat, but only the tips caught. They flicked across the metal of his gorget. ‘I should thank your Emperor for providing me such able tools. I have not had so many to put to use since Badab.’

			‘I am not one of your hollow renegades!’ Gantulga’s fist followed his words, slamming into the side of Huron’s head. The Tyrant’s skull cracked and Huron stumbled back. Blood stained his neck and gorget. 

			Huron’s vision blurred. ‘There it is,’ he growled. ‘There is the fire He must savour!’ His claw clashed against the power fist again, knocking the other warrior against the flesh of a wall. Gantulga ducked and the blades slammed into the ailing beast instead of him.

			The White Scar fired his storm bolter. Huron’s axe flashed up in answer, letting the shots detonate against the flat of the blade. Flames framed his face, and then they were hurtling towards Gantulga’s just as the Claw ignited and drove towards his hearts.

			The two weapons’ power fields screamed together once more.

			Around them the ship began to scream, too. An immense rending howl broke around them. Light and heat blossomed all about as the ship-flesh caught fire and fell away. Vacuum clawed at them both. Huron felt the pull of it and planted his feet, forcing his weight down. His rival did the same. Both turned, momentarily stunned, to survey the damage.

			The Spectre of Ruin’s weapons had carved into the flank of the hive ship, hewing a slab of rancid meat from the enormous vessel with all the grace of a butcher’s cleaver. Fire and cooking flesh clung to the great wound. Fluids poured across the ground and flowed out into the abyss.

			Beyond the bleeding aperture there were no stars. The dark of the void was eclipsed by burning debris and clouds of spores. Fragments of ruptured biomass drifted through the murk, stirring the by-blows of war. Life and death clashed around them, and for a moment Huron could appreciate the beauty of ruin.

			He forced himself onwards, through the pain and the airless pull beyond. Each step had become torturous. Servos whined. Mechanisms bit into the meagre flesh they were braced into. Huron Blackheart’s entire being had become a locus of agony and grim determination.

			Gantulga’s fury could only push him so far. The White Scar’s broken body and ruined armour rebelled. Each moved with the ponderous tread of the Titan Legions. Huron raised his claw, and the chamber, and the darkness beyond, was lit by flame and energy.

			Gantulga moved too slow.

			The first cut hammered across his chest and forced him to his knees. Huron stepped around him. Patient. Inevitable. He reached down and hooked the blades through the back of Gantulga’s armour, heaving him up like a doll. The armour whined as it was punctured. As it died.

			‘You fought well,’ Huron said at last. He stalked closer to the aperture and let the warrior fall to his knees once more. Gantulga’s breath came in ragged bursts as he desperately struggled to move. ‘But not well enough. Remember that, when you go to your Emperor.’

			Huron kicked.

			The warrior overbalanced and toppled forwards, screaming all the while as he fell into the infinite. Huron tracked his progress for a moment until he finally disappeared from sight, swallowed up by the greater carnage.

			He could hear bolter fire. Detonations all around him as warriors fought and died. As ships duelled and an ailing alien godhead slowly slipped away.

			And beneath it, he could hear whispering at his shoulder. He inclined his head and smiled. ‘Ah, there you are… Truly, their little curse is breaking, eh?’

			The Hamadrya chittered and cooed as it swam into being, coalescing like blood-smoke and spite. 

			‘Time to go,’ Huron said.

			All signals had died. There was no news. No hope.

			Altan fought on regardless.

			The ache had vanished at last, and the storm spoke through him. The Stormseer fought with all the speed and skill that Chogorians were renowned for. More than that, he fought as a symbol of defiance and the will of the Khagan.

			‘With me!’ he cried. ‘Hai Chogoris!’

			Esen was with him, one of a mere handful of the proud and dignified sons kept back for ship-protection duty. At first they had been forced to contend with xenos horrors beyond count, vomited into the bowels of the vessel by limpet-skinned boarding creatures. Hunter organisms had stalked the shadows. Things with too many arms had dragged crewmen screaming into the vents. Towering beasts with weapons of muscle and bone had smashed through deck walls to spew acid and plasma.

			Then the storm had broken. His gifts had kindled once more. And the Red Corsairs had come.

			Fattened on victory. Hungry for revenge. He knew they would take the ship, profane it. Turn it against the Imperium.

			He would not stand for it.

