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			For more than a hundred centuries the Emperor has sat immobile on the Golden Throne of Earth. He is the Master of Mankind. By the might of His inexhaustible armies a million worlds stand against the dark.

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

			To be a man in such times is to be one amongst untold billions. It is to live in the cruellest and most bloody regime imaginable. It is to suffer an eternity of carnage and slaughter. It is to have cries of anguish and sorrow drowned by the thirsting laughter of dark gods.

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

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

			DARIUS HINKS

		

	
		
			 

			BEFORE

			How they would have wept to hear him. All those years of brutal tutelage, so many prayers meted out with an unsparing stick, and not one of their aphorisms had stayed with him – all that cant wiped away by the savagery of the war. Only one simple phrase, whispered to the rhythm of his breath, had kept him alive. Through the needle’s eye. He could see it in his mind – a sliver of sanity, surrounded by a galaxy of madness. I live or die.

			In place of a sky, it seemed Sepus Prime wore a dirty, sodden cloth, stained the same feculent shade of dun as the mud below. It sagged low over the fly-clad marshes, bleeding a desolate rain, crushing the mounds of dead and billowing around a shame-faced sun. Glutt waded through the filth, a slight man weighed down by a heavy coat. His face was a mask of dark, viscous mud, and his mouth was hidden by a rebreather. Only his eyes were visible – flashes of white beneath a peaked cap, scouring the trench for the shot that would finally kill him.

			‘Through the needle’s eye,’ he whispered, risking a glimpse into no-man’s-land, using his staff to haul himself over a broken trench wall.

			Fumes lay heavy on the swamp, crawling lazily over shattered gun emplacements and crook-backed trees. Even through his rebreather Glutt could smell the chemical stink of enemy weapons. How many of the regiment were still alive out there? Betrayed. Clawing at their throats, calling for loved ones, begging for the help they were promised. The reinforcements that never came. They never came. They had all been fools, but he would be a fool no more. Anger fractured Glutt’s thoughts, dangerous and raw. He recited his mantra with vehemence, clinging to his mind, weighing it down with words.

			He pulled out a map and wiped it clean, tracing a finger over the gridlines, counting the miles. He was close. Another few hours and he would see the barracks. He had no desire to rejoin the regiment now, after all that he had seen, but where else could he go? He had no vox and he dared not risk any other method of communication, and this side of the valley seemed to have been forgotten. The earth shivered beneath a mortar shell rain, but it was a distant sound, like the echo of a storm.

			An image flashed through his mind, so vivid he gasped – pale, ruptured flesh tearing over a clinker-black shell. He drove the vision down but it coiled beneath his thoughts, waiting for his guard to slip. He had seen it countless times over the last few months. It was horrific, but part of him was also fascinated. It was so clear. What did it mean?

			He was about to drop back down into the trench when he saw movement in the smoke – half a mile away, near a bombed-out gun emplacement. He grabbed his laspistol and peered through the scope.

			‘Sorov?’ he whispered, catching a glimpse of red sash.

			There was another blur of movement, then nothing. Only the lolling, yellow fumes and the sporadic grumble of mortars. He had not seen a soul for two days. Perhaps he imagined the shapes? Then he heard a faint crackling – not the rattle of gunfire, but the white noise of a vox-unit. It came from the gun emplacement.

			He dropped into the bunker, his breath coming in snatched bursts. Insurrectionists were everywhere. Snipers haunted every gully, masquerading as corpses, lying patiently beneath cold limbs, waiting for some fool to break cover. Again he heard the crackle of vox traffic, muted by the fumes but unmistakable.

			He peered up over the scorched embrasure, looking through the gunsight again, trying to guess where a sniper might hide. There was a rusted tank chassis, halfway to the gun emplacement, jutting from the mud like an unearthed fossil: a Leman Russ, one of its sponsons still visible, pointing defiantly at the leaden clouds. Just the kind of place a sniper might wait. He looked in the other direction. There was a trench, parallel with his, about a hundred feet away. It had caved in, sporting a crest of broken joists and blast-warped girders. Again, exactly the kind of place snipers might hide. There were cadavers in the razorwire, swaying in the breeze like abandoned marionettes. It looked as though they had been thrown clear of the trench by an air strike, but he had seen traitors adopt that pose, then lurch into movement at the first sign of a target.

			‘Lieutenant Sorov?’ he whispered. Could he still be alive? And if he was, why would he be here? The push on the civitate had started. Sorov always led from the front. Why would he be back here, so far from the front line? The thought that the lieutenant might still be alive shook Glutt’s resolve. Sorov had stood by the men. He alone in all the regiment seemed worthy of trust.

			Glutt hunkered in the trench, crippled by indecision. The image of torn flesh washed through his thoughts again, but he crushed it with his mantra, determined to think clearly. What if it was Sorov out there? Could there still be another route for him, even now?

			Glutt bolted up the trench wall and ran through the smoke, head down, flicking his pistol from the tank to the corpses. His footfalls rang out through the smog. Slap. Slap. Slap. Flies whirled around him, drawn by his blood-black coat. Sweat pooled in his eyes. He tried to sprint, but his legs were wasted from lack of food and the mud gripped his heavy boots, leaching what little strength he had left.

			Minutes passed until finally the gun emplacement reared up before him, brutal and angular, a slab of pitted rockcrete shattered by artillery. One side was intact, but the other was gone, leaving the surreal sight of a furnished room, split down the middle and hanging in the air. The furniture was undisturbed: a neatly made bunk, metal plan chests, a small dining table; all perched in the clouds, washed clean by the endless rain.

			Glutt had almost reached the walls when he heard someone snap the safety off a lasgun.

			He staggered to a halt, his heart thudding as he tried to pinpoint the sound.

			‘The savant?’ The words were spoken quietly, but they echoed across the swamp, eerie and dislocated.

			‘Lieutenant Sorov?’ gasped Glutt, still crouched, staring at the shifting clouds.

			‘Throne,’ said Sorov, striding into view, flanked by Guardsmen, their lasguns trained on Glutt.

			‘In,’ he snapped, waving for Glutt to approach.

			Glutt staggered forwards, into the arms of the Guardsmen, who grabbed his filthy coat and hurled him inside the ruined tower.

			As Glutt lay panting on the floor, Sorov and the others stood over him, scowling.

			Sepus Prime could not touch Lieutenant Sorov. He shrugged it off like an idle threat. He was one of those officers with the inhuman ability to look clean, fresh and unperturbed as the galaxy went to hell around them. His hair was immaculate, oiled and gleaming beneath his cap, and the buttons on his coat flashed proudly as he moved. An old scar curved from the corner of his mouth to his ear, but even that looked deliberate – just another military honour. He studied Glutt through half-lidded eyes.

			‘Where is the rest of your detail?’

			‘We never made it to the front lines, lieutenant. The insurrectionists were on us before we reached Tadmor Ridge. I was able to–’ He hesitated, noting the wary expressions of the Guardsmen. ‘I was able to disable some of them, but there were too many.’

			‘You’re a psyker?’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘You abandoned your men?’

			‘No.’

			‘They’re dead,’ said Sorov, his expression blank, ‘and you are not.’

			‘I did everything I could, lieutenant.’

			Sorov studied him in silence. No one helped him to his feet.

			The silence was broken by the crackle of the vox-unit. There was another trooper crouched a few feet away – a comms officer, hunched over his vox-caster.

			‘Ten minutes until contact,’ said the Guardsman, with the handset held to his ear. There was a tremor of excitement in his voice. ‘Everything went to plan.’

			Sorov closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again he looked back at Glutt. ‘Tell me, Glutt,’ he said. ‘If you were a traitor, why would you have stumbled over here and revealed yourself, rather than using your talents to kill me from a safe distance?’

			Glutt struggled to keep his expression neutral. Traitor. Sorov had pinpointed the doubts that had haunted him for weeks. All he saw on Sepus were pitiable fools and callous, inhuman orders. His faith was gone. What did that leave?

			‘There is no reason,’ said Sorov. His expression softened. ‘You’ve done well to last this long, soldier. Not many have.’ He nodded to his men. ‘Pick him up. And keep an eye on him. He’s a sanctioned psyker. Don’t let him ruin this.’

			As the Guardsmen dragged Glutt from the mud, Sorov headed over to the comms officer.

			‘Korbol,’ he said, glancing up at the shattered floor of the room above their heads. ‘Anything?’

			‘Nothing, lieutenant.’

			Sorov nodded, and then glanced back at Glutt. ‘Over here.’

			Glutt tried to brush some of the muck from his coat as he rushed after Sorov, but it had dried into a thick crust. He moved with the clumsy, awkward steps of an automaton.

			‘Get me Kapek,’ said Sorov to the vox-officer.

			There was another burst of static, then a voice came through the speakers, ghostly and hazed by distance, like an old recording.

			‘This is Sergeant Kapek. We have–’ The voice was cut off by a series of pops and whistles. ‘We are no closer, lieutenant. Heavier losses than anticipated. The aerial strikes failed to knock out the lascannons. They’re cutting us down.’

			Sorov grabbed the handset. ‘Ten minutes, sergeant.’ His voice was an urgent whisper. ‘Ten minutes more.’

			There was a pause on the other end, but it was not static this time; they could all hear the sergeant breathing. ‘Ten minutes?’ he said finally, sounding shocked.

			Sorov raised his voice, despite the risk of revealing himself. ‘Throw everything you have left at them for ten more minutes. It’s working. He’s headed your way.’

			This time there was no pause. ‘Ten minutes, lieutenant. We’ll do it.’

			Sorov looked pained and seemed on the verge of saying more, but he held it back.

			‘Lieutenant,’ came the voice again. ‘Are you still there?’

			‘Sergeant.’

			The voice sounded defiant this time, all trace of doubt gone. ‘It was an honour, lieutenant.’

			Sorov’s expression tightened. When he spoke again, his voice was as rigid as his face. ‘High command will know, sergeant. Commander Ortegal will know what happened here today.’

			Another series of pops and crackles hissed through the speaker.

			‘Kapek out,’ came the reply, then the line went dead.

			Sorov stared at the handset for a moment. Then he took a deep breath and handed it back to the comms officer, turning to face the other men. ‘I give them five minutes, but it will suffice. By the time the insurrectionists wipe them out we’ll have hit our target.’ Sorov looked at the comms officer. ‘Federak. These are the exact coordinates?’

			Federak was wiry and short, with the slabby, knocked-about face of a prize fighter. ‘This is the right emplacement, lieutenant,’ he said. ‘If Gorny got his maths right, the shuttle will pass right overhead.’

			‘Good.’ Sorov looked around the group. One of the Guardsmen was carrying a rocket launcher over his shoulder. ‘If you get even one clear shot, you’ll be lucky.’

			The trooper nodded. ‘Sir.’

			Sorov stared at him. ‘We’ve thrown everything into this. There are a few hundred men left at the barracks, but you saw the state of them. There will be no more chances. This is it.’

			The man saluted. ‘One shot will be enough, sir.’

			Sorov nodded, then waved at the damaged upper floor of the tower. ‘Into position.’

			He glared at the rest of the troopers. ‘Am I so pretty you can’t take your eyes off me? Watch the damned trenches. Keep yourselves alive for a few minutes and you might even get off this rancid planet.’ He caught sight of Glutt. ‘You keep out of the way.’ He leant closer, tapping the eagle-shaped head of Glutt’s staff. ‘I’m no fan of witches, sanctioned or not. Throne preserve you if I catch you trying any parlour tricks.’

			Glutt saluted.

			Sorov nodded to the pistol at Glutt’s belt. ‘You know how to use that thing. Join the others and watch the bunkers.’

			Glutt saluted and rushed to stand beside the comms officer.

			‘What are you doing out here?’ he whispered, once Sorov had climbed up into the room overhead to join the trooper with the rocket launcher.

			Federak gave him a suspicious look. Glutt felt like proving his suspicions right, showing him what a psyker could really do, but he thought of the needle, biding his time. He had no clear plan. He no longer believed in the regiment, but what did he believe in?

			‘The governor’s going to pass over this way,’ muttered Federak, waving his gun at the clouds. ‘He thinks he’s won. He’s racing to Tadmor Ridge to deal with Sergeant Kapek and the rest of those poor sods. Sorov got a man into his inner circle. The pilot. We know the exact route he’s taking. He’s going to pass over this spot in a few minutes.’

			Glutt could not believe the lies people told themselves to try to stay sane. ‘You’re going take down the governor? What difference will that make? They’ll still massacre the rest of the regiment. The insurrectionists will still control the whole coastline. We’ve still lost.’

			Federak forgot his wariness of Glutt for a moment and laughed. ‘Not destined for high command are you? Think. Before Governor Narbo took control of the insurrectionists, what were they doing?’

			Glutt bit down his rage and shrugged.

			‘Killing each other,’ Federak elaborated. ‘Always killing each other. Why do you think they used to be so easy to control? They all think they should be in charge. None of them will follow the others. It’s only because Governor Narbo executes his opponents that they’ve become an army. There was no insurrection until Narbo lost his mind and pulled them all under one banner.’ He nodded at the trooper with the rocket launcher. ‘We’re about to remove the glue that holds them all together.’

			‘But we’ll have nothing left either.’

			Federak shrugged. ‘Once Narbo dies, the insurrectionists will turn on each other. They’ll become a mess of squabbling warbands and high command will send us home with a chest-full of medals.’

			‘Sorov knew this would happen,’ muttered Glutt. He looked up at the lieutenant. Maybe there was still a man worth following? Maybe he was making a mistake? No. One true man in a legion of liars was not enough.

			‘Of course,’ said Federak. ‘I don’t know what Governor Narbo was smoking when he decided to join with the insurrectionists, but he should have known Sorov would never let him get away with it. The man has balls of steel.’

			Glutt was about to reply when Federak frowned and looked up.

			‘Hear that?’ he muttered.

			There was a low, shuddering rumble drifting through the clouds – the unmistakable drone of promethium engines. Overhead, the lieutenant and the trooper with the rocket launcher shifted their position.

			Everyone in the tower held their breath.

			The sound grew louder as a dark smudge appeared in the mustard-yellow clouds. The lieutenant whispered something and the trooper raised his rocket launcher. The shuttle thundered right overhead – so low Glutt could see its markings.

			A deafening blast rocked the tower and the sky turned white.

			Glutt ducked, shielding his eyes.

			Smoke enveloped the gun emplacement.

			‘Down!’ cried Sorov. ‘She’s down!’

			Glutt raced through the fumes and staggered out into the mud. The others were ahead of him, danger forgotten as they ran towards the downed shuttle lying just a few hundred feet away, engulfed in flames. It was on its back, but the wings were still visible. It was an Aquila lander – the governor’s personal shuttle.

			‘Quick!’ barked Lieutenant Sorov, dashing through the mud and waving for his troops to approach in two different directions. ‘Make sure.’

			Glutt ran after them, struggling through the mire, unable to keep pace. The excitement of the others was infectious. It threatened to overwhelm him. ‘Through the needle’s eye,’ he whispered.

			Lieutenant Sorov was the first to reach the lander, halting a few feet from the blaze, his laspistol held out before him.

			‘Governor!’ he cried, dodging from side to side as the ruptured fuselage spat flames at him. ‘Are you in there?’

			Part of the engine cowling collapsed, adding a fresh gout of flames to the blaze.

			‘Lieutenant!’ gasped Federak. ‘It’s not safe!’

			Sorov ignored him, squinting through the flames, edging closer, waving his pistol at every movement.

			‘There!’ he cried.

			A hunched shape dragged itself through the inferno.

			The Guardsmen opened fire, launching a blinding barrage of las-shots at the struggling figure. The shape shuddered and fell. Then, as the shots died away, it lurched to its feet and charged, flames trailing from its misshapen head.

			Most of the Guardsmen fired again, but Glutt’s pistol faltered in his grip. The needle’s eye suddenly grew in his mind, expanding and reforming, letting madness flow around it. Sparks flashed – arcing from his brain, splintering his vision, turning the world into a kaleidoscope. He stumbled, teetering, engulfed by colour.

			As the flaming figure dived at the Guardsmen, Glutt staggered back through the mud, his staff rattling in his grip, infused with the energy that was lashing from his face. The others were too busy to notice Glutt’s crisis. The burning figure stumbled through their shots and grabbed a Guardsman by the throat.

			Reality slipped from Glutt’s grasp. His peripheral vision vanished, leaving just the tunnel of garish light, centred on the thing that had emerged from the shuttle. It must have once been the governor. Most of his uniform was burned away, but there were enough scraps left to reveal that he was a high-ranking officer. Whatever he once was, Governor Narbo was now a nightmare. Glutt realised to his horror that this was the vision he had been struggling to hold back for days. Beneath his charred uniform the governor’s flesh had ruptured and split but, rather than blood and viscera, there was a black carapace, bristling with spines, pulsing as it strained against its human cage.

			As skin sloughed from the black shell, the thing snapped the Guardsman’s neck and hurled him to the ground. Glutt howled and light spewed from his throat, ripping through the smoke. The force of the blast kicked him off his feet and he landed in the mud. The governor’s head was lolling weakly from the creature’s back, sagging like an empty hood, but another face had appeared in its chest where the skin had fallen away – a pool of black skin, rolling and bubbling around a canine snout.

			The Guardsmen were still firing at the creature, but to no effect. The shots thudded into its stooped frame but it paid them no heed, lurching on, filling the air with blood.

			‘Warp spawn,’ muttered Glutt, staggering back towards them, his voice flat. ‘You can’t kill it.’

			The thing discarded its kill and lunged forwards, enveloping another man. The soldier howled briefly, before his cries were smothered.

			Three Guardsmen had died in as many minutes. Two were left, plus Sorov and Glutt.

			The final scraps of Governor Narbo fell away to reveal a coiled, serpentine hulk. It was impossible to make out clearly in the smoke, but Glutt caught glimpses: an insectoid face, twitching as it swallowed gore; a cyclopean eye – featureless and yellow, like an egg yolk, bubbling in tar. It toppled forwards, dragging another Guardsman down into the mud, tearing him apart.

			Sorov and Federak fired furiously and the lieutenant cried out in disgusted rage.

			Over the last few months, Sepus had gradually fractured Glutt’s mind. The last time he had tried to use his gifts they had almost overwhelmed him. He had sworn not to try again until his mind was more stable, but now he saw no option.

			Glutt closed his eyes, pictured the needle and stepped through its eye.

			The immaterium rocked through him, exploding his atoms, whipping his flesh into an empyric storm. Now, finally, he heard the words of his masters from the scholastica psykana. Oaths of protection tumbled from his lips; psychic bulwarks, beaten into him as a child, reared from his subconscious like a suddenly remembered song. It was too late. Warp fire pulsed from his heart and flooded his blood vessels, igniting his flesh as he wrenched himself back into reality.

			The scene was unchanged – the serpent-thing was still wading towards Sorov and Federak, guts draped from its jaws.

			Glutt raised his staff and howled, opening his mind to the full violence of the warp. It ripped through him, rattling his bones, blistering his skin, sparking from his staff. The warp creature reared, but it was too late – Glutt’s bolt had already hit home.

			Spider legs burst from the creature’s sides – dozens of them, scrambling frantically, trying to lift its sagging bulk – but as Glutt abandoned himself to the immaterium, his staff hurled ever-greater torrents of warp-fire into the struggling horror. Sorov and Federak backed away, guns lowered in shock.

			The world fell into shadow leaving only the column of light, blazing from Glutt’s staff.

			Glutt’s mind linked with the sentience that had mutated Narbo. To his surprise, he felt neither hate nor violence, but something else. For a brief moment, he saw the galaxy from an utterly alien perspective. He tasted ideas that would never have occurred to him: freedom, acceptance, liberation.

			Then it was gone.

			Unreality collapsed and reality returned. Glutt stood, swaying before the shocked faces of Sorov and Federak, then dropped to his knees in a pool of oil, surrounded by scraps of the governor.

			Glutt was changed. He could feel it. There was a new layer of skin beneath his old one, simmering, ready to explode. What a fool he’d been. Holding back for so long.

			‘Emperor be praised,’ whispered Sorov. ‘You killed it.’ He held out a trembling hand and helped Glutt to his feet.

			They all looked at the remnants of the governor.

			Glutt shook his head, his voice husky. ‘It was never alive.’

			Sorov stared at the pool, pale with shock. ‘The governor’s heresy ran deep.’

			‘Something found a way into the world through his flesh,’ said Glutt.

			Sorov frowned at Glutt, confused. ‘What? What was it?’ Then he shook his head and recovered his composure. ‘We can talk later.’

			Glutt sensed that Sorov did not really want his question answered.

			The lieutenant seemed unable to think for a moment, staring at the charred remains and muttering under his breath, then he turned to the vox-officer, Federak. ‘Share our news with the insurrectionists. They need a new leader. Set the dogs on each other.’

			Federak looked even more dazed than Sorov, but he nodded and triggered the vox-caster, stuttering as he announced the governor’s death across every channel.

			By the time they made it back to the trench, the vox network was a cacophony of voices, all desperate to know if the news was truth or propaganda. The clamour grew as the governor’s aides revealed that he should have reached Tadmor Ridge by now.

			Sorov did not pause to celebrate his success. He waded through the stagnant pools that lined the trench, muttering calculations under his breath. For ten minutes he said nothing to Glutt or Federak, lost in his own thoughts. Finally, as the pallid sun neared the horizon, he paused and turned to Federak.

			‘Get me the barracks,’ he said. ‘Sergeant Baranov.’

			The vox-caster whined and screeched as Federak struggled to find the right frequency, then a voice crackled over the speakers.

			‘Lieutenant. Sergeant Baranov here, sir.’ The voice sounded flat and beaten.

			‘The governor’s dead.’

			‘Yes, lieutenant. We heard.’

			‘He’s dead, man,’ said Sorov, confused at the sergeant’s apparent lack of enthusiasm. ‘Do you know what that means?’

			There was a pause at the other end. ‘We intercepted a message from Commander Ortegal,’ said the sergeant eventually. ‘We know about the orbital strike.’

			‘Orbital strike?’

			There was another pause.

			The colour drained from Sorov’s face. ‘Tell me, sergeant. Quickly.’

			‘Sepus Prime has been reclassified, sir. Designated unsafe for human habitation. Contaminated. There’s a plague. Mutations. Linked to the heresy of the insurrectionists. I couldn’t understand all of the terms. They do not intend to…’ The man paused to clear his throat. ‘They mean to leave us here, sir.’

			‘Even when they start the bombardment?’

			‘We fall under the same designation, sir. Contaminated. The fleet is preparing virus bombs.’

			Sorov leant against the trench wall, staring at the handset.

			The crackle of gunfire rang out across the network.

			Sorov looked up at the clouds, as though he might see the cruisers overhead, readying their loads.

			Federak took the handset. ‘Is that las-fire? Are you under attack?’

			‘Suicides.’

			Until that moment, Glutt had been in a kind of dazed trance, revelling in the new power jangling across his skin, wondering at the change he was experiencing. But at the sight of Sorov, winded by shock, staring at the sky, Glutt’s transformation took a new turn. Anger kindled in his palms. He tried to stay in the present, grabbing the lieutenant by the arm. ‘We have to get to the barracks, sir. This can’t be true. Sergeant Baranov must be confused. Commander Ortegal wouldn’t abandon the whole regiment when we have just handed him a victory. He wouldn’t bomb his own men.’

			Sorov stared back at him. ‘Governor Narbo was a heretic. You saw him, Glutt. He was clearly infected by this “plague”. And high command must have already known about it. They must have already been planning this reclassification.’ Something flickered in his eyes. ‘But they never told us.’

			Glutt battled the black despair that was rising at the back of his thoughts. ‘One traitor. They can’t condemn us all for that. They can’t condemn the whole planet.’

			The trench shook so violently that it seemed as though someone had lifted it and slammed it back down again. Beams and girders tore from the walls, and earth slammed into the three Guardsmen, causing them to stagger and cough. The dusk deepened, smothering the trench in gloom. Aftershocks juddered through the mud.

			‘They’ve started,’ whispered Federak, his voice brittle.

			Sorov nodded vaguely, but he had recovered his composure. He dusted down his coat and raised his chin, looking off towards the horizon.

			‘No,’ said Glutt as a storm whipped up in his eyes. The needle’s eye was gone. The needle was gone. There was nothing left but madness. It blazed through him. The new flesh forming beneath his muscles burned, furious and unbreakable.

			The booms grew louder. Splashes of silver flicked across the clouds. It might have been a natural storm if not for the ominous rhythm of the hammer blows – the footsteps of a colossus, marching towards them. As the detonations came closer, the noise grew unbearable, mingling with the storm in Glutt’s head.

			Sorov reached into his coat for a hip flask. He drank with his eyes closed, savouring it, then held the flask out to them. ‘Gentlemen,’ he said, his words almost lost beneath the approaching apocalypse.

			Federak snatched the flask and took several hungry swigs, unable to match the lieutenant’s calm demeanour, cowering and moaning as he drank.

			Sorov took the flask back and handed it to Glutt. ‘You are heroes,’ he said as Glutt took the flask in his trembling fingers, spilling some of the contents down his chin as he drank. ‘And no hero dies unnoticed.’ Sorov looked up at the tearing heavens.

			A river of flame washed down the valley like gold from a furnace, too bright to watch, incinerating fortifications and bunkers and turning the air to liquid. Sorov was little more than a silhouette by now, but until the very end he held himself with dignity, straight-backed and proud.

			In the final seconds, as Federak started to scream and sob, Sorov raised his hand in a salute.

			The blast hit.

			Glutt howled. Not in fear, but in fury. It was unthinkable that a man like Sorov could be betrayed. Against all the odds, Sorov had led them to victory. Maybe Commander Ortegal could murder the entire regiment, but not Sorov. Not like this.

			The force of the bombs rushed through Glutt, melting and evaporating his flesh, but rather than killing him, they fuelled his rage, transmuting him into a pillar of warp fire – lifting him up, still howling, into the tornado and making him one with the storm.

			The galaxy could not work this way. The universe could not be so unfair.

			As the planet died around him, Glutt recalled his moment of contact with the power that transformed Governor Narbo: that strange, mirrored view of life, so unlike anything he had seen before.

			The rock boiled from beneath his feet and Glutt sank into darkness. As he fell, he sensed something flicker at the back of his thoughts – a new consciousness, born from the ashes of his faith.

			He reached out, taking it by the hand.
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			A void ship cut through the night, painting artless, lazy spirals through a tide of shattered hulls – looping and falling, reeling like a drunk, spilling fire from its prow. Again and again it battled to find a route. Breaking against the swell. Dancing through the wrecks. Refusing to die.

			Draik watched the display for several minutes, leaning casually against a twisted girder and taking long, languid drags from his lho-holder. Such hope, he thought. He knew the ship’s odds but willed her on all the same. She was a rogue trader by her colours, skimming through the skeleton frames of dead leviathans, burning a furious path towards him.

			Draik climbed through an access hatch and up onto a gantry. He could see most of Precipice from here. It looked like just another ugly wreck, drifting through the wandering stars, but this collision of mooring spars and walkways had drawn a feeding frenzy. Ships from every corner of the galaxy were huddled at its anchorage points, scorched and hungry, their captains all busy chasing the same alluring nightmare. Looming over the ships was the Dromeplatz, a mangled, bloody eye glaring down at its congregation of landers and skiffs.

			Lights flared overhead as the rogue trader’s ship clipped a drifting fuselage. It maintained its trajectory for a few more seconds, then dissolved into a thunderhead, embers and smoke raining down on Precipice, howling over the void screen like a ghost.

			‘We are a voracious breed, Isola,’ he said, shaking his head in wonder. His attaché was on one of the lower gantries, dragging herself up towards him with a string of darkly muttered oaths. He reached down, offering her his hand.

			Further down, beneath Isola’s scrambling limbs, was the main route through the Skeins – a jury-rigged transitway, welded together from the superstructures of flayed ships. The road was crowded with debris, mechanical and human, all robed in darkness. The glow-globes and lumen-strips had been smashed long ago, so the only light came from the distant glare of the Dromeplatz, a ceaseless sunset, rippling on the horizon and turning the Skeins into a carmine hell. The air beneath the void screen was tormented by engine fumes and recycling turbines. It stung the eyes, burned the throat and drowned everything in a thick, toxic fug. Precipice was a forest of salvaged spires, smouldering and ephemeral, like a half-remembered fire.

			‘Thank you,’ said Isola, climbing up beside him on the gantry. Once she had caught her breath she shook her head and said, ‘Captain, we’ve been here for seven hours. Is this the best use of your remaining time? We’re scheduled to leave within the week – unless there is some concrete progress.’ She studied the sweltering scene below. Isola had a broad, boyish face, wide-set eyes and neat, slicked-back black hair. She wore a meticulously pressed uniform and a habitual frown of disapproval.

			Draik removed one of his gauntlets and massaged his long, lean snarl of a face. He looked out through the void screen, staring at the phantasm responsible for all this avarice. Beyond Precipice’s jumble of crooked walkways and brume-shrouded ships, the revolutions of the heavens had ceased, consumed by a wall of nothing. There were few who could hold its gaze. The Unfathomable. The Abyss. The Deep. The Blackstone Fortress.

			Draik stared into the monolithic dark, trying to discern something solid – something real. His eyes slipped across angles and shadows, unable to find purchase, glimpsing hints and suggestions but nothing he could recall for more than an instant. The Blackstone glared back, malign and unknowable. Mocking him. The star fort was the size of a small planet, with Precipice as its ramshackle moon, but even those brave souls clinging to Precipice would never claim to understand the Blackstone. Countless rumours had crossed the Western Reaches – enticing tales of the treasures to be found in its depths. But those reckless few who survived its mantle of debris clouds soon found that the mystery only deepened. The Blackstone guarded its secrets well.

			Draik put his gauntlet back on and slapped the girder, sending up clouds of rust. ‘Gaulon said to look here, in the Skeins.’

			‘Gaulon was a drunk and a liar.’

			‘But not a fool. He knew I’d come looking for him if he lied.’

			Isola shook her head. There was a small cogitator slung under her arm – a copper box covered in rows of teeth-like keys. She rattled her fingers over them and the device hummed into life. Needles trembled over luminous dials, valves hummed and mechanisms chittered. She stared at the displays. ‘We’ve covered the whole district, captain. Twice.’

			Draik waved his lho-holder at the Skeins, gilding the dark with embers. ‘People don’t come here to be found.’

			‘Captain, we’ve been on Precipice for three months. We have far exceeded our remit.’ Isola’s expression softened a little. ‘I admit, it seemed as though you were getting close to something, but what do you really have to show? We’ve pushed too much into this venture. His lordship’s instructions were clear – return to the Curensis Cluster and finish our negotiations with the Tann-Karr. There’s a fortune waiting for us in that system. It’s time to go. We can forget about Precipice. The Blackstone Fortress is not the only prize in the galaxy.’

			Draik said nothing, staring out through the operculum again, his human eye reflecting the void screen’s warps and eddies while his augmetic eye flashed red, catching the glow of the Dromeplatz.

			Isola looked exasperated. ‘Even if you could solve this mystery, there’s no guarantee it would change your situation.’

			Draik looked at Isola as he took another drag from his lho-stick. Officially, she was his attaché, but they both understood her role: she was there to keep him on track, and to report to the family if he strayed. Her loyalty was to House Draik first, its errant son second. She was rigid, punctilious and unswervingly honest. Draik liked her.

			‘I’m on to something, Isola.’

			‘You found a name. That’s not the same as finding an answer.’

			‘The Ascuris Vault. All we need is a way in.’

			Isola sighed and turned off the cogitator. ‘We have our orders, captain. I sent missives to his lordship explaining that we’re already preparing to head back to the Draikstar.’

			Draik gripped a girder until his knuckles were white.

			‘We lost five men in that last attempt,’ said Isola. ‘And left empty-handed. There was no sign we were getting close to the vault.’

			He stared at her. ‘This time I have something, Isola, I know it.’

			She closed her eyes in despair. ‘How many times have you said that?’

			Draik was about to reply when he heard an unexpected sound. He held up a hand for silence.

			Raucous laughter echoed up from the shadows.

			‘Not everyone is hiding,’ said Draik.

			He gripped a handrail and slid down it onto a lower gantry, dropping into a crouch and staring through the pipework, drawing the rapier that hung at his belt.

			There were men swaggering down the transitway, kicking rubbish and bellowing with laughter. Even through the rolling smog, Draik could see how dishevelled and filthy they were. They were shouting and belching as they approached, waving machetes and pistols.

			He grabbed a dangling cable and slid down to street level for a better view. A long, rangy shape was scrabbling ahead of them, limping and low to the ground. Some kind of injured animal. They were hurling junk at it, jeering and snorting as it tried to drag itself away.

			‘Captain,’ warned Isola from up on the gantry, but she was too late. Draik had already walked out to face them.

			The gang halted. Their laughter faded and they backed away, weapons raised, as Draik strode towards them through the crimson gloom.

			‘What’s this?’ growled a man with a mohawk, frowning and swinging his head from side to side, like a dog on a scent.

			Despite the gruffness of the man’s voice, it was clear Draik had unnerved him. Draik marched through the rubble, imperious and grim, examining the men down the length of his long, regal nose. He grimaced at their filthy rags, as though studying a grub that had crawled from his breakfast. The lights of the Dromeplatz flashed along his rapier and glinted in his augmetic eye. Draik was clearly not from the Skeins. He was dressed in a luxurious military dress coat trimmed with gold piping. His starched breeches were immaculate, and his cuffs were embroidered with fine silver thread. But Draik would have cut an aristocratic figure even in rags. He had the face of an Imperial statue: leonine, flinty and proud, with a hard, sword-slash mouth and a thick waxed moustache.

			‘Captain Draik,’ he said with a stiff bow.

			The gang stared at him for a moment, surprised by his clipped, formal manner of speech. Then they burst into laughter.

			‘It’s Guilliman ’is bloody self,’ snorted the man with the mohawk, marching across the road and squaring up to Draik. He was massive; a round-shouldered ape, a foot taller than Draik and clutching a ratchet as long as his arm that he had sharpened into a mace.

			‘Don’t let that clicker go,’ the brute snapped, waving his weapon at the animal that was still trying to crawl down the transitway. His men leapt to obey, kicking it into a burnt-out cargo crate.

			‘Captain Draik, you say?’ He stepped closer, pressing his oil-splattered chest against the Imperial eagle on Draik’s cuirass, staining the gleaming plate.

			Draik stepped back and wiped the cuirass clean. ‘I didn’t catch your name.’

			‘The Emperor,’ grinned the man, eliciting a round of sniggers from the rest of the gang.

			‘Delighted. I’m after a pilot. Someone who knows how to reach the Dragon’s Teeth.’

			‘Dragon’s Teeth? There ain’t no Dragon’s Teeth.’

			The man looked at his lackeys and they stopped tormenting the animal to grin back at him. ‘Which idiot told you they was real? No one’s ever seen ’em. They ain’t a thing.’

			The animal in the cargo hold snarled and lunged forwards, trying to break free, clicking and snorting until the gang attacked it with renewed violence, driving it back with a flurry of kicks.

			‘What have you got there?’ asked Draik, peering through the gloom. The thermocoupling in his ocular implant clicked, focusing on the crate. The animal was thrashing from side to side and its heat signature was hard to discern. It was larger than a man, though; he could see that much. And it looked to be bipedal, but with backwards jointed legs and claws in place of feet.

			‘A man-eater,’ said the brute with the mohawk. ‘Don’t worry. We’ll kill it. Just having some fun. It’s a hunt.’

			The other men sniggered and Draik’s distaste grew. They looked like a manifestation of every disreputable sight he had witnessed over the last seven hours. His hand slipped involuntarily to the handle of his power sword.

			‘Captain,’ said Isola behind him, sensing the approach of trouble.

			Draik was not in the habit of displaying emotion in front of the lower orders, but he was tired and frustrated. He could not entirely keep his disdain from his voice. ‘Do your hunts often involve outnumbered, wounded, unarmed prey?’

			The man’s expression hardened as he saw Draik’s hand resting on the sword. ‘We hunt whatever we like.’ He gripped his mace in both hands and drew back his shoulders. His face was a mess: scarred, misshapen and clogged with filth, but his eyes glittered as he studied the gilded pistol at Draik’s belt.

			Draik raised an eyebrow and lifted his sword, adopting a loose-limbed en garde position. He knew he should leave these low-lives to their vile amusement, but Isola’s words were still echoing round his head. It’s time to go. Anger and frustration quickened his pulse. A wolfish snarl spread across his face.

			‘Grax,’ said the man. ‘Put a hole in ’im.’

			A man with a laspistol backed away from the thrashing animal and pointed his gun at Draik.

			Draik shook his head, turned lightly on his heel and ran down the transitway towards him.

			Grax fired, lighting up the junkyard with a las-blast.

			Draik dodged the shot and it burned through the air, hitting nothing.