			A babbling traitor, his helm scrimshawed with kill-marks and eight-pointed stars, stormed towards him. A mere gesture and Altan cooked the warrior within his armour. Smoke bled from cracked eye-lenses, before the Stormseer’s psychic wrath hurled him into a wall.

			They were fighting in desperation now, he knew. Up towards the bridge. Over the corpses of good men and women, no matter if they bore the Khagan’s gifts or not. There had been too much slaughter here. The ship was sick with it.

			‘Is there word?’ Esen called. The warrior was soaked in blood and alien lifestuff, the white of his armour all but obscured. ‘Gantulga? The noble Tuguldur?’

			Altan was quiet for a long moment. ‘Nothing,’ he said at last. ‘The assault squads have gone silent.’

			The doors of the bridge loomed ahead of them, wedged open by transhuman bodies. Crimson-and-white armour caught the emergency light. Systems were rupturing all around them. Sparks kissed the air like summer lightning.

			‘Naran!’ Altan cried. ‘Shipmaster!’

			‘Here!’ Naran answered, his voice thready. ‘We should run, lord. There is only death here.’

			‘We do not run without cause,’ Altan said firmly. ‘If there is any hope, then…’ He paused. 

			The ship shook once more.

			‘The Spectre of Ruin is pulling away, my lord!’ Naran called. Then his brow furrowed, dripping sweat. His hands trembled against the arms of the throne. ‘By the Emperor…’

			Altan limped closer to the viewports.

			The Spectre bore down upon the hive ship like a vengeful god. Whatever feint it had made, whatever display of cowardice Altan had assumed the Tyrant’s forces were making, had simply been to give them the room to work. Precision lance strikes cracked across the void. The alien hull was bled and cauterised, reduced to a tapestry of cracks and chasms.

			Each attack pushed it forward, bearing it down into the planet’s gravity, and directly into the path of the Khan’s Vengeance.

			Altan could barely hear the advancing Red Corsairs, somewhere behind him. The screams of the dying, the agonies of those who still resisted – all faded in the shadow of what was coming for them. The full mass of the dying alien vessel fell towards them, slowly at first, but then with all the momentum of a comet.

			‘Evade!’ he bellowed. There was no time. He looked around in desperate horror. ‘Brace!’

			Yet caught between the alien abomination and the vengeful traitors, there was no time and no hope. There was only death and, he imagined, the distant laughter of a contented Tyrant.
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			CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

			ACCOUNTING

			Vor Tethrak stood in the core of the dead fortress and sipped his tea.

			Even now the heavy metals and toxins were a balm upon his soul and wounded frame. He had heard it said that radioactive isotopes could bed down in the bones of mortals, weakening them as they grew. He fancied that his glorious elevation had put him beyond such things. That in truth he merely tested the systems laid down in generations past. 

			The Emperor’s works should always be tested unto breaking, and humbled at every chance.

			The first landers had broken the scarred skies, carrying resupply and provisions, though there were few remaining who required them. The world was a war-wracked scab upon creation’s face, with all the grace and beauty of a lanced boil.

			He had laid out his weapons upon one remaining plinth as he waited. It looked, to his eyes, disturbingly like an altar.

			Figures coalesced through the smoke and gloom. Garreon walked with a measured pace, head bowed even as he surveyed the ruins and doubtless tallied how much gene-seed remained to be claimed. Next there was the White Scars youngblood Huron had taken into his service. His red armour was cracked and burned, patchwork crimson and black marked with flecks of white where the old colours showed through. He staggered with the weight of his burden.

			He carried what remained of Disoneiros. Where the White Scar bore superficial injuries, whatever calamity had befallen them had torn Disoneiros open. His armour gaped, and Tethrak could see the burned meat within that matched the ruined plate without.

			Then there came the Tyrant.

			Huron Blackheart did not enter his dominion as a conquering hero. He surveyed it like an absent father who had suddenly remembered his responsibilities. 

			‘Tethrak,’ he crooned and spread his arms wide. ‘What has become of my world, hmm?’

			Tethrak snorted. ‘Blame the xenos,’ he said. ‘They were the ones who bled most for it.’ He nodded to the heavens. ‘When your works were done, psionic shock accounted for many. The rest went mad or feral. It will take some time to purge the remainder. Dregs and vermin.’ He gestured upwards with his free hand.