			Grax whirled around, cursing, training his gun on the shadows.

			Draik swung back into view, clutching the same cable that he had used to reach the transitway. His rapier flashed cobalt as it slid through Grax’s shoulder, causing the man to drop the pistol and stagger backwards, howling in pain and clutching his wound.

			More shots blazed through the shadows, surrounding Draik in a cloud of shrapnel as he looped through the air. He loosed the cable and somersaulted over their heads, slicing his rapier back and forth and landing in the centre of the mob, filling the air with blue contrails.

			The men staggered, clutching wounds, spouting blood and crying out in confusion.

			The man with the mohawk charged, bellowing and drawing back his mace.

			Draik waited calmly, sword arm raised, his rapier hanging loosely from his grip. At the last minute, he threw a feint. The man fell for the ruse, lunging in one direction as Draik sidestepped the other way and jabbed his sword in and out of his throat.

			The man whirled around, preparing to attack again, unaware of his wound. He marched towards Draik and tried to speak, but his words emerged as a bloody cough. He staggered, confused, trying to catch the blood rushing down his chest.

			Draik lowered his sword and stepped back, giving another stiff bow as the man dropped heavily to his knees, gasping for breath.

			Draik sensed movement to his left and leapt back, dodging another shot. He twisted and pounced, rounding on his attacker with a graceful twirl, thrusting his rapier into the man’s chest with a flash of blue sparks.

			There was another howl of gunfire, but this time it was Isola. She had followed Draik out into the centre of the transitway and silenced another man with a shot to the head.

			Draik strode back towards their leader. He was supine, sprawled on his back with an ashen face, surrounded by blood. Draik put an end to his hunting days. He looked around for any other attackers. Everyone was either dead or dragging themselves away, stifling groans as they slipped back into the darkness. Draik cleaned his blade and slid it back into its scabbard, surveying his handiwork.

			His blood cooled as he met Isola’s eye. She did not have to say anything. Her expression was enough: this was beneath him.

			‘Take me back to the Vanguard,’ he said, frustrated with himself. ‘I need some clean air and good brandy.’

			‘Wait!’

			The voice came from behind them and they whirled around, pistols raised.

			The animal had emerged from the crate and stepped out into the light.

			The alien was humanoid, but taller and leaner than a man. His head was long, tapered and avian, with a tall crest of spines and a wide, beak-like jaw. His skin was barbed and as thick as flak armour, but it had been slashed by dozens of blows.

			‘A kroot?’ asked Isola, squinting through the gloom.

			Draik nodded. He kept his pistol raised but did not fire, allowing the alien to approach.

			‘You saved me,’ the alien said. He spoke good Gothic, enunciating the words more clearly than the men Draik had just killed. His throat could not entirely abandon his racial heritage though, accompanying the words with a musical jumble of clicks and whistles.

			‘Still to be decided,’ said Draik, keeping his gun pointed at the creature’s head.

			The kroot staggered to one side then leant across the crate to steady himself.

			Draik stepped closer, keeping his gun raised.

			The alien clacked his beak a few times, as though crunching food. ‘You seek the Dragon’s Teeth. I heard you. Over near the crossvault. You came to Precipice to raid the Blackstone, like everyone else. But you need a pilot. You want to reach the Ascuris Vault.’

			Draik lowered his gun in surprise. ‘How do you know I’m looking for the Ascuris Vault? I didn’t mention that to anyone out here.’

			‘Why else choose that route? The Dragon’s Teeth are impassable. Only a fool would try. Or someone who needs the Ascuris Vault. You do not look like a fool.’

			‘You seem very knowledgeable on the subject.’

			‘I have been through the Dragon’s Teeth.’

			Draik frowned. Perhaps he was not the only one who had guessed the importance of the Ascuris Vault. ‘Why?’

			‘I was employed. By a priest called Taddeus. The vault is holy.’

			The kroot crouched down and opened the mouth of one the corpses. As Draik watched in disgust, the alien plucked something from his jacket and placed it in the corpse’s mouth, whispering as he did so.

			‘You sought the vault for religious reasons,’ prompted Draik.

			The kroot shook his head, looking around for another corpse. ‘Not me. I did not know of it.’

			The creature was frustratingly distracted, but Draik persevered. ‘The priests, then, they sought the vault for religious reasons?’

			‘Taddeus has visions.’ The kroot hurried over to another dead body and placed something in its mouth, whispering again.

			‘You saw the vault?’

			The kroot shook his head, still fiddling with the thing he had placed in the corpse’s mouth, prodding it then licking his claws, like a chef testing seasoning. ‘The priests became odd. Then died. They found no vault. Taddeus got back. But he was insane to begin with.’

			The kroot finished his ritual and walked back over to Draik. He stared at the dead bodies and let out another burst of clicking sounds. ‘They do not eat kroot meat and yet they would kill me. It makes no sense.’ He looked directly at Draik. ‘I will help. I can help you reach the vault. And keep you alive.’

			‘You’re the pilot who passed through the Teeth?’

			‘No, but I can lead you to her.’

			‘And what will you want in return?’ Survival on Precipice meant dealing with species Draik would usually kill on sight. Precipice’s brutal, frontiersman law had created a strange, fragile egality that Draik had not witnessed anywhere else. But, whatever the rules of Precipice, Draik could barely hide his distaste at talking to the alien. The creature was barbaric. His hide was covered in ritual scars and tattoos, and rattled with bone fetishes. As he looked closer, Draik saw dozens of tiny cages dangling from the kroot’s arms. They were filled with mutilated insects – beetles and flies that had legs and wings removed but were still alive, whirring angrily in their cages as he moved. These were the things he had been putting in the corpses.

			‘I must repay the debt.’ The kroot glanced at the shadow hanging over them. ‘The Blackstone brought us together. Do not question its plans.’

			Draik looked out into the blackness. ‘There are many things in there, kroot, but a plan is not one of them.’

			‘My name is Grekh.’

			‘Grekh,’ said Draik, lowering his pistol. ‘I’m Captain Janus Draik. This is my attaché, Isola.’

			Grekh did not reply. He leant against an outlet pipe, trying to catch his breath, seeming to be in pain.

			‘Isola,’ said Draik. ‘Pain suppressors.’

			Grekh shook his head and waved Isola away. He rattled through the cages strapped to his arms and removed one of the struggling insects. Then he popped it in his beak and closed his eyes for a moment.

			After few deep breaths, Grekh stood upright. He looked down at Draik and Isola, teetering on long, gangly bird legs. His eyes were blank and unreadable.

			‘No one has reached the Ascuris Vault,’ said Grekh. ‘It is madness to try. But the priest believes in it. He has waking dreams. And if madness is what you seek, I can get you there. I can take you to the pilot.’

			‘My trade contact, Tor Gaulon, told us the pilot was somewhere here, in the Skeins.’

			Grekh shook his head. ‘The pilot is a deserter. Audus. She’s not here. Your Navy has a price on her head. Her crime was serious. The Skeins aren’t safe for her now. But I can find her. We must to go to the Helmsman.’

			‘A deserter?’ Draik frowned. ‘We were headed to the Helmsman anyway, I suppose. A short interview can’t do much harm. You may accompany us as far as the Helmsman, Grekh. And if you can back up your claims with an actual pilot, I’ll pay you a reward.’

			Grekh shook his head. ‘My reward is to come with you.’

			‘Where?’

			‘Through the Teeth. Into the Unfathomable. To the Ascuris Vault.’

			Draik laughed, shocked by the creature’s presumption.

			Grekh retained the same earnest, confident tone. ‘There is a debt. Swear to take me. I will lead you to the pilot and I will save your life.’

			Isola could not hide her outrage. ‘Are you trying to give Captain Draik an order?’

			Draik dismissed her concerns with a wave. ‘If he fails to give us anything of value in the Helmsman, we can part company then.’

			‘Swear the oath,’ said Grekh in the same flat, abrupt tone.

			Draik ignored the creature’s crude manners and considered the offer. It was extremely unlikely that the alien would get him to the Ascuris Vault. And if Grekh really could achieve such a feat, enduring the alien’s company would be a small price to pay. He nodded.

			‘Very well. If you find us passage to the Ascuris Vault, I swear, as a scion of the most venerable House Draik, that you will accompany me as my personal retainer.’

			Grekh grunted and led the way back down the transitway, walking in a strange, swaying gait.

			As they followed, Isola saw a gleam in Draik’s eye and shook her head. ‘Voracious indeed,’ she muttered.
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			Gatto was the first to see the truth. The Blackstone Fortress was not a prize to fight over; it was not a treasure to be ransacked. It was an open grave – a snare designed to catch only the bravest and the most idiotic. Precipice had yet to be built when Gatto arrived. There was no place to dock in those days. No place to pray. Only a headlong plunge into the unknown. He made dozens of attempts to breach the fortress, as desperate as all those who followed, losing a little more of his body with every attempt until he finally accepted defeat. Few since had shown such wisdom, but Gatto had realised that there are more ways than one to find a fortune. As a rapacious horde followed in his wake, crowding the fast-growing port with their ships and dreams, Gatto saw how to feed on the hunger that devoured him – how to save his sanity, even when it was too late to save his flesh.

			The Emporium of Fools, as Gatto preferred to call the Helmsman, was a circular hall built around a single, stolen shard of the fortress – an ominous hexagonal slab of pitch, bolted to the heart of the Helmsman’s lounges and staterooms. It was the cruellest taunt Gatto could think of, made all the crueller with every sip of his absurdly expensive liquor. It sat there, tantalising, untouched by the bustle and din. Silent and alien. Half of Gatto’s patrons would never fly again, trapped in the limbo of Precipice – their ships lost, their crews dead and only enough money left to pickle themselves before the uncaring shard. No one had ever been able to mark it or even discern its nature, but humanity always finds a way to leave its dirty fingerprint. Gatto had covered the shard’s lower half with pict captures. Hundreds of them. Strange, haunting portraits of the dead. Whenever one of his patrons failed to return from the fortress, he pinned their portrait to the black monolith, taking perverse glee in the fact that another fool had met the fate he dodged.

			Gatto’s bar was built around the shard and Gatto was built into the bar. His iron lung was as big as a coffin and roughly the same shape, mangled together from the same rusty salvage as the walls. His robotic arms were in constant motion – dozens of them, whirling back and forth, anticipating the needs of every drinker who slumped towards him, sloshing cups and hurling food in a fluid ballet of lunges and flips. There was a circular, glass-fronted hatch in the centre of his iron lung, displaying his withered organs. They were suspended in grey milk, dark and ugly like a cluster of charred fruit. Gatto’s head was the only part of his body still fully intact, but it more than made up for the lack of anything else. As Grekh led Draik through the crowd, Gatto was in full flow, screaming at the room – a casket of vented hate, spitting red-cheeked vitriol at everyone and no one.

			Draik grimaced as the Helmsman attacked his senses. It was deafening. An unsavoury, scandalous explosion of life. The circular room was a warren of alcoves and booths and the air was thronged with Gatto’s pets – skinless void-creatures he called bloodbirds. They were not true birds, but huge, leathery moths, fluttering around the room in their hundreds, larger than a man’s hand and slick with crimson tar. They had thick, grimy lenses sewn into their heads that rattled and whirred as they flew, focusing on the lurid scenes below. As Draik tried to follow Grekh through the crush of yelling bodies, he had to swat them away. The bloodbirds screeched indignantly at him, but even that could not compete with the sounds of squalid revelry. The pictures on the shard were a constant reminder of what lay in store for most of Gatto’s patrons, so no one was drinking to relax. They had come to crush their fear. To fuel their hunger.

			The room was sparsely lit, the humid darkness bisected by thin columns of light that shone harshly on a few faces but left everything else hidden in murk. As he followed Grekh, Draik caught snapshots of crazed, adrenaline-fuelled drunks, bellowing at each other, leering and gemmed with sweat. Some human, some not, but all radiating the same thought: I will be the one. I will scale this peak. I will conquer the dark.

			‘Gatto!’ cried Grekh as they forced their way to the bar.

			Gatto’s iron lung was mounted on runners and he was currently rattling towards the far end of the bar, screaming as he threw trays of food at a group of hulking, glowering abhumans.

			‘Gatto will be no help,’ shouted Isola. She was standing beside Draik, but the Helmsman was so loud that she struggled to make herself heard. ‘He never stops yelling long enough to hear anything.’

			‘He knows everything,’ said Grekh. He waved at the bloodbirds. ‘They record things. They see everyone who comes in here. And everyone comes in here.’

			Draik studied the shadows flitting overhead, wondering if Grekh could be right. The kroot seemed peculiar, even by the standards of an alien. He reminded Draik of similar characters he had encountered on Precipice – fervid, humourless types who spoke like everything was a prayer. A particular kind of mysticism preyed on those who survived several trips into the fortress. A solemn, quiet religiosity. It was as though the strangeness of the fortress attached itself to them, adding its shadow to theirs, muddying their thoughts with its riddles. The locals called them devotees, using the word with a mixture of derision and fear.

			A noise came from a few feet down the bar – a tidal roar of oaths and howls, accompanied by the sound of shattering cups.

			The crowd pressed against Draik, causing him to stagger as a large shape loomed through the shadows. His instinct was to draw his pistol, but he gripped the bar instead. Precipice’s laws forbade the use of firearms in any of its drinking halls or markets. Gunfights broke out, of course, but it could be an expensive business if the proctors got involved. Draik understood the logic. Precipice was more than a simple way station; it was a fragile alliance – a tense truce between smugglers, traders and privateers from every race and creed in the galaxy. These were dangerous souls. In any other situation, they would have gunned each other down without hesitation. On Precipice they forged allegiances and struck deals, united by their eagerness to profit from the Blackstone, but violence was never far away. The first captains to lash their ships together over the Blackstone Fortress saw how quickly such a lawless state would collapse, so they called themselves the proctors and enforced brutal, simple governance. The rules were easy to understand: step out of line and the proctors would execute you, seize whatever you had taken from the Blackstone and then deny ever hearing your name. The law was so simple it worked – most of the time, at least. As the commotion next to the bar grew more violent, Draik steadied himself, straining to see the cause.

			A bear waded into the throng, standing on its hind legs and roaring, spraying saliva over the drinkers who were howling and reeling away from it, trying to claw their way back from the bar.

			It was more machine than animal, implanted with a junkyard of pumps and flywheels and shackled to the end of the bar. A dozen feet from where Draik was standing, the chains snapped it to a halt. Its rusting lower jaw was stained crimson and there was a man at its feet, screaming and laughing as he slipped in his own blood trying to escape. Hands grabbed the man and hauled him to safety as the bear lurched from side to side, lashing at anyone nearby, bellowing and straining against its chains.

			‘Bosa!’ howled Gatto, his head spinning on top of his iron lung to glare back down the bar.

			The bear dropped onto all fours and lowered its head but kept pulling at the chains, straining its massive shoulders and causing the hydraulics in its legs to hiss and pop. Gatto rattled down the length of the bar, apoplectic. As he rushed along his track, he hurled cups and plates and lashed the bar with his metal arms, filling the air with spilled drinks and shattered crockery.

			‘Rug!’ he screamed, reminding the bear of his ultimate sanction.

			Bosa held its nerve until Gatto had almost reached the end of the bar, then lurched sullenly back into the shadows, rattling its chains one last time as it padded back into the one corner of the Helmsman that always remained empty. A wave of drunken laughter washed through the room along with cries of ‘Rug!’

			‘Gatto!’ cried Grekh as the iron lung rattled back the way it had come, passing right in front of them.

			Gatto caught sight of the kroot and halted. Behind him his multitudinous limbs snaked across rows of bottles, filled a cup and banged it down, then he bellowed a stream of obscenities into Grekh’s face. Gatto’s features were gaunt, swarthy and fixed in a constant snarl. He glared at Grekh, his mouth hung open, spittle hanging from his chin.

			‘Information,’ said Grekh.

			The noise around the bar continued unabated, but Gatto fell quiet for a moment, a mischievous look in his eyes. He rolled his casket closer to Grekh and tilted it until their faces were almost touching. Even then, he chose to yell.

			‘You’re going back in?’

			Grekh nodded.

			Gatto laughed. It was a mean, filthy sound. He nodded to the base of the shard behind him, and the portraits taped across it. ‘I thought you might escape me, Grekh. I thought you had more brains than the others.’ He noticed Draik and Isola. ‘These two as well?’

			‘If we can find Audus.’

			‘Audus?’ Gatto looked disappointed. ‘Too late. She has a hefty price on her head. And there are too many bounty hunters here for a prize like that to go unnoticed.’ He poured drinks for Isola and Draik. ‘Keep trying, though.’ He nodded at the portraits stuck to the shard. ‘Make yourself famous.’

			‘Who took her?’ asked Grekh.

			Gatto’s face turned purple. ‘Am I your stinking mother? Do I look like a friend, you feathered sack of excrement?’

			Draik calmly sipped his drink, eyeing Gatto’s rage-knotted face over the rim of the cup. He grimaced at the taste and put the cup down, leaning over the bar until he was in range of Gatto’s spittle. ‘I don’t think we’ve ever been introduced. Captain Janus Draik of House Draik.’

			Gatto sneered at his delicately embroidered dress coat and the intricate workmanship of his weapons.

			‘I bet a princess like you has some money.’

			Draik nodded, revealing an impressive collection of proctor tokens.

			They had barely emerged from his coat before one of Gatto’s rubber limbs snaked through the pools of beer and whipped them out of sight. Gatto leant closer to Draik, his bloodshot eyes focusing for a moment.

			‘Grusel Bullosus took her. She didn’t go happily though. She’s a maniac. Things got messy.’ He grinned. ‘She’ll be dead by now.’ He paused to howl another string of obscenities at Grekh, then rattled off back down the bar.

			Grekh clicked his beak again, as though trying to swallow something. Then he rummaged through the caskets hung around his chest, peering into each one and whispering to it, conversing with the tormented insects. He singled one out and tapped its cage with his long, bony talons.

			‘She’s still alive,’ he said, raising his voice over the din. ‘Bullosus would not kill her. And I know where Bullosus’ ship is.’ He finished his drink, slapped down some proctor tokens and pushed away from the bar. ‘We can get her back. Bullosus is greedy and you have money.’

			‘Wait,’ demanded Draik, grabbing hold of Grekh’s arm, then immediately regretting it as dozens of tiny cages shattered beneath his fingers. They were flimsy things, made of wooden splinters and locks of hair, and as they broke they stained his gloves with crushed insects.

			Grekh scraped up the remnants of the insects and ate them. He seemed to forget where he was, closing his eyes as he chewed, savouring every morsel.

			‘I have my own pilot,’ said Draik, struggling to hold his place as raucous laughter broke out behind him, causing the crowd to stagger and press against him. He was starting to remember why he avoided the Helmsman. ‘This Audus just needs to supply me with directions. In fact, if you were part of the original mission, why can’t you just tell me the way yourself?’

			Grekh continued eating for a moment longer, then shook his head, rattling his mane of quills. ‘You need Audus.’ He looked again at the pulped insects on his arm.

			Isola shook her head. ‘Captain. Why listen to this ridiculous creature? And would you really let some renegade fly the Vanguard?’

			Draik took out a handkerchief and wiped the dead insects from his glove. ‘I’ll judge Audus’ character when I meet her.’ He nodded at Grekh, who was already barging through the crowds to the exit. ‘And he may be perfectly sound according to the mores of his own race.’

			At the back of the room, someone started playing a fiddle, adding a grating, discordant screech to the general cacophony of laughter, fighting and whirring moths.

			Isola tried to answer Draik, but the racket drowned her out and all she could do was follow as Draik made his way back through the crowds of reeling drinkers. Terrible as the music was, people were trying to dance it, so the way back out was even more of a battle than the way in had been.

			They had almost reached the door when another group arrived at the Helmsman and swooped into the tightly packed main bar. They were humans but they looked as out of place as Draik, trailing a storm of voluminous robes. They were as tall and slender as Grekh, but where he lurched and hopped, they sliced proudly through the throng with their chins raised, gliding into the Helmsman like an elegant yacht cutting effortlessly through the tide. They all wore masks, and the leader sported an impressive helmet that contained his whole head and was crested with six blade-like antennae, making it look like a stylised star. He was clearly a nobleman, swinging a gilded cane topped by a gem the size of a fist. The filigree on his chest armour displayed an ancient Terran family crest.

			Draik stumbled to a halt, shocked to see someone from his own strata of society. The leader of the group was striding at such a pace that, when Draik paused, the two men collided and the noble’s cane clattered across the floor.

			The rest of the group surrounded him and drew pistols, training them on Draik.

			The music faltered.

			Grekh waded back through the crowd and interposed himself between Draik and the noble with a threatening snarl.

			The Helmsman fell quiet. Even Gatto ceased his ranting to watch the exchange, waiting to decide who was most deserving of his bile.

			‘Stand down!’ said Draik to Grekh, irritated that he had to reveal his connection to such a beast in front of a Terran noble.

			Grekh hesitated, then stepped back to Draik’s side. A small circle had opened around them and Draik had enough room to bow.

			‘Captain Draik of House Draik, at your service,’ he said, waving Isola to the noble’s cane.

			She snatched it from the floor and handed it back.

			For a few awkward moments, the noble did not move or reply; he just stood there, staring at Draik.

			‘Helmont Corval,’ he said finally, his voice reverberating through the mouth grille of his helmet. ‘Emissary of House Corval.’

			‘I did not anticipate meeting a gentleman in such surroundings,’ said Draik.

			‘Nor I,’ replied Corval. ‘An unexpected pleasure. Please, you must call on me when you have a chance.’ He handed Draik a beautifully embossed calling card displaying his name and coat of arms. ‘My ship is the Omnipotence. We are moored to the spar called the Celsumgate. I am newly arrived from the Cainus Subsector. I have heard fascinating rumours about this anomaly but I have yet to discuss it with–’

			‘We must go,’ snapped Grekh, stooping so that his stubby beak was directly in front of Draik’s face.

			Corval stepped back, clearly repulsed by the alien.

			Draik glared at Grekh and then gave Corval another bow. ‘I have urgent business to attend to but I would be delighted to talk more when I have time.’

			Corval seemed at a loss for words again, but he returned Draik’s bow.

			Draik waved Grekh on and they made for the door, escaping the crush of bodies and stepping out into the blood-red fog.

			‘Where is this pilot?’ said Draik, quickly losing his patience with Grekh.

			Grekh headed down the walkway, passing beneath a vast archway. The structure was hundreds of feet tall and oddly beautiful, like the buttress of a grand cathedral, but it was actually the casing of a turbine, torn from the engine of a long-forgotten ship. Grekh weaved through the arch and hopped onto a girder, before loping off in another direction.
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			Draik took a drag from his lho-holder as he followed Grekh into Precipice’s forest of cooling ducts, heat shields, cargo bays and bulkheads. It was an ugly scene – hundreds of ships and docking stations, stacked precariously and threaded with rivers of smog, smouldering slowly in the blood-glow of the Dromeplatz. Precipice was divided into four loosely defined districts: Flotsam in the north, Lagan in the east, Jetsum in the south and Derelict to the west, with Dromeplatz as a central hub, the only route from one district to another. The whole sweltering mess bristled with hundreds of embarkation points locked to the three main mooring spars – Eliumgate, Celsumgate and Orbisgate – and hunched menacingly beneath the spherical void screen was the buttress of a long-forgotten frigate, laden with weapons batteries and lance turrets, some of which were allegedly still operational. What began as a simple trading post had become a township of sorts, a gaudy powder keg fuelled by the hot, sluggish air trapped beneath the void screen. Even to a seasoned traveller like Draik, it was an unusual sight, but he was not really looking at it. All he could picture was his father’s face when he heard that his errant son had mastered a Blackstone Fortress. What would the duke say then?

			Most of Precipice’s mooring spars radiated from the central axis like outstretched arms grasping helplessly at the void, but the Orbisgate circled the whole eastern quarter of the station – the region known as Lagan. It was a crooked sphere of gantries and anchorage points. Blinking landing lights dragged it in and out of view and clouds of landers and shuttles whirled around its ports, giving the Orbisgate the appearance of an angry wasps’ nest, swarming with desperate industry.

			Grekh led Draik and Isola along one of the broader walkways, towards a hulking bulldog of a ship. It was hunched at the end of a mooring point, as dented and buckled as every other ship that battled its way through Precipice’s junkyard corona.

			There was a guard standing on either side of the landing ramp and they looked like human manifestations of the shuttle they were tasked with protecting – scowling, ogrish brutes gripping battered lascarbines. As Grekh led Draik and Isola up towards the hatch, they all heard the sound of banging coming from inside the ship, along with muffled curses and shouts. Draik was about to speak when Grekh strode in front of him and addressed one of the guards.

			‘We need Grusel Bullosus.’

			The guard’s face was blank. Draik nodded his head in a slight bow.

			‘Let me introduce myself. Captain Draik of House Draik. I have business here with a pilot called Audus.’

			The guard’s expression remained the same.

			Draik enunciated his next words with care. ‘There is a pilot called Audus on this ship. I need to speak to her.’

			The guard finally glanced at Draik. Then he turned away and spoke into a comms-link beside the hatch.

			‘Grusel. Someone’s here. Says he’s Captain Draik. He’s asking after someone called Audus.’

			There was a moment’s pause, then the vox crackled into life.

			‘Draik?’ There was another pause, then the voice came again, breathy with avarice. ‘The Terran? Wait.’

			A few minutes later the hatch whooshed open to reveal what looked like an explosion in an arms factory. There were weapons everywhere: locked to the walls, stacked in heaps, hanging in crates from the ceiling and scattered across the deck. It was a fantastic collection. Some were weapons Draik could recognise, but many were clearly of alien manufacture. Standing in the midst of all this weaponry, leaning on the doorframe as he tried to catch his breath, was a pale, blubbery heap of a man. He was topless and his grey folds of flab were glistening with sweat. His head looked like an egg, pale and hairless, nestling in a ruff of double chins, and his face appeared oddly shrunken, cowering in the middle of his jowly head. He had the wide-eyed look of the perpetually baffled. At the sight of Draik, the man stood upright, carrying his weight easily on a huge frame. Draik guessed he must be nearly seven foot tall. There was oil splashed across his pallid chest and he was clutching what looked like a piece of construction equipment – a rivet gun or a steam hammer. There was blood dripping from the casing.

			He stared at Draik, slack-jawed, taking in the well-tailored uniform and gold braiding. ‘Yeah?’ His voice was breathy and hoarse, little more than a whisper, but he was gripping the rivet gun like he was about to crush it.

			‘Grusel Bullosus?’ said Draik.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘I need a few moments alone with your guest, a pilot by the name of Audus.’

			‘No,’ said Grekh. ‘Not just talking. You need her–’

			Draik silenced him with a glare.

			Bullosus stared at Draik. He still seemed unable to close his mouth, but he saw what Draik was carrying.

			‘Proctor credits?’

			Draik nodded.

			The landing ramp juddered as Bullosus stomped out onto it. ‘How many?’

			Draik flashed him an impressive spread of tokens.

			Bullosus stared. ‘How many?’

			The bounty hunter was not quite as dim as he appeared. Draik doubled the number of tokens. Bullosus stared at them for a few seconds longer, silently mouthing numbers as he counted. Then he nodded.

			‘Two minutes.’ He turned and thudded back into the ship, waving them on board with his blood-splattered gun.

			They passed mounds of ammo cases and piles of firearms in the companionway before climbing down a stairwell into the hold. They paused at a door as Bullosus entered a security code. His fingers rattled quickly over dozens of digits, but Draik’s augmetic eye recorded the code, just in case it was needed later. As they stood at the door, Draik heard singing coming from the other side – a haunting melody, completely incongruous with the ship’s brutal-looking interior.

			The blast door whooshed aside and they entered the hold. The room was a long, low-ceilinged rectangle, lined with rows of thick, reinforced doors, all bolted shut. It was harshly lit and the walls were splattered with blood, giving the place the appearance of a slaughterhouse. There were more weapons scattered across a workbench, along with shackles and restraining harnesses. In the centre of the room, two guards were packing crates, lascarbines slung over their backs.

			In the corner of the room there was a mound of xenos body parts – heads, mostly, presumably taken from the Blackstone as hunting trophies that could be sold to nobles too lazy or cowardly to kill their own. The Blackstone was infested with all manner of strange beasts and Draik could only recognise one of the specimens Bullosus had collected. It looked like the head of an enormous insect, with huge, lethal-looking mandibles and a thick, pitted carapace. As he studied it, Draik recalled the name ‘ambull’ from xenology texts he had pored over as a child. Perched on top of this strange menagerie was a spherical cage, and in the cage was a living creature – a strange-looking amphibian. Draik hesitated, taken aback by the peculiar nature of the thing. It looked like a bloated, leathery toad but it had a small, perfectly human face. This grotesque animal was the source of the music. Its face was earnest with concentration as it sang and the music was eerily beautiful, more like a choir than a single voice.

			The two guards stood up at the sound of the opening door and grabbed their guns, pointing them at Draik and the others.

			Bullosus ignored them and led Draik to a doorway at the far end of the room. As he walked past the other doors, Draik heard the sound of muffled cries and banging.

			Bullosus tapped in another security code – again, recorded discreetly by Draik – and the door dropped into the floor, revealing the cell behind. It was little more than box, barely big enough to hold the woman chained inside it. Audus was cuffed to the wall, slumped against her restraints, her head hanging down against her chest. She was wearing a bulky Imperial Navy flight suit, but even without it she would have been almost as large as Bullosus – not fat, like he was, but broad and powerfully built. Draik could imagine how hard Bullosus must have had to work to take her down.

			‘Is she dead?’ asked Draik.

			Bullosus shook his head. He still had the same slack-jawed expression on his face but there was a trace of excitement in his voice as he replied. ‘I’m not letting this one die. Too valuable.’ He grabbed her by the throat and pushed her back.

			As Audus’ head lolled to the side, Draik saw a gunshot wound in the chest pocket of her flight suit. He frowned at Bullosus.

			Bullosus shook his head. ‘I tag ’em, that’s all.’ Before Draik could protest, Bullosus slapped her, hard, across the face.

			Audus was covered in bruises and lesions but she stirred, muttering gibberish as she stood up. She had strong, classical features and her eyes were cool and steady, locking on Bullosus with no trace of fear.

			She strained against her bonds but could only move her hands a few inches from the filthy wall. Then she noticed Draik and the others watching from the doorway and frowned. She tried to speak but her mouth was full of something. She spat a dark gobbet of blood on the floor and glared at Draik, her eyes burning.

			‘I hope I’m worth the money.’

			Bullosus stepped out of the cell so Draik could see Audus more clearly. ‘He just wants to talk to you.’

			‘Grekh?’ Audus’ eyes widened as she saw the kroot. ‘You’re alive?’

			Grekh nodded, but gave no other sign he knew her, busy looking with interest at a gun mounted on the wall. It was a rifle, with long, scythe-like blades strapped to the stock and barrel. It had been left unsecured. Draik gave the kroot a warning glance.

			‘Talk?’ said Audus, turning her glare on Draik. ‘You’d better be quick. Fatboy has plans for me. I’m valuable, believe it or not.’

			Draik nodded. ‘I can be brief. I need passage through the Dragon’s Teeth. This kroot tells me–’

			‘Hey!’ cried Bullosus as Grekh grabbed the rifle and slammed it, butt-first, into the bounty hunter’s face.

			Things moved fast after that.

			Bullosus crashed to the floor, dropping his gun, and before he could rise Grekh turned and fired at Audus, filling the room with noise and light.

			Draik cursed. Isola had been right – he should never have trusted the alien. He whipped his splinter pistol out and pointed it at Grekh.

			The wall behind him exploded into shrapnel as the guards opened fire. Draik dropped into a crouch and returned fire, sending a guard flipping back through the air, clutching a hole in his throat. Isola took the other one down with her lasgun and there was a brief pause as Draik, Isola and Grekh looked at each other through the gun smoke, clutching their weapons. The amphibian in the cage stopped singing to stare at them.

			Audus leaped from her cell, launching herself at Bullosus, who had just climbed to his feet. Her weight bowled him over and they rolled across the floor, laying wild punches on each other as they smashed through the table and scattered weapons. The manacles at Audus’ wrists were smouldering and Draik realised his mistake – Grekh had not shot her; he had blasted her restraints off.

			‘You can’t get past the teeth without her,’ explained Grekh as Draik pointed his pistol at him.

			Footsteps clattered overhead.

			‘More guards,’ said Isola, training her gun on the open door. ‘Now we’ll have to explain all this to the proctors.’

			‘Bullosus can’t go to the proctors,’ said Grekh, waving at the guns. ‘This is all stolen from Precipice. So are his captives.’

			Draik held up his splinter pistol. ‘I can use low-grade toxins. Let me do the–’

			More shots filled the air as the other two guards stormed into the room, guns barking.

			Draik ducked into the cell to dodge the blasts. When he emerged the guards were dead, holes smouldering in their jackets where Grekh had shot them.

			‘No more killing!’ he cried as Audus punched Bullosus to the floor and reached for one of the guns hanging on the wall.

			She ignored him, but Isola was close enough to smash the weapon from her grip and send it flying across the room. Audus howled, lifted the metal workbench off the floor and smashed it over Bullosus’ head. Bullosus crumpled and lay still, blood rushing from his ears and nose.

			Draik strode across the room, grabbed Audus and threw her through the doorway onto the stairs. She bounced back onto her feet but came face-to-muzzle with Draik’s pistol.

			‘Let me kill him,’ she said quietly, her eyes straining.

			Draik said nothing, keeping the gun pointing at her. Audus cursed and dived at him, giving Draik no option. He fired, sending her crashing to the floor with a splinter in her chest.

			Finally there was quiet. Audus was sprawled at the bottom of the steps and Bullosus and his crew were lying in a fast-growing lake of blood. The caged singer was still silent, staring at the mess.

			‘Time to go,’ said Grekh, lifting Audus onto his shoulder with surprising ease.

			Draik looked at the other cell doors, cursing his better instincts. ‘We can’t leave them to starve, whatever they are.’

			Isola dropped to one knee and put a hand on Bullosus’ neck. ‘He’s alive,’ she said. ‘Someone will have heard all those gunshots. And when they arrive they will be keen to know how Bullosus came by his cargo. No one will starve.’

			Draik nodded, then glared at Grekh. ‘I never ordered you to start freeing people.’

			‘Ordered?’ Grekh shook his head. ‘I am not a servant.’ He sounded confused rather than angry.

			Draik felt like silencing the kroot in the same way he had silenced the pilot, but he waved him back up the steps. ‘We’ll talk on the Vanguard.’

			The Vanguard loomed over Precipice with a disdainful air, like a noble bird of prey perched at the centre of a stinking scrapyard, far too proud and elegant for such ill-favoured surroundings. Like everything in the Draik fleet it was sleek, lethal and gilded with Terran heraldry. It looked like the smaller, leaner cousin of an Imperial warship, with a long, graceful prow and hulking, Aradus-class plasma engines. It was only a shuttle – Draik had been forced to abandon his void ship, the Draikstar, on the far side of the debris cloud – but it was still a far more impressive sight than most of the vessels moored to Precipice. It was heavily armed and large enough to carry hundreds of servitors, crewmen and attachés. Usually, Draik would feel a sense of relief as he returned to this bastion of civilisation, but as they carried Audus up the landing ramp he was cursing under his breath.

			‘She’s dying,’ he muttered, glancing at Isola in consternation. ‘I can’t understand it.’

			He had expected Audus to be coming round by now but, as they rushed her into the Vanguard’s commerce lounge, her heart rate was slowing at an alarming rate.

			He placed her on a couch and stared at her in confusion.

			Isola and Grekh followed him into the lounge and he waved his other attachés and crewmen away. Grekh was muttering to one of his caged insects, edgy and twitching, clicking his beak repeatedly. Isola began rummaging through the walnut-panelled cabinets that lined the room. The lounge was beautifully appointed, like everything else on the shuttle, with plush, deep carpets and a vaulted ceiling decorated with bas-relief images of Terran beasts. But it was poorly stocked compared to the full-size commerce lounge on the Draikstar. ‘Combat stimms?’ muttered Isola as she rifled through star charts and metal-clasped books.

			Draik hunched over Audus, monitoring her vital functions with his cybernetic eye. Data scrolled over the lens of his monocle – a blizzard of runes and chemical formulae. ‘The reaction should not have been this severe. Bullosus must have drugged her. And whatever he used must have reacted with the neurotoxin I used to stun her.’

			Grekh gripped his rifle, as though he could shoot the drugs out of her system. ‘If she dies, I have failed you.’

			Isola attached a medicae device to Audus’ chest and it began chiming.

			She shook her head and stared the cupboards. ‘We have nothing left. Nothing for neurotoxins, at least.’

			‘Return to Bullosus’ ship,’ said Grekh.

			‘What?’ said Isola.