			Above them, like a new moon set in the firmament, the comingled enemies of the Tyrant could be seen. The hive ship’s bulk cocooned the White Scars ship, hanging frozen and tormented like an offering star.

			‘The sooner that is moved, the better, I would say. I do not enjoy tempting fate, my master.’

			‘Nor should you,’ said Huron. ‘The choirs are singing again. We have cries for help from across the Maelstrom. There are more of these vermin than we might have thought. Some great shift of the warp has delivered them to our door, and they mean to make themselves at home.’

			‘And?’

			‘And I do not take kindly to pests,’ Huron growled. ‘That is all they are, Tethrak. Interloping animals. Whatever intellect guides them, I will teach them to fear the name of Huron Blackheart. The Yasan Sector can wait. My realm requires a wrathful hand. Where there is failure and siege, I will bring liberation. Where there are enemies, I will strike them down. That is what it means to be a ruler.’

			‘As you will, lord,’ Tethrak said with a nod.

			Tseren, the White Scar, stepped forwards and laid Disoneiros’ body down upon the plinth, alongside Tethrak’s gathered weapons. He looked from the Tyrant to the Corpsemaster and then stepped back as Garreon moved to go about his bloody work.

			‘I am not a man of sentiment,’ Huron said. ‘But you did well by returning him. He was of the old blood. The time before betrayal. He would have wanted his legacy to live on.’

			‘I did what was expected of me,’ Tseren said. 

			Huron laughed at that. ‘So dutiful,’ he said. ‘We will beat that out of you in time. You will learn how to fight as a Red Corsair. You will understand the ways of the raider and the pirate. The honour that binds thieves and monsters.’ He looked on as Garreon finally began to cut into what remained of Disoneiros, seeking the progenoids that would see his gifts live on, just as the great stolen cache above would serve the Tyrant’s will.

			Tethrak’s mind whirred as he observed, already picturing the multitudes who might one day march forth under Huron’s banner, bearing the gene-marks of Chogoris.

			‘The time for mourning is over,’ Huron said, patting Tseren’s shoulder with a dismissive condescension. ‘There will be other wars to fight. Dis will miss them, true enough. And we will be the poorer without our Eater of the Sun.’ He looked at Tseren and grinned his corpse-grin. ‘But you will be there to help me, will you not? My brother.’
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			EPILOGUE

			


			He sat, enthroned.

			Caught between life and death. Master of a world and its domains. He had almost forgotten what it meant to be a warrior, so used had he become to his prison of flesh and machines. The fortress had grown quiet around him and he no longer heard the sound of marching warriors or obedient serfs.

			There was only the darkness of his throne. Only the trembling fear that came with too much awareness. The galaxy beyond never ceased. Above the vaulted heavens there was only war, even now. Stretching out across his holdings and beyond. It would never truly end.

			He watched it through a thousand eyes, understood it through ceaseless observation. His mind had become a fierce thing of gears and planning. Yet even now, it was the failings and limitations of others that held him back.

			The great doors of the chamber rasped open and suddenly his innermost sanctum was a storm of activity. Medicae serfs were everywhere, trailed by seers and shamans. As each passed he caught their eyes. The pity he could see there shamed him. How could they understand the state to which he had risen? The blood price that had been paid so that he might endure in a universe of horrors?

			None of them could. He hung, unmoving, as they tended to the needs of his body and soul. They loved him. He could not doubt that. They came to him in honest service, many of them making the pilgrimage across the plains to serve at the pleasure of their masters. Many had come seeking the ascension that was promised, but others merely yearned to be of use.

			They were scribes and attendants. Blademakers and functionaries. All serving at his will.

			‘What news?’ he asked at last. His voice was still strong. There was no weakness in his words. That, at least, had not been taken from him.

			‘There is no word, my Khan,’ one of them said. She bowed her head and turned away, as though in shame.

			It was not her burden to bear. It was his alone.

			Jubal Khan hung in the suspensor web and listened to the distant call of the berkuts as they echoed across the mountains. The Khum Karta were waking. All Chogoris was waking, roused by the rising sun.

			‘They have gone beyond the sight of even the zadyin arga,’ he mused. ‘Lost to us. Not as the Khagan was lost, but as so many other fallen brothers have been taken from us. Another mark against the Tyrant’s name.’