			‘Find the weapon he used on her. Put it in a cool place. Her wounds will become less inflamed.’

			Isola looked at Draik with a raised eyebrow. Grekh had been making lots of similarly bizarre suggestions since Audus started to fade.

			Then Grekh noticed the splinter pistol at Draik’s belt. ‘Or your weapon.’ He stepped towards Draik, reaching out for the gun.

			Draik gripped the gun’s handle, but before he could say anything, the chiming of the medicae device became a long, drawn-out whine.

			‘Throne!’ muttered Draik, slapping the couch in frustration.

			Isola rushed over and examined the device on Audus’ chest. She shook her head. ‘No pulse.’ She crouched next to Draik. ‘We should not be found with a dead deserter on a House Draik ship.’

			Draik shook his head, still staring at the corpse, unable to accept he had let this chance slip through his fingers.

			‘You tried everything,’ said Isola. ‘This was not meant to be. It’s time for us–’

			‘It is meant to be!’ Grekh looked around the lounge. ‘It is the Blackstone’s plan. Bring her back. Revive her. Restart her heart. You must–’

			‘The Blackstone is a star fort,’ snapped Draik. He knew it was far more than that – incredibly vast, partially inhabited and full of ancient archeotech, for a start – but the kroot’s endless mythologising was grating on him. ‘It does not have plans.’ Then something Grekh had said resonated with him. ‘Restart.’ Draik rocked back onto his feet and stood, staring into the middle distance. ‘Restart, restart, restart.’

			He clicked his fingers, rushed across the room and began flinging open all the cupboards and tossing objects through the air. A bewildering collection of arcana was soon scattered across the floor: ancient-looking timepieces, plant-stuffed terrariums, gun barrels, fragments of mouldering tapestry, books on etiquette and display cases full of medals.

			‘Where is it?’ said Draik as he emptied a bag of numbered skulls onto the floor.

			‘What?’ asked Isola, whipping drawers out and emptying them.

			‘The axial interrupter we took from the Corliss Sector,’ muttered Draik.

			Isola shook her head, frowning at him, still rifling through the piles of objects.

			‘This!’ said Draik, emptying a crate of finger bones and holding up a battered old leather strap as if it were a trophy. It looked like a wide belt, but it was trailing bundles of wires and studded with dials and switches. There were needle-tipped prongs running along its length, and as Draik flicked a switch the prongs crackled with electric current.

			‘That’s for restarting plasma cells,’ said Isola, eyeing him warily.

			Draik rushed back to the dead pilot on his couch, turned a dial and flicked the switch again. This time it sparked with such force that fingers of electricity arced between the prongs, burning so brightly that Draik could hardly look at it.

			‘Wait!’ cried Grekh, with more emotion in his voice than Draik had heard before.

			‘She’s already dead,’ Draik pointed out.

			Grekh fell quiet and backed away but Draik hesitated. Dead or not, there was something ungallant about what he was about to do. Then he shook his head. Without Audus he would leave Precipice with nothing. He wrapped the belt around the pilot’s wrist, forced the prongs into her veins, fastened the clasps, flicked a switch and then stepped back.

			There was a hiss of burning skin and the smell of cooking meat filled the room. As the device bucked and flickered with electric charge, the seconds stretched out and Draik pictured himself as the other two must see him, hunched over a corpse, burning a hole in its arm. The whole scene was extremely undignified. He was about to deactivate the strap when Audus sat up with a howl, knocking Draik back across the room. He crashed into Isola and they slammed into one of the cabinets.

			Audus continued howling as she leapt to her feet, smoke trailing from her wrist, her eyes rolling wildly.

			‘Bullosus!’ she cried, grabbing Grekh by the throat and slamming him against the wall. Sparks were shimmering across her face and flashing in her mouth until Draik rushed forwards and turned the device off.

			She froze. ‘Grekh?’ She sounded dazed, her hand still locked around the alien’s throat. She let go and looked around at the commerce lounge, taking in the subdued, hidden lighting and the fearsome hunting trophies mounted on the walls.

			‘What is this?’ she asked, looking at Draik and Isola.

			‘Sit down,’ said Draik, taking her by the arm and removing the strap. ‘You’ve just–’

			Audus shoved him away, nearly falling, then managing to steady herself. She stared at the strap. ‘What’s going on?’

			‘Bullosus’ drugs reacted with a splinter I fired into you,’ said Draik. ‘You were temporarily insensible.’

			‘You shot me?’

			‘You were attacking me. But my shot should not have had such a serious effect.’

			Audus touched the burn marks on her wrist, staring at him.

			‘You need a drink,’ said Draik, pouring brandy into a crystal tumbler and offering it to her.

			Audus ignored him. She massaged the stubble on her shaved head and winced. ‘Why did you break me out of there?’ She glared at Grekh. ‘Did you bring him to me? Why?’

			Draik waved to the couches, gesturing for everyone to sit.

			Isola and Grekh took a seat, but Audus remained standing, swaying slightly and looking warily at the door, as though expecting Bullosus to appear with shackles in his hands.

			‘You need to rest,’ said Draik.

			Audus glared at him and there was a moment of awkward silence, broken only by the occasional crackle of sparks flickering across Audus’ jumpsuit.

			‘I have a proposition,’ said Draik, sipping the brandy as if nothing untoward had happened. ‘I am planning another attempt on the Blackstone and I have a very specific route in mind.’ He nodded at Grekh. ‘Your acquaintance here tells me you are uniquely equipped to advise me.’

			Audus looked around the room, seemingly trying to gauge if she was hallucinating or not, then she strode over the drinks cabinet and poured herself a shot with a trembling hand.

			‘You’ve got the wrong person.’ She was still massaging her head and grimacing. ‘I’m done with this shitty place. I’m out of here.’

			She finished her drink and looked at the animal heads that decorated the walls. ‘Are you going to show me out of this zoo, or do I need to start breaking things?’

			‘Where will you go?’ asked Draik, speaking quietly, still sipping the brandy. His augmetic eye hummed as it focused on her face.

			‘As far from Precipice as possible,’ she said, heading to the door.

			‘You must have a great deal of sway with the proctors,’ said Draik. ‘Not many people can get off this station, not without giving them a substantial payment. But you are presumably so trusted, they will let you leave for free.’ He finished the drink. ‘And pay for your place on a ship too.’

			‘You must have your own pilot,’ she said, her eyes narrowed. ‘What do you need me for?’

			‘To get through the Teeth,’ said Grekh.

			Audus laughed. ‘The Dragon’s Teeth?’ Her tone was derisive, but Draik noticed she was no longer looking at the door. Something had sparked in her eyes.

			‘Tell me how to fly through the Dragon’s Teeth,’ he said, ‘and I’ll make you so rich you’ll have no problems leaving Precipice.’

			Audus headed back to the drinks cabinet and refilled her glass. Her hand was steadier this time. ‘Why risk such a dangerous route? The Blackstone will kill you soon enough. Why hurry the inevitable?’

			Draik shrugged. ‘I can transfer the credits as soon as I land on the fortress. My survival, or failure to survive, will be of no consequence to you.’

			She sipped the brandy thoughtfully. ‘You’re trying to reach the place those priests were babbling about? The obscure vault?’

			‘The Ascuris Vault.’

			‘Whatever. Why do you want to go there? Are you one of those babbling devotees?’ She glanced at Grekh. ‘Like him.’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘Does the Blackstone talk to you?’

			‘I have business there.’

			Audus dropped onto the couch then gasped in pain and placed a hand over her chest. After a while her grimace faded and she relaxed again. ‘No, you’re not chasing visions like those other idiots, are you?’ She looked admiringly at the wealth scattered around the room. ‘You’re chasing something else.’ She stroked the brocades that dangled from the arm of the couch. ‘I’m not interested in being your employee, Mr…’

			‘Captain Draik,’ said Isola.

			Audus glared at her and continued. ‘But if you tell me why you’re willing to risk so much to reach this vault, I might consider a partnership.’

			Draik struggled to keep his expression neutral. ‘I have important reasons for finding the vault. Important for the wider Imperium, not just for my–’ He cut himself short, shaking his head. ‘It doesn’t matter why I need to go there. What option do you have but to help me? You’re trapped on Precipice until a bounty hunter puts you back in a cupboard. You’re deluded if you think you can just fly out of here.’

			‘I’ll take my chances.’

			Draik glared at Grekh. ‘Is she really the only pilot who can do this?’

			‘I’m the only one,’ said Audus.

			Draik shook his head. There was an infuriating lack of naivety in Precipice. Common and discourteous they might be, but the people here had only reached the Blackstone Fortress because they were shrewd enough to spot every opportunity. Draik felt as though he had landed in a world in which everyone was a little too much like him.

			‘Show me what you’re after,’ she said. ‘What’s so important that you’d lower yourself to conversing with the likes of me?’

			Draik paced around the lounge, muscles rippling across his clenched jaw. ‘This is more important than you realise.’

			Isola shook her head, a warning in her eyes.

			‘What use will our research be if we have to leave?’ said Draik. He came back to the couch, sat down and looked at Grekh. ‘I belong to a certain school of thought. It’s old fashioned, perhaps, but I believe that a man’s word should mean something. I admit, I doubted you’d find me a pilot, but you proved me wrong and I will not renege on my oath. If we manage to land on the Blackstone, you may join my party.’ He turned to Audus. ‘Clearly, I am not in the habit of working with deserters.’

			Audus’ face darkened and she was about to argue, but before she could speak Draik held up a hand and continued.

			‘However, I must weigh up two evils. Associating with a possible criminal – I do not profess to know the veracity of the claims against you – or leaving Precipice without completing the task I set myself, which I believe could have a significant effect on the war against the Great Enemy. If you truly are able to steer the Vanguard past the Dragon’s Teeth, then I will offer you a place in this expedition.’ He lowered his voice, speaking very precisely. ‘However. If either of you betray the confidence I am placing in you, or reveal the details of our arrangement with any other party, I will consider you enemies of the Imperium and,’ he touched the handle of his rapier, ‘deal with you accordingly.’

			Audus tried to speak but he held up his hand again.

			‘I will need confirmation from you both, in writing, that you have understood the binding nature of our agreement.’

			Audus poured herself another drink. She looked at the scrolls and papers Isola had scattered on the floor. ‘Rogue traders. How you people love contracts.’ She shrugged. ‘Whatever. I’ll sign. And I’m not greedy. Fifty per cent of whatever proceeds this expedition generates.’

			Draik gave her a bemused smile. ‘For flying me in?’

			‘For being your partner.’

			Draik had to applaud her gall. And the truth was, he doubted there would be any proceeds to split. His plan was to share whatever information he found with the authorities on Terra. His prize would be of another nature. There was, however, a principle at stake.

			‘Ten per cent for each of you,’ he said, holding up a hand as she prepared to reply. ‘Janus Draik is not in the habit of haggling. Such an undignified way to approach matters. You may accept my offer or we may part company. It is entirely your prerogative. I feel it is only fair to warn you, however, that your friend Bullosus will be waking up around now, and, from what I hear, he is not the only intermediary contracted by the Imperial Navy to locate you.’

			Audus raised an eyebrow and nodded, looking at Isola.

			‘Ten per cent. You heard the man.’

			Isola was pale with anger, but she nodded to an auto-quill in the corner of the room. It trundled across the room and spat vellum from its chest.

			‘Standard terms,’ said Isola, her voice brittle and icy.

			The servitor’s bundle of digits rattled over the scrolls, inking them with script and stamping them with juicy gobbets of hot wax. Isola snatched them up, pored over the clauses and handed them to Draik.

			Draik took a quill from the machine and signed the contracts without looking at the text, then handed them to Grekh and Audus.

			Grekh seemed unsure what to do, but finally scratched a symbol and handed a copy back to Isola. Audus took longer, staring at the text and sneering. Then she signed and gave a copy to Isola, stashing the other one in a deep pocket.

			Draik nodded to Isola. ‘Show them.’

			She hesitated.

			‘Isola,’ said Draik. ‘Your captain has just given you an order.’

			They both knew their relationship was subtler than captain and subordinate, but Isola could not defy such a blatant command. She cleared the table, placing the books and papers on the floor, then ran her finger over a rune engraved in the glass.

			The lights in the chamber died as a hololith leapt from the table – a spiral of loops and nodes, like a genetic helix made of shimmering, static-slashed light, hovering a foot above the glass. It rotated, slowly, and the light waxed and waned, washing over the faces of Draik and the others as they leant closer.

			Draik was still holding the strap he had used to revive Audus, and he pointed it at some of the intersections.

			‘Linear motors. Crystalline chambers that cross the whole Blackstone Fortress. The Precipice locals call them maglevs. If you’ve been on the Blackstone then you will have used one of these to reach your destination. Their design is baffling, obviously. They employ a form of magnetic propulsion to hurl transport chambers along ever-changing routes.’ As Draik pointed at the various loops, they flowed and reformed constantly, creating new, increasingly complex variations. ‘We can navigate them to a certain extent. The controls are easy enough to decipher. But the trips are always one-way and often not to where you intended.’

			‘Pretty,’ said Audus, tracing her finger over the projection.

			‘Lethal,’ said Draik.

			Audus nodded. ‘They’re random. They spit you out wherever they like.’

			‘They do not like or dislike,’ said Draik, irritated by the suggestion of a personality. ‘But they’re certainly unpredictable. If you find a location that holds a clue to the fortress’ past, or its workings, you can rest assured that you’ll never get there again. All these expeditions and deaths and we’re still no closer understanding the Blackstone.’

			Audus narrowed her eyes. ‘It’s a treasure trove. Relics. Pieces of archeotech. What else do you need to know?’ She was watching Draik closely.

			‘Those boors in the Helmsman lack ambition,’ he said. ‘They’re happy to risk everything for a few fragments of alien weaponry.’ He stared back at her. ‘But it was not avarice that brought me to the Western Reaches.’ He waved at the finery surrounding them. ‘House Draik is not in need of funds.’ He shrugged. ‘I admit, Isola and I have accumulated some intriguing finds. When we first set off from Precipice we followed the same routes as every other wide-eyed adventurer.’ He nodded to the rows of heads mounted on the walls. They were as eclectic a mix as the creatures heaped in Bullosus’ hold: leering, monstrous horrors of every size and form. ‘I’ve hunted species on the Blackstone that I have never seen mentioned in any scientific texts – and the Draik archives are extensive.’ He waved through an archway to a companionway lined with cargo crates. ‘And you’re right – we have discovered technology so ancient and peculiar that a single piece could occupy an adept of the Cult Mechanicus for decades.’ He shook his head as he considered everything they had seen. ‘The Blackstone is unique. One could trawl its depths for a lifetime and barely glimpse a fraction of its mysteries. A brave man could certainly make himself rich in there.’

			‘But you want more.’

			‘I want control,’ he said as the hololith flashed in his eye. ‘I want to claim it. Think what that would mean for the Imperium. Power beyond anything in our arsenal. If I could hand that to Terra they could turn it on the Great Enemy.’ Draik’s words became more impassioned as he tapped a book on the table – a crumbling, gilt-edged relic called Ravensburg’s Treatise on the Gothic War. ‘From what I can gather, the Imperial Navy have harnessed similar star forts in the past with incredible results. I intend to give them the means to control this one.’

			‘And the Ascuris Vault?’ asked Audus.

			Draik pointed at the nodes in the hololith. ‘Every one of these points is linked. I tracked signals from every one we found and they all look towards the Ascuris Vault. It acts almost like the Astronomican – guiding the transport chambers through the fortress.’

			‘You don’t know that for sure.’

			‘Isola can show you our calculations. There’s no question that the chambers link to the vault – every single one we encountered.’

			Audus was nodding. ‘So, if you could reach the vault, you might find a way to control the movements of the other chambers. You might make the place less of an impenetrable labyrinth – make it easier to navigate.’

			‘Perhaps. And perhaps, if the Ascuris Vault is the nexus of the transportation chambers, it might control other things. It may be the command bridge of the whole space station.’

			Audus laughed. ‘You think you’re going to fly that thing to Terra.’

			‘All I know is that the Ascuris Vault is the obstacle that has stymied every attempt to understand the fortress.’

			‘And the Dragon’s Teeth?’ asked Audus. ‘Why there? Why that particular docking point?’

			‘We have roughly located the vault, based on the signals we tracked from the other chambers, and the only way to get close is through the Dragon’s Teeth.’

			‘Even then we may be sent off track by this,’ said Isola, nodding to the shifting spiral of routes in the hololith.

			‘The Dragon’s Teeth will place us very close to the vault,’ said Draik. ‘We will have a good chance of reaching it before we become lost.’

			Audus laughed again. ‘I’ve never heard so many ifs, buts and maybes. You’re as insane as Taddeus.’

			‘Taddeus?’

			‘The last lunatic who tried.’

			‘Oh, the priest.’ Draik shook his head, remembering who Grekh and Audus had travelled with last time. ‘This is no holy crusade.’

			‘Then what is it? What are you chasing?’ Audus leant across the table, bathing her shaven skull in glowing vectors. She was studying Draik with renewed interest. ‘You say you’re not as desperate as all the other wretches in Precipice. So what’s driving you to take such risks?’

			‘I have just explained what success could mean for the Imperium.’

			‘No, it’s more than that. I can see it in your face. This is personal. What does success mean for you?’

			Isola snapped off the hololith and the lights rose again. ‘The captain has told you everything you need to know. You have signed the contracts. How soon can you be ready to leave?’

			‘We’ll need Taddeus,’ said Audus. ‘I can get you past the Dragon’s Teeth, but you’ll be dead ten minutes later. Unless you take the priest.’

			‘This is not a Ministorum crusade,’ said Draik. ‘Why is a priest so essential?’

			‘Look,’ said Audus. ‘You can’t imagine how happy I’d be to never see Taddeus again. Even by the standards of this place, he’s repulsive. I’ve had my fill of violent prophecies and bloody visions, but Taddeus knows things. When we tried to reach the vault last time, he knew every turn of the route.’ She looked irritated by the admission. ‘Something was leading him. I’m not saying it was spiritual, or that the God-Emperor was really talking to him, but he definitely knew where to go.’

			‘Your mission failed,’ said Isola. She looked at Grekh. ‘That’s what you said, didn’t you? The priests failed to find the vault?’

			‘The humans…’ Grekh looked at Audus and hesitated. ‘The humans became confused.’

			‘Insane,’ said Audus. ‘Tell them the truth, Grekh. We went insane. We all did. I saw…’ Her words trailed off and she looked awkward, shaking her head. ‘The Blackstone is more than nodes and chambers.’

			‘Is that why you ended up in the Skeins?’ asked Draik.

			She shook her head, then nodded, then shrugged. ‘I can’t remember how I ended up in the Skeins. I’m not even sure how we got off the fortress.’ She looked at Grekh. ‘But you’re unchanged. And you seemed unchanged then.’

			He twitched his head, causing his quills to rattle. ‘I am not like you.’

			Draik topped up Audus’ glass. ‘How did the fortress affect you? What did you see?’

			She stared into the drink. ‘The past.’ It was clear she did not want to elaborate.

			Grekh nodded. ‘To reach the vault you need the priest.’

			Draik hesitated. He needed to claim the Blackstone in the name of House Draik, not present it to some deranged Ministorum zealots who would seize it for the Ecclesiarchy. ‘What does he want with the vault?’

			‘He doesn’t want the vault,’ said Grekh. ‘He wants something hidden there. A holy relic.’

			Draik nodded, pleased. It sounded as though the priest could lead the way to the vault, take whatever relics he liked and leave Draik to claim the real prize.

			Isola leant over to him. ‘Even if the priest can reach the vault, he won’t be able to protect you from the madness Audus just described.’

			Draik stood and began pacing around the room. He waved the axial interrupter vaguely in the air as he circled the couches. ‘Think, Isola. Our new colleagues are both prepared to risk their lives by going back through the Dragon’s Teeth, as long as we have this priest, Taddeus, in our party. Why would they do that if Taddeus does not really have some way of navigating the fortress?’

			‘Captain,’ said Isola, ‘you never struck me as a follower of holy men.’

			He gave her a wry smile. ‘He’s an Adeptus Ministorum preacher and I’m as devout as you are, Isola. We must all be grateful we have the light of the Ministorum to lead us in such dark times.’ His tone became more serious. ‘And, if I heard our pilot correctly, this Taddeus had almost reached the Ascuris Vault when they were forced to turn back.’ He stopped before Isola. ‘Almost reached it, Isola. Do you see? Whether it was his faith that got him there or some secret he didn’t share with the others, he clearly knows something. The pieces are falling together.’ He nodded at Audus. ‘We have a pilot who can fly us to the correct docking point.’ He looked at Grekh with a slight bow. ‘And a fighter who has sworn to keep me alive. And now a priest who can lead us to the vault itself, until we are–’

			‘Until we’re so insane we can’t go any further?’ interrupted Isola, looking at Audus. ‘Is that right?’

			Audus sank back into the couch, massaging her wrist, wincing at the burn marks. She nodded. ‘It’s a fair point. How can we shield ourselves from madness?’

			‘Are you insane now?’ asked Draik.

			Audus laughed. ‘That’s a matter of perspective.’ She shrugged. ‘The confusion I felt on the Blackstone has gone.’

			‘It was specifically linked to the fortress? It only affected you on the Blackstone?’

			‘I suppose so, yes. In fact, we were all fine until Taddeus said we were near the vault.’

			‘Then it’s a localised effect, not true mental illness. The Blackstone was projecting thoughts into your minds, protecting the vault. We need a psychic shield. There must be someone in this place who can help us…’ His words trailed off. He turned to Isola with a triumphant expression.

			‘What?’ she asked.

			‘Do you still have Corval’s card?’

			‘Corval?’

			‘The Terran noble. The man we met in the Helmsman.’

			She took it from her pocket and looked at it, still frowning.

			‘Look at the family crest,’ said Draik.

			She shrugged, then nodded, comprehension dawning in her eyes.

			‘What is it?’ snapped Audus, reaching over and snatching the card.

			‘House Corval,’ said Draik, ‘is a Navigator house.’

			‘So?’

			Isola managed to keep her expression as flat and impassive as ever, but Draik noticed how eagerly she took the card back. ‘Psykers,’ she said.

			Draik nodded. ‘If the Blackstone projected madness into your minds, then House Corval may be able to help. The Navigator houses have ways to shield their minds from the dangers of the warp.’

			‘But we’re not talking about the warp,’ said Audus.

			‘They know how to protect minds,’ said Draik. He took the card from Isola.

			Isola shook her head. ‘You’re not thinking straight, captain. We don’t even know this Corval. You’re risking so much.’ She glanced at the others, clearly uncomfortable having to talk in front of them. ‘I know what this means to you, but we don’t know any of these people.’ She placed a hand on his arm. ‘Can I talk to you alone, captain?’

			Draik shrugged off her grip, smoothed down his uniform and took a deep breath. No one in the room, not even Isola, could understand what this meant to him. ‘Corval is clearly a man of refined character. And I would hope he recognised the same in me. I’m sure he’ll be willing to offer advice.’

			Isola was about to protest again when he glared at her. ‘Ready the remaining men, Isola. Grekh and Audus will take me to Taddeus.’ He frowned, looking at Grekh. ‘Do you know where to find the priest?’

			Grekh nodded. ‘He’s not allowed to move his ship. The proctors won’t let him leave.’

			‘Of course not,’ laughed Audus. ‘If Taddeus leaves here raving about visions and relics, every ship on the Western Fringe will come looking. The proctors are already worried they’re losing control of the place.’

			‘Where is he?’ asked Draik.

			‘An Ecclesiarchy barge,’ said Grekh. ‘The Clarion. Moored to Eliumgate.’

			‘Good,’ said Draik. ‘And the Corval vessel is moored to the Celsumgate.’ He turned to Isola. ‘I’ll go with these two to the priest and, assuming that meeting goes well, I will then ask Corval’s advice on the madness that Audus described.’

			Isola saluted, but hesitated at the doorway, looking back at him.

			Draik held her gaze, making it clear that the time for discussion had passed. She nodded and left, crying out commands as she marched down a companionway towards the stern of the ship, flanked by a scrum of rattling servitors.

			Audus had stood up and Draik looked at his new companions. Grekh had the crude-looking rifle he took from Bullosus’ ship but Audus was unarmed. He strode into the next room and grabbed a laspistol, handing it to her as he walked back into the lounge.

			She stumbled as she took it and Draik noticed how terrible she looked – bruised, gaunt and pale and still wincing every time she touched her chest.

			‘Forgive my manners,’ he said. ‘This wretched place lowers one’s standards. You need to eat. And rest.’ He called Isola back in. ‘Audus will remain here. See if there’s anything edible left in the galley. And make sure she has some rest.’ He grabbed a bottle from one of the cabinets, the syrupy, amber contents flashing as he handed it to Audus. ‘This amasec is reasonable. Better than the vinegar Gatto sells, at least.’

			He patted down his dress coat, checking his pistol and rapier were in place and that his uniform was uncreased. ‘We’ll return within the hour.’
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			Draik and Grekh left the Vanguard and hurried out beneath the junk-strewn gantries of Precipice, immediately enveloped by a tide of fumes, heat and noise. They had barely taken a few steps when something detonated over their heads. Draik ducked instinctively, pointing his splinter pistol at the stars. Then he relaxed and holstered the gun. It was just another ship exploding across the void screen – another desperate captain, failing to breach the debris cloud. It was happening almost daily now. Far more often than when Draik first arrived. The proctors had done all they could to stop word spreading but who could keep such a prize secret? And for every ten ships that failed to make it through the debris cloud, one succeeded, demanding a place at an ever-more crowded feast.

			The walkways surrounding the Vanguard were thronged with new arrivals and they had to weave amongst swaggering giants and bustling, knee-high crowds. Not for the first time, Draik found himself marvelling at the unifying power of greed. Races and creeds walked past him with a singular purpose, forgetting centuries of enmity as they spilled from their ships and rushed towards the Dromeplatz. There was a bewildering variety of species: the usual colourful mix of hominids – humans and abhumans born beneath a host of different suns – alongside loping, avian monsters like Grekh and glistening, serpentine creatures that slid across the ruined metal, singing in a low, mournful drone that made Draik’s skull ache. Slender figures, swathed in cloaks, rushed through the shifting dark, moving with liquid, inhuman grace: aeldari. Even half-hidden, they made his skin crawl. Sylphic, ethereal and cruel in ways Draik could barely fathom.

			As Draik veered away from the aeldari he collided with a huge slab of armour plating and almost dropped his pistol. At first he thought he had stumbled into a piece of salvage – an abandoned bulkhead, perhaps, or a cooling tower – but then the enormous shape turned and looked down at him. It was a metal automaton – an ancient Adeptus Mechanicus war machine, with an assault cannon in place of one arm and a power claw in place of the other. He shook his head, surprised, yet again, by the strange inhabitants of Precipice. The automaton was eight or nine feet tall and it did not follow the design of any Mechanicus machinery he had ever encountered before. The thing had to be a mindless drone, but as it stared down at him through a narrow, horizontal lens in its helmet, it almost seemed annoyed with him. He laughed at the absurdity of the idea and rushed on.

			They continued fighting their way through the crush until the south gate of the Dromeplatz reared up before them, a soaring arch of fuselage, skirted by a tidal crush of arguing traders and exhausted crewmen. There were several trading auditoria scattered around Precipice but the Dromeplatz was by far the largest. It was built on several levels and so large that it housed dozens of anchorage points, enabling smaller craft to dock directly to its upper reaches and unload cargo straight into the marketplace. It was dome-shaped, built in crude imitation of Imperial architecture, and it was the crimson heart of the whole station, burning red with the glow of three enormous combustion chambers housed beneath its floor. From Draik’s perspective, as he approached the south gate, the Dromeplatz looked like a red flame, reflected in the vast, ineffable pupil of the Blackstone Fortress.

			As they forced their way inside, the noise and heat soared, enveloping them in a sweaty riot of sound and colour. As always, Draik had to pause to take in the insanity of the place before he could press on. The crews that survived a mission to the Blackstone returned with an exotic mixture of cargoes, and most of it ended up in the Dromeplatz. The wonderful and the sublime quickly devolved into the measurable and saleable – commodities to be pawed at and haggled over before being scattered across Precipice. It was a frenzied scene but Draik had recently begun to wonder if all this industry and furious bartering actually achieved anything. The sellers clutched their proctor tokens and the buyers stashed their purchases, but none of them ever left; they were all trapped in the merciless pull of the Blackstone, hoarding their finds until they made that final, fatal trip to the fortress and lost everything they had won. Precipice was half mania and half torpor – for every new captain that docked, another failed to return, cluttering the mooring spars with silent, rusting sepulchres.

			Once he had acclimatised to the tumult, Draik led Grekh into the crowd. They were swallowed up in a cacophony of screeches and howls. The stalls were heaped with xenotech and holy relics, but also crates of animals – bizarre, unclassifiable beasts. One of the mysteries of the Blackstone was how such creatures found a way to survive in its cold, lightless chasms. But survive they did, and many of them could be sold for huge sums to collectors. Draik saw a box of singing amphibian creatures, like the one he had seen in Bullosus’ hold. Towering over them, its head bowed, was an enormous canine. It was thirty or forty feet tall and utterly black, merging with the shadows, only its burning red eyes revealing the shape of its vulpine snout.

			The upper levels of the Dromeplatz had been built from huge sections of rocket boosters and fuel tanks, salvaged from the debris cloud; even these distant balconies were crowded with stalls and traders, swelling precariously across the narrow walkways that stretched from liftport to liftport.

			Traders swarmed around Draik, drawn by his elegant attire, spotting a man of wealth. ‘We’re not here to buy!’ he cried, waving them away and pressing on through the centre of the atrium. ‘Let me through!’

			‘Drukhari!’ hissed someone, prodding at Draik’s splinter pistol and offering an insulting price for the weapon.

			Draik looked down to see a pair of grinning, familiar faces – ratlings, only three or four feet tall, but with gaunt, scarred faces and the battered wargear of Astra Militarum Auxilla veterans. Draik had dealt with them before and found them to be even less trustworthy than most of Precipice’s inhabitants.

			‘Hands off, Raus!’ barked Draik, gripping the gun and scowling at the one who had touched his pistol.

			They backed away, sniggering, but before Draik could take any more steps a mass of emaciated wretches crowded around him, barring his progress and proffering their pitiful wares.

			Grekh gripped his rifle in both hands, but Draik shook his head. ‘Do not start another fight.’

			He fished a token from inside his jacket, then, when he was sure all the abhumans were watching, he flipped it through the air, sending it spinning back towards the south gate.

			There was a stampede. Dozens of them bolted after the coin, leaving Draik’s way clear.

			He strode on, picking up as much speed as he could so that, when the crowds pressed back in on him, he was able to shoulder them aside and keep moving towards the north gate.

			He did not pause to look at any of the trading posts, knowing how distracting they could be, and in just a few minutes he had nearly reached the exit. Like its southern counterpart, the north gate was a graceful arch of engine casing and, half hidden as it was by the fumes, it looked worthy of a place in the most beautiful Terran palace.

			‘Draik!’ yelled someone from the other side of the auditorium.

			He stopped and looked back.

			Draik cursed as he saw the lumpen, porridge-like features of Grusel Bullosus. The bounty hunter was on the far side of the hall, separated from Draik by the crowds but using his massive bulk to barge through the crush.

			‘I don’t have time for this,’ snapped Draik, looking back at the north gate. They were minutes away from leaving the Dromeplatz, but not if he had to stop and fight an enraged bounty hunter.

			Heat washed over the side of his face, accompanied by the brittle clap of a firing mechanism.

			He whirled around in time to see Bullosus topple back into the crowd, clutching his arm, spouting a crimson geyser as he fell from sight.

			Grekh’s rifle was pressed to his shoulder, still smoking.

			‘Grekh!’ snapped Draik as the din in the hall slipped up a tone. Precipice was always on the cusp of anarchy. Only the proctors’ threats of summary execution maintained a fragile peace. The sound of gunfire in the Dromeplatz was enough to trigger a storm of curses and accusations.

			Draik watched helplessly as the scene descended into chaos. Insults were answered with punches, and punches escalated into flashing knives. It took less than a minute for the first shots to ring out, followed by the crash of overturned stalls. The colossal canine reared on its haunches and dislodged some of the suspended walkways, sending bodies and gantries hurtling through the air to smash on the flailing crowds below. One of the falling gantries crashed onto a pile of crates and unleashed a flock of winged eels. The eels exploded into flight, filling the air with noise and movement as they thrashed against the side of the dome, confused by the crystalline walls and screaming as they struggled to escape the crossfire. A stray shot hit some fuel drums and a plump blossom of flame rolled across the deck plating, igniting clothes, skin and hair.

			Grekh made an awkward attempt to mimic the bow he had seen Draik perform.

			Draik stared at Grekh in disbelief as flames crossed the hall.

			For a moment he was too stunned to move, then a familiar sound rang out through the din, snapping Draik into action: the clanging, tuneless bells of the proctors’ heavies. He focused his augmetic eye on the walkway beyond the south gate. Sure enough, there was already a wall of metal thundering towards the Dromeplatz.

			He took one last, despairing look at the carnage Grekh had triggered, then shook his head and raced towards the north gate, with Grekh bounding after him. The way was now clear. Everyone not involved directly in the brawl had spotted a chance to loot the abandoned stalls and rushed back to see what they could lift.

			Draik and Grekh passed beneath the arch and out onto the walkway.

			Draik cursed as he saw that there was a wall of metal approaching the Dromeplatz from this direction too. The wall was actually the interlocking slab-shields of bullgryns – the proctor’s hulking, meat-headed enforcers. Colossal abhumans, ten feet tall and so heavily muscled that they wore thick plate armour salvaged from tanks and personnel carriers. The walkway shuddered under the impact of iron-shod boots. As they reached the gate, the bullgryns loaded their guns – wrist-mounted assault cannons, more suited to downing aircraft than halting a fight.

			All along the walkway, people were diving for cover or sprinting back towards the Dromeplatz.

			Draik looked around and saw a support strut just a few feet from the edge of the walkway. ‘Follow me!’ he barked, before taking a running jump at the strut.

			It jolted under his weight, but held firm, and he began clambering up it just as the bullgryns opened fire on the crowds below. Screams rang out, followed by the boom of exploding fuel tanks and the snap of breaking lift cables. Draik climbed higher, relieved to note that the gunfire was targeted on the gates rather than on him. Grekh was a few feet below, climbing easily up the strut, but Draik was so furious with the creature that he felt like booting him away and letting him fall to the distant void screen.

			The bullgryns pummelled their way into the Dromeplatz and the sound of fighting grew louder as the abhumans tried to regain control.

			‘Quick!’ snapped Draik, nodding back down the way the enforcers had come. ‘Before they ask who fired the first shot.’

			They dropped back onto the walkway and raced away from the Dromeplatz, heading for the next mooring spar. When they were a safe distance from the fighting, Draik pulled Grekh beneath the loading ramp of a freight hauler and glared at him.

			‘What in the name of the Emperor were you thinking?’

			Grekh looked blankly at him.

			‘You can’t start firing that thing whenever you like,’ growled Draik. ‘You could have killed us both.’

			‘We are unharmed,’ replied Grekh.

			‘And everyone else? Are they unharmed? How long have you been here? You must know what happens if someone opens fire.’

			‘I thought–’

			‘You thought nothing,’ snapped Draik. ‘Think yourself lucky that the word of a Draik is unbreakable. Otherwise I would leave you to the proctors and let you explain how you’re going to pay for the damage you’ve just caused.’

			Grekh stared at him.

			Draik groaned in exasperation. ‘Let me do the thinking.’

			Grekh remained silent, so Draik whirled around and leapt back up onto the walkway.

			‘Which is the Clarion?’ he asked as they passed prow after prow. Before Grekh could answer, Draik waved him to silence, spotting the unmistakable spires and finials of an Ecclesiarchy transport barge.

			Draik cursed as he saw a group of bullgryns waiting at the foot of the landing ramp.

			‘The proctors won’t let him leave,’ said Grekh.

			Draik was about to approach them, with no clear idea what he would say, when a deafening explosion rocked through the Dromeplatz. The situation was clearly getting worse.

			The bullgryns outside the Clarion hesitated for a moment, then thudded off down the walkway towards the Dromeplatz, readying their weapons.

			Draik laughed and looked at Grekh. ‘Perhaps you’re more useful than I realised. Wait out here,’ he said as he approached the landing ramp. ‘And come to warn me if you see those guards coming back.’

			‘The priest is dangerous,’ said Grekh, following him up the ramp, gripping his rifle.

			‘More dangerous than you?’

			Grekh continued following him up the ramp, seeming not to have heard.

			Draik stopped and stared at Grekh, then shook his head. ‘Very well. But no shooting. Understand?’

			Grekh nodded.