			The world had not yet healed. Some of the Stormseers whispered that Chogoris might never truly mend. The wounds of traitor and yaksha had been driven deep into its flesh. Perhaps only the reavers of the drukhari had hurt them as deeply.

			‘I commend them to the heavens. They will be remembered for their ­sacrifice. Though it was against my word, and my will, I do not fault them.’

			‘My lord?’

			‘Nothing. A momentary lapse. Forgive me. I speak of things that you should not worry yourself with. These are my burdens to bear.’

			She bowed low. ‘As you say, my lord.’

			Silence reigned in the sanctum of the Great Khan. Somewhere bells had begun to toll. In remembrance or mourning, he could not tell. The sound rolled off the mountains and echoed out across the plains, just as it rang in through the corridors of the great fortress, swaddling him in sound and breaking the silence.

			Jubal Khan closed his eyes until the serf had finally departed. He allowed a long, slow breath to wheeze from his lungs. He would not weep. Not for the living or the dead. Despair clawed at him, but it would not be his end. 

			They would endure, through pain and loss.

			He sat, enthroned.

			Caught between life and death, suspended forever upon that dread precipice, the warrior occupied his throne and gazed out across his domain.

			He was alone and yet his palace rang with noise. Warriors and slaves were forever on the march. Readying themselves for war or for some future bitter harvest. All knew that the peace was fleeting, a momentary lapse in the galaxy’s great game. In the end, across all of known space, there could be only war.

			Sat upon his throne, surrounded by the thorns of his palace, Huron Blackheart gazed out over a compliant populace.

			Home, such a fleeting concern when he had burned in the heart of war, now sat pre-eminent in his calculations. There were still wars to fight. Yasan beckoned. Inevitably Abaddon would call upon him again. On and on the demands of conflict rang. 

			He would answer them. All of them. Huron Blackheart had passed through fire and suffering. Death and fear held no power over him. The Hamadrya coiled its way across his shoulders, hissing quietly as it tasted the psychic resonance of the air. A pleasant reassurance, for all its malice. It practically oozed its way through the materium, glutted on new power here at the heart of his domain, where the storms above burned forever and blanketed the worlds of the Maelstrom in its bounty.

			Pain. Death. Fear.

			All of them were mere prey for his familiar, just as they were all ­obstacles for him to overcome.

			‘Here I am,’ he told the empty chamber. 

			Banners fluttered in the charnel wind. Braziers burned with unnatural fires. New Badab was alive in a thousand subtle and inhuman ways, twisted by the powers of the warp that swaddled it. The Maelstrom had infected it by every means it could, dancing upon the surface of the materium like a living thing.

			‘I am here. I endure. The Maelstrom is mine. I survive and I rule,’ he crooned. ‘And I am strong, because I am strongest alone.’
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			Such wasted potential.

			Marduk Tamaris of the Emperor’s Children, knight-commander of the Perfecti and oathsworn blademaster of the Radiant Fulgrim himself, drew his blade more in pity than in anger. The howling rabble on the far side of the battlefield might once have been noble warriors like his own, but decades of misplaced devotion to the god of wrath and ruin had reduced them to little more than ravening beasts. Their leader, a tall warrior with a crested helm, his once magnificent red-and-bronze power armour scored and scuffed down to dull grey ceramite, raised a rusting chainaxe above his head, and bellowed out a wordless roar of fury.

			Tamaris waited for the echoes of the cry to fade to silence before he spoke. ‘I am sorry to see you so debased, my kinsman.’

			‘Kinsman?’ A snort of laughter came from the Apothecary at his side. ‘That fool is no kinsman of mine.’

			Tamaris shook his head in mock reproach. ‘Venakhar. Speak with the courtesy befitting your station. This was once sacred ground.’

			Whatever reply Venakhar might have offered was lost as the blood-smeared champion let out another deafening cry. In better days, the broken structure between them had been a proud marble temple dedicated to the pursuit of pain and pleasure, now dragged through an act of worship or desecration into the Maelstrom. It existed beyond the bounds of reality, buffeted by the tides and eddies of the warp, the temple a ruined shell of its former glory, daubed in gore and adorned with skins and scalps beneath an ever-burning sky. 

			Tamaris drew his sword. ‘Perfecti!’ As if animated by a single will, his battle-brothers stepped forward. ‘Show me your skill!’ 

			The enemy charged. There were no more than two dozen of them, but only half were fallen Space Marines, the rest a rabble of Neverborn: skinless humanoids armed with great swords; four-legged beasts that wore the semblance of hunting hounds and heavy collars of spiked iron. 

			Tamaris smiled beneath his helmet. It would be a pleasure to send them to their god.

			‘The enemy hungers for death, it seems,’ he murmured. The baying mob were closing the distance fast. The air already stank of blood, the sky overhead rippling with the eddies of the warp, the ground beneath his feet moving and writhing as though it, too, were eager for the fight.

			It was time to show the enemy what it meant to make war with the Emperor’s Children. 

			Six needles stabbed in a line down the nape of his neck, bringing a brief, spreading coldness to his limbs and a sudden clarity to his thoughts. Venakhar might lack social graces, but his combat elixirs were without peer. 

			Suddenly, it seemed as if the enemy were moving so slowly that even the great warhounds, their hindquarters bunching and extending in powerful, propulsive leaps, were barely inching towards them. Venakhar’s hiss of pleasure told Tamaris that he had activated his own stimulant array, and then the entire warband were at his side with blades drawn, his twelve hand-picked warriors, brothers in gene-seed and in faith, his chosen ones.

			‘They dare to stand against us,’ he called. Even his own voice was agonisingly slow, his mind stirred to action quicker than his transhuman physiology could match as the huge hunting beasts closed the distance between them. Jaws gaped wide, black tongues lolled over bloodstained fangs, claws raked the earth to bleeding furrows. ‘Let us teach them the error of their ways.’

			Tamaris brought up his blade and lunged at the precise moment that the full effect of the stimulants hit his bloodstream. The sword was no longer a weapon – it was a living extension of his will, as much a part of him as the tongue in his head and every bit as quick. He flicked his wrist, and the blade’s glowing edge cut across a monstrous hound’s throat, opening a second mouth that gouted streams of half-clotted black blood. The beast opened its jaws to scream, and he finished it by skewering it through the open mouth, then twisted his blade loose and stepped over it before the baleful light had left its eyes. 

			A bloodletter charged towards him, its great double-headed axe drawn back to strike, and he stepped aside, waiting until the last possible moment before taking its horned head from its bony shoulders. A bright laugh pealed from his throat at the absurdity of it all – at the thought that these fools should think to stand against him. The Neverborn did not die, of course, no more than they were ever truly alive, but what did that matter? With every blow he struck, every foe he faced, his skill with the blade increased, moving step by infinitesimal step towards perfection.

			At his side, Venakhar was also laughing as he fought, the chainknife he favoured carving deep into the throng of ragged cultists throwing themselves at him as though possessed of the ardent urge to die at his hands. Some might even do so, but Tamaris knew his second’s ways of old. He would strike to cripple, not to kill, and when the battle was over, he would take a harvest of still-living flesh to render down in his apothecarion into new and potent concoctions. A distasteful business, true enough, but the results spoke for themselves.

			Where is the warlord?

			Tamaris leapt onto the toppled remains of an ancient statue and surveyed the battle from above. The Rhino-sized xenos face beneath his boots was still possessed of an eerie, eldritch beauty where it protruded from the bloody ground, but there was no time to admire the age-old craftsmanship. The battlefield stretched out around him, the movements of each of the combatants as clear and predictable as though their paths were drawn in lines of fire. There was the enemy champion and a pair of bodyguards, the horned head thrown back and howling as the chainaxe swept clumsily back and forth to hold off the three Perfecti who beset him.

			‘Blood for the Blood God! Skulls for–’

			Tamaris sprang. A consummate athlete, he would have covered the distance effortlessly even without his armour or the stimulants, but the presence of both turned him from a superlative warrior to a living missile. The champion’s hideous face turned, bloodshot eyes widening, and Tamaris smiled. The world around him was trapped in crystal, his every movement clear, precise, perfectly calculated. The monstrous warlord bellowed a challenge, brought the axe around in a two-handed sweep designed to take the head from Tamaris’ shoulders… and missed.