			The doorway was built like the grand portico of a temple and the colonnades were covered in intricate reliefs – images of tortured, screaming souls, their arms thrown up in agony and despair, consumed by flames. All of them were clutching at their faces and had ragged, empty sockets where their eyes should have been. At the centre of this gruesome scene was a priest, seated in a throne carried by dozens of crook-backed wretches who were also eyeless and howling in pain. Only the priest on the throne could see and his vision burned like a sun on a star chart, an elaborate halo of delicate lines that spread around the doorway, fuelling the flames and blinding the wretched multitudes.

			‘Taddeus,’ said Grekh.

			‘Is that what Taddeus looks like?’ asked Draik. ‘With the…?’ He touched the mural.

			‘No. This is his vision. This is why he came here. He’ll find that fire in the Ascuris Vault.’ Grekh was about to say more, then hesitated and shook his head. ‘Ask him to explain.’

			The door whooshed upwards and left Draik face to face with a shaven-headed, emaciated-looking woman, dressed in the filthy robes of a zealot and pointing a large, two-handed flamer at him. Her eyes were bloodshot and seemed too large for her sunken eye sockets, straining and blinking furiously as through trying to escape from her skull.

			‘You-you are…’ she stammered, her head flicking to one side as she spoke. ‘Trespassing. Th-this is the property of the Holy Synod of Acheron and a sanctum of the Adeptus Ministorum.’

			The woman was not looking directly at Draik, but rather at a point just above his left shoulder. Every few seconds, her gaze would briefly flick towards his and, in those brief moments of contact, Draik sensed a dangerous lack of reason. Her finger was trembling over the trigger of her flamer and the pilot light was hissing quietly before the muzzle. Draik heard Grekh shifting uncomfortably behind him, struggling to refrain from grabbing his rifle.

			The woman noticed Grekh and frowned in recognition.

			Draik spoke in what he hoped were emollient tones. ‘I have learned that your master and I have a shared interest. It is important that I see him.’

			The woman’s lip trembled. She looked on the verge of either laughing or crying. ‘Shared interest?’

			‘A location on the Blackstone Fortress. A chamber called the Ascuris Vault.’

			The flamer drooped for a moment in her grip and the colour drained from her face. She glanced back over her shoulder.

			Draik tried to peer inside the barge, but it was too dark for him to see anything clearly. There was just the vaguest flicker of candlelight washing over the bulkheads, but that was enough for him to see that the walls seemed to be moving somehow, rippling, like liquid.

			There was a rattle of heavy armour as more bullgryns clanked past, down the walkway. Even from here, Draik could hear that the proctors had yet to calm the situation. The woman looked at the bullgryns and the crowds around the Dromeplatz. She shook her head, looking even more disturbed. She was clearly a hardened fighter: her limbs were sinewy and covered in scar tissue, and she held herself like a pit brawler, tensed and hunched, ready to strike. But her eyes were those of a cornered animal.

			‘Vorne,’ said Grekh. ‘This man knows about the madness. He knows how to resist it.’

			This was not entirely true, but Draik felt sure the Navigators would help, so he nodded in agreement.

			‘Are you really here?’ she said, her eyes narrowing as she raised the flamer again, levelling it Draik’s chest.

			‘Am I here?’ Draik threw Grekh a sideways glance, hoping the alien might understand the question.

			Grekh’s face remained impassive.

			‘I am here,’ Draik said, turning back to her. ‘I’m Captain Draik of House Draik. My ship is the Draikstar. You might have–’

			‘Heresy,’ she hissed, her lip trembling again. She looked closely at Draik’s dress coat and his gleaming cuirass, sneering and suspicious, as though she expected to see traitors hiding beneath his epaulettes. ‘The seeds of the Great Enemy crawl through Precipice, breeding like rats. Old Night is here. Hunting. Feeding. Fed by all the faithless scum who come here.’

			Draik nodded, slowly, conscious of her quivering trigger finger. ‘Heresy. Of course. I understand. But I am a sanctioned representative of the High Lords of Terra. House Draik’s Warrant of Trade was awarded by Lord Saviona of the Senatorum Imperialis and ratified by every member of the High Twelve. When I see your master I will explain–’

			‘He does not know me,’ she interrupted. There was pain in her voice, and when she allowed her gaze to briefly meet Draik’s he saw desperation.

			‘I can help,’ he said, keeping his voice soft.

			Hope flared in the woman’s eyes. She leant out of the doorway and peered at the eagle on Draik’s breastplate, examining its two heads. She tapped them, giving them a suspicious look, as though she expected them to speak. She glanced back into the ship a few times and then, with a whispered prayer, she finally stepped aside, waving them in.

			Draik had to pause at the threshold until his eyes adjusted to the gloom. The barge’s entrance hall was lit by a single candle, drifting overhead on a winged sconce, humming slightly as an anti-grav platform carried it back and forth, revealing glimpses of the rippling walls. The movement Draik had seen from outside came from hundreds of parchment scrolls nailed to the ship’s bulkheads. The thin paper strips were covered with lines of tightly packed text and hurriedly stamped wax seals. There were scrolls hanging from the ceiling too and they rustled as Draik walked by, giving him the odd sensation he was moving through a forest.

			The woman rushed ahead, looking back repeatedly to stare at them with a mixture of horror and hope. As he followed, Draik had to step carefully over a graveyard of holy texts. Ancient, leather-bound tomes had been torn to shreds and scattered across the floor. It looked like a slaughterhouse of knowledge. As he trod through the heaps, Draik grimaced at the waste. The books were valuable relics, but it looked like a wild beast had savaged them.

			Further down the passageway, Draik heard ripping sounds. The massacre was still taking place. Papers rippled through the dark towards him, flashing in the candlelight, pale and ominous.

			Vorne paused at the foot of a metal-runged ladder leading up to an access hatch. The hatch was open and the torn pages were drifting down through the hole. ‘He’s confused,’ she said, looking everywhere but at Draik. ‘H-he might not make sense.’

			Draik nodded and gave Grekh a warning glance, before following Vorne up the ladder.

			Taddeus’ sanctum must once have looked like a relatively normal room, complete with ceiling-high bookcases, an impressive brass lectern cast in the shape of the Imperial eagle and a circle of wooden chairs. Now it looked like an explosion in a printing press. There were pages everywhere. The bookcases had been torn from the walls and the furniture had been overturned. The lectern was on its side, half buried in the mess, like a listing ship, and the chairs had been smashed into fragments, their arms and legs scattered across the piles of illuminated manuscripts. Hunched at the centre of the clutter, like a feral animal, was Taddeus. He was a solid-looking, portly man, with a ruddy, wrathful face and broad chest. Draik could imagine he must usually cut an impressive figure, but in his current state he looked more like a rabid dog. His cassock was crumpled and stained, and it was clear he had not left the room for some time. He had the same distracted expression on his face as Vorne and he did not even look up as Draik waded through the papers towards him. He was hunched over a book, tracing his finger over its pages and muttering the word ‘no’ over and over. When he reached the bottom of the page, he ripped it from the book and hurled it into the air, turning his attention to the next page.

			Vorne, meanwhile, had crossed to the far side of the room and hunkered down in another corner, watching her master with a fearful expression.

			‘Your eminence,’ said Draik, quietly.

			Taddeus paused, but kept his gaze fixed on the book.

			The priest held his book a little closer to his face, staring at the pages.

			‘I am Captain Draik,’ said Draik. ‘I do not believe I have had the privilege of meeting you before.’

			The priest looked up slowly from the book, fixing his eyes on Draik.

			‘Sceptic,’ he said, his voice low and dangerous. ‘You think I failed.’ Taddeus staggered to his feet and levelled a trembling finger at Draik. Up close, he was a great, swaggering hulk of a man. ‘All of you! I can hear you whispering when I sleep. “He’s mad!” you say. “His sermons were lies!”’ He hurled the book across the room. ‘But I am the one sane man in this den of idolaters.’ He grabbed another, as yet unruined book and waved it at Draik. ‘The answer is in here somewhere. There must be one word – one word that led me astray, and I will find it!’ Then he looked back at Draik. ‘How did you break in?’ He scrambled around in the piles of paper until he found a brutal-looking mace, adorned with holy screeds and studded with razor-edged spikes. ‘This palace is forbidden to all but the sons and daughters of Holy Synod of Acheron. You are profaning this citadel with your presence. Acamantus!’ he cried, wading back and forth through the ruined books. ‘Acamantus!’

			‘Brother Acamantus died,’ said Vorne from her gloomy corner of the room. ‘He never made it back to Precipice.’ She looked tormented by her master’s confusion.

			‘Precipice?’ spat Taddeus, glaring at Draik, as though he had spoken. ‘What precipice? What are you talking about?’ He grasped his tonsured head and clamped his eyes shut, growling and shaking his head, as though trying to dislodge a thought. ‘You all conspire to make me forget my purpose but it will not work. The God-Emperor’s light is in me. It will burn through whatever deceits you lay across my eyes. Precipice,’ he muttered. ‘Yes, Precipice!’ He glared triumphantly at Draik. ‘See? You cannot fool me, rogue trader. I know this is not the temple at Chalcis. This is…’

			His eyes clouded over and he shook his head, clearly confused again. He stomped across the room and wrenched open a control panel, tapping at a runeboard until a shield slid back from the ship’s hull, flooding the room with red light as the docks outside were revealed. From this angle, only a fragment of the Blackstone was visible, looming ominously over the ships and mooring spars. Taddeus pressed his hands against the armourglass, staring at the scene outside, still growling under his breath. ‘The Unfathomable,’ he muttered, ‘has been fathomed. I have found it. Here in this snake’s nest I found it. Acamantus!’ he snapped, looking over at the hunched figure of Vorne. ‘We waited long enough. It is time to reach the vault.’

			‘I am Vorne,’ she said, grimacing and hugging herself, patting her biceps furiously as she rocked back and forth on her haunches.

			‘Is everything ready?’ demanded Taddeus, marching over to her and hauling her to her feet. ‘Where are Brothers Cynus and Lacter and the others? We should be boarding the Blackstone by now, not talking to…’ He glared at Draik. ‘Not talking to traders and thieves.’

			‘Cynus and Lacter died too,’ said Vorne, hanging weakly in his grip. ‘All the brothers are gone, your excellency. We’re the only ones left. Do you remember?’

			‘Gone?’ Taddeus laughed. Then he let go of Vorne and marched over to the hatch, crying out to the rest of the barge. ‘Everyone, up here now! The time is upon us. We have work to do! Great work! The work of the God-Emperor!’

			There was no reply. Vorne dropped back onto her knees and began mouthing a prayer, staring at Draik.

			After a minute or so, Taddeus backed away from the hatch, looking dazed. He caught sight of Grekh and looked even more puzzled. ‘This fiend was in my dreams,’ he whispered, pointing his mace at the kroot. ‘What sorcery brought you here? You are a figment of my destiny.’

			‘He is called Grekh, excellency,’ said Vorne. ‘He was with us when we attempted to reach the vault.’

			The priest’s eyes cleared, then glistened with tears. He leant against the lectern, colour leaching from his face. Draik could see the hard reality of the priest’s situation thudding into him. Taddeus juddered with each new moment of clarity, taking facts like body blows as he emerged from his delirium. As Taddeus crumpled before him, Draik thought of a way he could help – a small omission, rather than an outright lie, that would make his proposition more palatable.

			‘Your excellency,’ said Draik, stepping closer to Taddeus and offering him a hand. ‘I have come to offer my help.’

			‘Help?’ Taddeus glared at him. ‘What help could a rogue trader offer my holy mission?’

			‘Your excellency, I am not a cynic. Far from it, I have been humbled by the tales of how close you came to reaching your goal in the Blackstone Fortress.’

			‘Tales?’ Taddeus frowned.

			‘Yes, your excellency. But I have also heard tragic stories of your reduced circumstances.’

			Taddeus glanced around his trashed room and looked embarrassed. He stood up slowly, refusing to take Draik’s hand and using the lectern to drag himself back to his full height. ‘Reduced circumstances? Reduced? How can a man be reduced when he carries the light of the God-Emperor in his fists?’

			Draik bowed. ‘I merely meant I have heard of the terrible losses you sustained, and…’ He pressed his hand across his chest armour. ‘If you are ready to complete your mission, I can offer you the full support of House Draik, both financially and in terms of other resources.’

			Taddeus looked appalled. He dusted down his cassock and drew back his shoulders. ‘House Draik?’ He narrowed his eyes.

			‘One of the oldest Terran dynasties, your excellency. We have traced our origins to–’

			‘Privateers,’ sneered Taddeus. ‘I am not so “reduced” I have to consort with hawkers. You have entered a holy place,’ he said, nodding at Vorne. ‘And you shall be rewarded for your sacrilege.’

			Vorne emerged from her corner with her flamer raised. The panic had gone from her face.

			Taddeus wore a large, circular relic of some kind on a chain around his neck – it looked like a medallion, but there were rune studs around its circumference. He touched one of them as he glowered at Draik.

			The hatch slid back into place with a rattle of locks. Draik and Grekh were trapped.

			Taddeus waved at the piles of books. ‘I will find my answer soon enough. Somewhere in these texts is the code that will explain to me how I will return to the vault. But until then, the God-Emperor has given me other, equally valuable work to do.’ He stepped back, away from Draik, as Vorne came forwards with the flamer.

			‘Precipice has drawn every kind of miscreant, deviant and non-conformist into its snare,’ said Taddeus. ‘Or should I say the God-Emperor has drawn them.’

			Draik shook his head.

			‘The fortress is a trap,’ explained Taddeus. ‘A minority are here for noble purposes, but the rest are slaves to passion and need – weak-willed fodder for the Great Enemy.’ He whispered a prayer. ‘I did not fail to reach the vault, captain. I am not reduced. I have been given time to purge and cleanse.’

			All the while Taddeus was speaking, Vorne was circling slowly around Draik, the muzzle of her flamer trained on him. She had reignited the pilot light and he could hear the promethium sloshing in the tanks strapped to her back.

			Draik could feel the weight of his rapier against his thigh. Vorne was only a few feet away. He had spent most of his childhood practicing with a foil and he could probably draw his power sword and disable Vorne before she pulled the trigger. But if he wounded Vorne, and she dropped the flamer, the paper-filled room would go up like a furnace. A locked furnace. Besides, he needed Taddeus to guide him to the Ascuris Vault.

			As Draik and Vorne circled each other, Taddeus flicked a switch on his mace and sparks of energy flickered across its razor-edged spikes, humming with lethal charge.

			Draik scoured the room for something to help him distract the priests. He needed to buy time. Most priests had a particular interest in a specific facet of the Imperial Creed. Perhaps if he could find out what most interested Taddeus, he could use that to win him over. Most of the pages in the room were too torn to be recognisable but then, as Draik passed behind the lectern, he saw a bookcase that had yet to be emptied. Draik edged closer so he could see the spines. All of the books were religious tracts, as he expected, but they were all focused on Holy Terra, describing the chapels, palaces and cathedra frequently visited by the few pilgrims who managed to reach the sacred heart of the Imperium. Draik looked at the pages near his feet and saw that they were all on the same subject.

			Grekh had dropped into a low crouch and he was clawing at the floor, emitting a low snarl, about to pounce.

			Draik spoke quickly.

			‘Have you heard of House Draik, your excellency?’ he said.

			Taddeus shook his head.

			‘We are one of the oldest households on Terra,’ said Draik. ‘Our estates are said to predate parts of the Imperial Palace itself.’

			Taddeus’ sneer faltered. ‘You have been to Terra?’

			‘Your excellency, I was born within sight of the Imperial Palace.’

			Taddeus nodded at Vorne, signalling that she should back down.

			He stepped closer to Draik, lowering his mace. ‘You saw it?’

			‘Of course. Usually only from the outside. I was rarely given permission to visit.’

			Taddeus looked unconvinced. ‘Rarely?’

			‘My father thought it important that all of his children see as much of the Imperial Palace as we could. Even with his influence there was much we could not visit, but I will never forget the parts I did see.’

			‘What did it look like?’

			‘I was a child, but I remember some things. The banners, hanging high, their colours flashing through the censer fumes. Statues of saints, rising from the crowds like giants, marching down processional routes. And doors like mountain slopes, so vast, even seen from so far away.’ Draik’s mind slipped back across the years. He had only mentioned the Imperial Palace to stall the priest, but the memory hit him with surprising force. He could almost feel the great swell of humanity pushing him on – the devout, filthy, bleeding multitudes who had crossed worlds and spent their whole lives with one desperate hope: that they might be one of the select few who survived long enough to see the Eternity Gate, praying that they would witness that holy portal between mankind and its master. Draik had felt buoyed that day, not by the mindless devotion that surrounded him, but by the knowledge that he was different. Faced with the wild-eyed pilgrims, he saw clearly that he, like his father and his father’s father before him, would rise from the fold, born to lead and inspire rather than follow. With his father and sister at his side, Draik had known, without doubt, that he was destined for greatness.

			Pain gripped him as he felt the keenness of his loss, saw the heights he had fallen from. Caught unawares by the vividness of his memory, he had to look away to hide his emotion.

			Taddeus was watching him closely, and at the sight of Draik’s pain the venom faded from the priest’s eyes. He dropped his mace, rushed forwards and gripped Draik by the arms.

			‘Emperor preserve you,’ he whispered, embracing Draik in a fierce hug. ‘What a fool I am. I see the truth of it now. Even now, all these years later, you are overwhelmed by the rapture.’ He shook his head and held Draik at arm’s length. ‘Forgive me, Captain Draik. I misjudged you. No artifice could create the faith I just saw in your eyes.’

			He signalled for Vorne to lower her gun. ‘He’s one of us, child. I was not seeing things clearly.’ He looked pained again, massaging his temples. ‘My mind plays tricks on me.’ He shook his head. ‘You have breathed the same air that moves through the Imperial Palace,’ he said in wonderment.

			Draik nodded. That much was true. There was no need to disabuse the priest of his other notions.

			Taddeus closed his eyes and whispered a prayer, looking reinvigorated. ‘This, too, I have foreseen,’ he said. The doubt vanished from his eyes and the fervour returned. ‘All has been revealed to me. Those who thought I had failed do not understand how the God-Emperor tests His most trusted agents. Each wound only makes me stronger.’ He grabbed Draik’s arm. ‘And now He has sent you. I dreamt that a guide would come, sent from the God-Emperor Himself. And you are he, Captain Draik. I see that now.’

			Draik nodded. ‘I found the pilot who previously flew you past the Dragon’s Teeth, your excellency,’ said Draik. ‘We can take the same route but this time you will reach the vault – and take whatever you’re searching for.’