			‘Back!’ Tamaris’ order was for the Perfecti, not the enemy. They stepped back obediently, but there was no matching courtesy from the World Eater’s bodyguards. Tamaris laughed again. Three of them would be barely more of a challenge than one. He could predict the fool’s every movement and those of the Astartes who fought with him, dodge chainaxes and swords, and the sparking blade of a power glaive of markedly superior design. 

			He paused, corrected his balance by the necessary infinitesimal degree, and thrust upwards, skewering the World Eater on his right through the soft seal where gorget met armour, and used the Space Marine’s own momentum to lift him from his feet and bring him into the arc of his master’s chainaxe. Blood and bone fountained into the air. Tamaris stepped back to avoid the filthy spray and killed the second of the warlord’s bodyguards with a well-placed strike to the breastbone. He allowed himself a moment to enjoy the look of dawning realisation in the man’s eyes – the knowledge that a thousand years of cruelty and wrath were ending at the hands of the Exquisite Blade – and then pulled his sword free and stepped back. The light in the eyes went out. 

			Tamaris adjusted his stance, watching the warlord mirror his movements, the axe held low, the knees in the battered armour bent in a warrior’s crouch. The World Eater was studying him, as though the mere act of observation might make equals of them. 

			‘Did you offer up your own skull to your Blood God, brains and all?’ Tamaris asked, and brought his blade up into a high guard, the fire at its tip casting shadows across the twisted face, giving it the semblance of a play-actor’s mask. ‘Or were you chosen for your stupidity even before your gene-father had the iron nails driven into your empty cranium?’

			The World Eater’s reaction came as a disappointment. Tamaris had hoped for a howl of rage, a brutal charge, but it seemed the creature was possessed of some modicum of self-control after all. 

			‘Popinjay,’ the twisted mouth growled. ‘Dancing fool. Son of a Legion of slaves and failures–’

			It was opportunity rather than anger that drove Tamaris’ blade into the open mouth, a single swift blow that brought the tip of the sword punching out through the back of the World Eater’s skull in a mist of blood and fluid. When he thought of it later, he remembered only the sense of that perfect moment, the certain understanding of the precise angle from which to strike. His eyes were locked with the warlord’s as he pushed the blade in deeper, until the quillons distorted the mouth into a wide, leering smile. He kicked the axe from the World Eater’s flagging grip.

			‘My brother.’ Tamaris shook his head. If his eyes could still have produced tears, he might have shed them for this poor wretch. ‘You could have been so much more than this.’

			The crimson eyes stared back at him. Tamaris tried to pull his blade free, but the World Eater’s teeth were clenched tight around the metal core at its centre, crisping and shattering in the power field’s glow but still somehow managing to hold it in place. A huge armoured hand closed over his own, crushing his gauntlet into the hilt of the blade. Tamaris shot a desperate glance at his sword – was it possible that the power field had failed? – but the activation rune was still glowing a steady green. 

			‘You are weak.’ The words came from the World Eater’s throat in a wet rasp – impossible, surely, given the damage to his mouth and gullet, to say nothing of the energy cooking his skull from within. ‘And until you understand the path to glory’ – their faces were close now, so close the flaring power field of his own weapon was overloading the lenses of his visor; so close that the smell of rancid meat was filling his helmet, the mouth with its broken teeth opening wide as though to engulf him – ‘you will always be weak!’

			The World Eater’s head exploded in a flare of violet light. The unyield­ing pressure on Tamaris’ wrist went slack, his sword suddenly free, relief and confusion swiftly banished by an unwelcome realisation. 

			The witch bolt could only have had one possible source.

			‘It seems my arrival was a timely one.’ The sorcerer Mauvais stepped out of the shadow of a broken pillar and straightened his exquisite purple-and-gold robes. They hung in heavy velvet folds from the shoulders of his power armour, framing the palatine aquila across his chest like the curtains of some majestic operatic stage. His long white-blond hair was bound to his pale brow with a golden circlet said to be a gift of the Phoenician himself, spilling in night-dark waves across his pauldrons. A bone amulet scrimshawed with ornate arcane markings hung on a heavy adamantine chain around his neck, violet smoke drifting in lazy plumes around his feet filling the air with the scent of incense. 

			‘Lord sorcerer.’ Tamaris shook the remains of the corpse from his armour, and straightened his back. ‘To what do we owe the pleasure of your visit?’

			Mauvais’ upper lip curled. ‘I should have known better than to expect thanks from you.’ He held up a hand for silence, theatrically forestalling any potential interruption. ‘Doubtless you had the matter entirely under control.’

			The battlefield fell silent. Tamaris allowed his irritation to break through his usual courteous veneer. ‘Out with it. Why are you here?’

			The sorcerer’s beautiful face creased in a smile that left his jet-black eyes entirely untouched. ‘Am I not welcome amongst my brothers of the Third?’

			Tamaris gritted his teeth and waited.

			‘I come bearing a message,’ Mauvais said after a long silence, his elegant head tilted to one side. ‘Our lord wishes to address his Legion. All are summoned to attend upon him aboard the warship Vexation.’

			‘Vexation? Our lord has taken a new flagship, then?’ The name of the vessel was unfamiliar to him, and his gene-father’s use of it a surprise. He had thought Fulgrim beyond the need for flagships. The Pride of the Emperor had been the primarch’s fortress and home during the Heresy, but if it still existed, drifting and deserted in the void, or seat of power to some petty warlord, Fulgrim seemed neither to know nor care. 

			Mauvais snorted. ‘Hardly. The Vexation serves his purpose for now.’ A smile flickered across his lips. ‘Its prior owner has no further use for it, after all.’

			Tamaris tried not to show his surprise. The primarch Fulgrim rarely summoned his gene-sons into his company, allowing them to pursue their own path towards perfection while he attended to matters more befitting his station. ‘You are his messenger boy now, then, Mauvais? What honours our lord heaps upon you.’

			‘Any duty in our lord’s service is a privilege.’ Two points of colour flared in the ancient Space Marine’s cheeks, his shark-black eyes glinting with kindling rage. ‘It is honour enough to serve, Marduk Tamaris.’

			Tamaris extinguished his blade’s energy field and wiped the core clean on a fold of his robes. ‘And for what reason does Lord Fulgrim summon us into his transcendent presence?’

			‘Your duty is to obey, infractor, not question,’ Mauvais said. He raised a shapely eyebrow. ‘Attend or do not, the choice is your own. I hardly think your absence will be noticed.’

			Tamaris let the jibe slide, his skin prickling with anticipation. To receive such a summons was thrilling enough. To stand in the presence of his divine lord might be too great a pleasure to bear. 

			‘Perfecti!’ His voice rang out across the maelstrom, clear and sharp as a blade. ‘We are summoned to our lord’s side! Make ready, for the Vexation awaits!’ He turned to Mauvais. ‘And will you travel with us, sorcerer? I would be glad to offer you the hospitality of our vessel.’

			‘I think not.’ Mauvais gave a bitter laugh. ‘I should sooner brave the warp itself than set foot on that rusting abomination you call a voidship.’ 

			He raised his right hand, spoke a word of power, and a mote of sickly violet light appeared in the air before him. Its glow spilled out as it widened until it was large enough to admit the sorcerer, power armour and all.

			‘As you prefer,’ Tamaris said. He turned to Venakhar. ‘Instruct the void-captain to send the gun-cutters with all haste.’ 

			‘We shall meet again, infractor.’ Mauvais stepped into the portal and stood there, haloed in immaterial radiance. For a moment, Tamaris thought he saw something move in the purple light: impressions of hands reaching out for the sorcerer with infinite yearning; unnatural shapes flickering and capering in the darkness, their forms elongated beyond the limits of human biology. Then the portal closed like the blinking of an inhuman eye, and vanished entirely. 

			Venakhar snorted. ‘The old fool always did have a taste for the dramatic.’ He slapped a hand on Tamaris’ shoulder, and something of the tight knot of humiliation in the knight-commander’s gut eased. ‘It must eat away at him, to have been our gene-father’s favourite, now to be nothing more than his messenger boy.’

			Tamaris allowed himself one regretful glance over the burning ruins of the twice-desecrated shrine. There would be no reconsecration today, no feast of ecstatic agonies to dedicate to the Lady of Pain and Pleasure. 

			As if reading his mind, Venakhar tightened his hand on Tamaris’ shoulder and shook it playfully. ‘Come, brother. If our lord sees fit to summon us, surely an opportunity lies ahead. Only the weak waste time dwelling on the past.’

			Tamaris nodded slowly. Venakhar was right. 

			The past was nothing. Only the future held perfection. 
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