			Taddeus looked troubled at the mention of the pilot. ‘Audus? She’s not as devout as we are.’ He was about to say more when he caught sight of Grekh and scowled. ‘You brought the animal too?’

			‘He has sworn to aid me.’

			Taddeus looked doubtful. ‘He swore to aid us last time.’ He gave Draik a conspiratorial look. ‘They eat their kills.’

			‘Grekh will be my responsibility.’

			Taddeus still looked hesitant. ‘We…’ He clenched his fists, as though he would rather punch something than speak his mind.

			‘Your excellency,’ said Draik. ‘Audus and Grekh told me what happened last time – how you became confused.’

			‘My visions escaped from my mind,’ said Taddeus, massaging his great lump of a skull. ‘Everyone else could see the past and the future.’ He shook his head and whispered a prayer. ‘We all became prophets.’

			‘I’ve already considered this,’ said Draik, placing a hand on Taddeus’ arm. ‘I have a solution.’

			Taddeus looked eagerly at him.

			‘The proctors’ guards are all busy dealing with a problem in the Dromeplatz,’ said Draik. ‘You’re free to leave your ship if you go now. Are you well enough to make the attempt in the next few hours? Do you have any business to attend to?’

			‘Business?’ Taddeus looked appalled by the idea. ‘I did not come here to do business, captain. I came to do the work of the God-Emperor. Of course we can leave now.’

			‘Perfect, your excellency. I have one final call to make before we depart. If you can join me at my ship in an hour’s time, I should be ready then. If I’m not there when you arrive, my attaché, Isola, will make you comfortable until I return.’

			Taddeus grabbed Draik by the shoulder. ‘The God-Emperor lit a fire in us, Captain Draik. That is the passion you felt when you first beheld those sacred doors. Our destinies are conjoined.’ He glanced at the engravings that surrounded the door. ‘The blind shall be made to see.’

			The engraving showed the same scene Draik had seen outside the craft – a priest, surrounded by legions of tormented, eyeless wretches. The priest was carried on a grand throne and he, alone, could see. The dazzling, stylised beam radiating from the priest’s face was burning through the crowds, igniting skin and hair and filling the skies with plumes of smoke.

			‘The Eye of Hermius,’ said Taddeus, leaning close to Draik and staring intently at him. ‘A devout believer like yourself has no doubt heard of it.’

			Draik was about to admit he had not, when Taddeus continued, speaking in a tremulous whisper. ‘The flames will hear no plea ’til the faithless soul burns free, ’til the truth is burned in thee, ’til the blind have learned to see.’

			Vorne lowered her head as he spoke, repeating his words with her eyes closed.

			Taddeus opened the loading hatch. ‘I will find you in an hour,’ he said, shaking Draik’s hand. ‘We will finish the work that was begun so long ago.’

			Draik nodded. Taddeus’ rhyme had troubled him. He had heard such prophecies before; often they were the last words of wayward priests who had earned the wrath of their more orthodox brethren. He decided to learn more about Taddeus once he returned to the Vanguard. For now, he simply gave the priest a quick bow and led Grekh back down the loading hatch and into the bustling crowds thronging down Eliumgate.
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			Bullosus paused for breath, wiped the blood from his eyes, then staggered on through the crowds. His arm was ruined, flopping pathetically at his side as he fought his way out of the Dromeplatz. The fighting was over, but the cries of the wounded followed him back out onto the walkway. The proctors had only one method of crowd control – a brutal, uncompromising method, but Bullosus could respect that. He knew the rules of Precipice. What he did not respect was a Terran dandy who masqueraded as a gentleman, then murdered his host’s guards and stole his property.

			He paused, leaning against a girder, his head spinning. There was too much blood rushing from his bicep; he was going to pass out before he reached the skiff. He tore some of his jacket away and made a tourniquet, stemming the flow, then he lurched on, knocking people aside with his swaying, out-of-control bulk.

			‘Grusel!’ cried Lothar as Bullosus collapsed just inside the loading hatch, panting and cursing under his breath.

			‘You’re dead,’ grunted Bullosus.

			Lothar shook his head as he tried, unsuccessfully, to haul Bullosus to his feet. ‘Only stunned. Aurick too.’

			Aurick clambered up from the hold and between them Bullosus’ brothers managed to help him up.

			‘My arm,’ muttered Bullosus.

			They helped him down to the hold and he sprawled across a table. ‘Bind it,’ he said as the room swam around him.

			His brothers looked at the wound and grimaced.

			‘Now!’ yelled Bullosus.

			‘It’s a mess,’ muttered Lothar.

			Bullosus struggled into a sitting position and looked down at his arm. He had not paused to study it since fleeing the commotion in the Dromeplatz. It was smashed. The shot had hit just below his bicep, pulverising not just the muscle, but the bone too. It would take a skilled chirurgeon and a lot of expensive bionics to make a limb from the pulp spilling across the table.

			‘Get Orphis,’ he grunted. ‘He’s always in the Helmsman. He knows how to cut.’

			‘When he’s sober,’ muttered Lothar. ‘I take it you didn’t get the pilot back?’ he asked, still grimacing.

			Bullosus shook his head, still staring at the ruins of his arm.

			‘What will we do without her?’

			Bullosus had been wondering the same thing. The rest of his useless family had debts worthy of a small planet. He had bought them time by swearing to return with Audus. For some reason she was worth more than any other fugitive in the whole sector. If he left Precipice without her, the game was up. His family’s creditors were not the kind of men to offer new terms. If they did not hear from him soon, the killing would start. And here he was, one-armed and bleeding to death.

			He tried to rise, but his head spun sickeningly and unconsciousness finally took him.
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			‘The current situation has been deemed too risky,’ said Emissary Corval. He was seated in the salon of his lander, facing Draik down the length of a long, possibly real, oak table. Behind the Navigator was a vast armillary sphere that dominated one end of the room, scattering candlelight across the walls as it moved. It was a beautiful antique – a vast, spherical cage of hoops, turning slowly around a solid gold likeness of Terra. The outer spheres were embroiled in iron serpents, a meandering forest of jointed snakes that clicked and writhed in time to the revolutions of the heavens. Only Terra was free of their taint, polished and pure, gleaming through the whorls and intersections, crowned by a nimbus of diamonds.

			Grekh and Draik had reached the Omnipotence without incident. When they left Taddeus, the fighting in the Dromeplatz was finally dying down and Precipice had returned to its usual state of tense lethargy. Draik had insisted Grekh wait outside and he was now alone with Corval, apart from a few liveried servants who were bustling around the table, clearing away silverware and crystal with silent, well-drilled efficiency.

			‘The High Lords are divided, of course,’ continued Corval, ‘over whose jurisdiction the problem falls under. The Grand Provost Marshal and the Fabricator General almost came to blows, apparently. No one can quite agree what the Blackstone is, so no one can decide who is responsible for it. My information is now out of date, naturally. From what I heard when we translated back into real space, the debates rumble on, but I believe it will be a matter of months, at most, before Precipice is dismantled. There is too much at stake for this problem to languish in the usual bureaucracy. Chaos warbands are massing all across the Western Reaches and the one thing everyone can agree on is that we can’t let the Blackstone fall into enemy hands. Lord Commander Guilliman has been too busy to knock heads together, but he means to address the next assembly of the Senatorum Imperialis and I doubt he will be interested in listening to petitions or debating points of law. My instinct is that he will side with the Fabricator General. Guilliman’s interest will be purely martial, obviously – is the Blackstone a hammer to crush the Great Enemy or not? The quickest way he can answer that question is to turn the site over to a Mechanicus explorator fleet. And the Martian priesthood will have little time for the rabble that are currently gathered in Precipice. They will require a tabula rasa before they begin their work, and they will happily create one with fire.’

			Corval was still wearing his ornate helmet and his voice was a distorted growl, but to Draik it was a balm. After weeks of listening to the Precipice’s savages it felt good to hear an educated fellow countryman. He had explained, on arrival, that he had little time to spare, but Corval had refused to talk business on an empty stomach, insisting that Draik join him for supper. Eating, for Corval, was a peculiar ritual in which his servants shielded his face with a silk handkerchief while passing him tiny morsels of food with a bewildering array of cutlery. The food was exquisite, and cooked in the Terran style, every mouthful reminding Draik of his home, making the meal both a delight and a torment. Corval was a member of several clubs and societies Draik had attended as a youth and they had spent nearly an hour exchanging anecdotes. It was only now, as the food was cleared away, that Corval had turned the conversation to the Blackstone Fortress.

			Draik sipped his wine and considered Corval’s words. ‘You’re very well informed. Few have such detailed knowledge regarding the dealings of the High Lords. House Corval must be well connected.’

			Corval shrugged. ‘Ours is one of the oldest Terran families, Captain Draik, but I would be lying to say we have the ear of the High Lords.’ A note of humour entered his voice. ‘But we have connections of others sorts – people with ways of gathering information that is not usually shared with the general populace.’

			Draik nodded and smiled to show he understood. Almost anything could be learned on Terra through the right combination of bribes and threats.

			‘It would sadden me to see Precipice destroyed,’ he said, thinking back over what Corval had said.

			‘Really?’

			Draik shrugged. ‘It sounds ridiculous, I know. These people are lowborn and vulgar, but by the Emperor they’re dogged. They’re both the worst and the best of humanity, emissary. Uncultured and uncouth, yes, but utterly without fear.’

			Corval nodded. ‘Your concern for the lower orders does you credit.’

			‘Either way, I hope to give the High Lords something else to consider before they discuss the Blackstone with the Lord Commander.’

			Corval nodded, slowly. ‘Indeed. I guessed as much when I saw you in the Helmsman.’ He laughed. ‘I hope you understand, I would not usually frequent such a dreadful establishment. I wanted to learn some concrete facts about the Blackstone and, from what I can gather, the Helmsman is the only place on Precipice where captains gather in large numbers. I’ve heard so many intriguing rumours en route to the Western Reaches but I was hoping to find someone reliable. Someone I could trust to tell me what the Blackstone really is. All I’ve found so far are petty larcenists with no interest in the Blackstone’s true significance.’ He leant over the table. ‘But you didn’t come here looking for pocket change, did you, captain? What have you learned? I sense you have loftier ambitions than the rest of these crooks. I would consider it an honour if House Corval can assist you.’

			‘You’re a gentleman of the old school, Emissary Corval. As I knew you would be.’

			Corval sat back in his chair. Candlelight flashed across the trio of eye-lenses at the centre of his star-shaped helmet, giving Draik the disconcerting sensation that he was seeing the Navigator’s inhuman, third eye. Draik knew that all Navigators had this specific, sanctioned mutation – an eye nestling in their forehead, able to peer into the madness of the warp – but if Draik were to truly see it, the eye would send him irrevocably insane, perhaps even kill him. He coughed and turned his gaze elsewhere.

			‘I have made several journeys to the Blackstone,’ said Draik. ‘It has been a costly business, in more ways than one, but I have come to think that I can do more here than simply treasure hunt. During my last attempt, I uncovered what I believe may be the crux of the whole mystery – a central chamber to which all the others are merely attendants, locked in orbit, as it were. I spoke to some poor, damned souls, too badly injured to make their way back to Precipice, and the deeper I travelled, the more consistent their stories became. I heard several mentions of a hidden chamber called the Ascuris Vault. One of them even did me a sketch.’ He showed Corval a small piece of paper with a spherical grid scrawled on it. ‘This was drawn by an informant of mine, a man by the name of Tor Gaulon. He’s dead now, but he swore to me he had seen this place with his own eyes. When I consulted my notes from previous expeditions, I found that his description of the vault exactly matches the signals transmitted from the Blackstone’s transportation chambers. If we can–’

			‘Forgive me, captain, I’m lost. Are you saying this Ascuris Vault is the “brain” of the Blackstone?’

			‘Perfectly put, Emissary Corval. But let me explain why that’s so important. Travel through the Blackstone is dangerous in the extreme, as you will learn if you decide to venture inside. The place is crawling with aliens – aggressive, carnivorous species, many of which I have never encountered before, and the Blackstone’s architecture itself is hazardous, reforming and reacting even as one tries to climb from one location to another. But those problems are nothing compared to the difficulty of using its transportation system. The fortress is traversed by the use of maglev chambers. They’re fascinating creations of alien manufacture, but they’re impossible to steer with any consistency. They move from one place to another, but their routes soon become random and, after depositing you far from your intended destination, they become inert. That’s why the fortress is so perplexing. And the Blackstone’s defences are triggered by movement – in the same way alien bodies trigger an immune system, so simply staying in one place is not an option. The result is that parties of explorers race around the place like lunatics, sometimes stumbling across valuable finds, but more often becoming lost and never returning. But I believe the Ascuris Vault is the solution to this problem. I think it’s the central point on which all the other maglev chambers hinge. The fulcrum, as it were. If I can reach it, I believe I will have come closer than anyone before to understanding the nature of the fortress.’

			‘And what then, captain? Do you mean to contact Commander Ortegal? I believe he is the officer in charge of this subsector.’

			Draik sipped his wine again. ‘No. I intend to return to Terra myself, with whatever I have learned in the Ascuris Vault. I mean to present my findings to the High Lords in person.’

			Corval was silent for a moment. Then he nodded. ‘I see. May I ask why? Ortegal is a dullard but he’s a well-meaning dullard. Do you doubt him?’

			‘Not at all.’ Draik sipped his wine again.

			‘But you would rather the news came from you?’

			‘From House Draik, yes.’

			‘Ah, of course. I understand. Yours is a mercantile dynasty. A find such as this will be a great boon.’

			‘There will be no impropriety. I will inform Commander Ortegal and send reports to Terra before I leave Precipice. But I will explain my findings in person.’

			‘Fascinating,’ said Corval, rising from his chair and crossing the room with such soft steps that he seemed to glide. Draik noticed again how impossibly slender he was. Navigators were often ravaged by the arduous nature of their calling, tormented by years of guiding ships through the lunacy of the warp. Where others could avert their gaze, Navigators stared, unblinking, finding rhythms in the frenzy, finding a path in the blindness. As a result, they had evolved into something altered – a new class of human – but few outside of their own dynastic families could claim to understand the true nature of the Navigator breed.

			Corval paused at a cabinet and fiddled with what Draik presumed was another astronomical instrument. It was a metal cylinder, punched with tiny holes in a pattern he could not decipher. Corval flicked a switch on its side and the cylinder started to turn, slowly, glinting in the firelight like the armillary sphere at the end of the table. Rather than illustrating the movements of the stars, however, the cylinder flooded the room with music – a faint, crackling recording of a choir, their voices raised in tribute to the unknowable beauty of the galaxy, the melody spiralling like the orbits of the spheres.

			The Navigator swayed his hand in time to the hymn, lost in thought for a moment. Then he returned to his chair. ‘It sounds like you have a clear plan, captain. How may I be of help? Funds? A crew?’

			‘You are extremely kind, emissary, but no, my need is more complicated than that. I have recruited a pilot who can reach the docking point – a hazardous location the local drunks have labelled the Dragon’s Teeth. I also have a guide in the form of a Ministorum preacher by the name of Taddeus. He is…’ Draik hesitated, unsure how devout, or not, the Navigator might be. ‘He is pursuing an agenda of his own, but he is able to lead me to the Ascuris Vault. I also have what remains of my household guard. My problem is of a more psychological nature.’

			‘Now you have intrigued me,’ said Corval, looking up from the phonograph.

			‘The priest, Taddeus, warned me that the final approaches to the Ascuris Vault are protected by a particular weapon – a kind of mental projection that confuses anyone trying to reach the vault. I spoke to members of his party and they are reluctant to explain in detail, but the Blackstone has a way of distorting perception, so that the past becomes jumbled with the present. The end result is fatal. The priest’s party turned on each other. It sounds to me like some kind of telepathic psychosis.’

			‘Telepathic psychosis? And that made you think of me?’ The Navigator sounded amused.

			Draik smiled. ‘Your work requires you to shield your mind from the dangers of the empyrean, does it not? You have to protect yourself.’

			‘Indeed, captain. The dangers we face are as much spiritual as psychological, but we can ignore the semantics. Essentially, yes, you are right.’ Corval tapped his helmet. ‘This may look ridiculous, but it’s a powerful relic. Its original name is unpronounceable, even for me, but my archivists refer to it as a cerebrum cowl. It amplifies my second sight, enabling me to follow the Emperor’s light even in the darkest corners of warp space.’ He nodded to the serpents on the armillary sphere. ‘But it also wards me against the beings that call those corners home. Such devices are rare and incredibly valuable – and their workings are arcane in the extreme, but it may be that I could find you something simple enough to be of help. It would be hard, though.’ He drummed his fingers on the table and shook his head. ‘No, that would be no use, even if it were possible. In the time it would take to have a device sent here, you might have missed your opportunity. Precipice’s days are numbered, I’m sure of it.’

			Draik was about to speak when Corval held up a finger and continued talking. ‘But there is a way. Yes. Now that I think of it, it is actually a more appropriate solution. If you will indulge me, captain, I would be honoured to accompany you myself. My cerebrum cowl, allied to my experience of navigating the immaterium, should enable me to protect your party from whatever delusions the Blackstone tries to throw at you.’

			‘I would not have presumed to ask that you accompany me in person.’

			Corval waved a dismissive hand. ‘I came here to see the Blackstone. And now I shall see it in the company of a friend.’

			‘I’m afraid time is of the essence, though,’ said Draik. ‘My plan is to leave in a matter of hours.’

			‘And I have no intention of delaying you. Let me know the time and place.’ Corval laughed. ‘Having experienced the Helmsman in all its glory, I do not think this boneyard holds much else in the way of interest for me. The sooner we begin the better.’

			They finished their drinks and Draik prepared to leave, bracing himself for the degradation outside. Before he said goodbye, he paused to admire the armillary sphere one last time. As he looked closer he noticed a detail that had eluded him earlier. Not all of the serpents were arrayed around the outer rings. The sphere representing Terra was resplendent – like the jewel-encrusted finial of a royal sceptre, polished to such a sheen that it seemed luminous. But hidden in the filigree, coiled around the spires of the Imperial Palace, was a serpent – smaller than the others, but moving with purpose, venom glinting on its teeth.
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			The Vanguard clanged and hummed as Draik stormed down its companionways, wondering if he had forgotten anything. The roar of the plasma engines vibrated up through the deck, rattling the gilt-framed canvases that lined the bulkheads and shaking servitors that were trundling through the gloom, trying to seal cargo holds and airlocks in preparation for their departure.

			‘Is everyone else ready?’ he said, glancing back at Isola.

			She was making notes on her cogitator as she struggled to keep up with him, but she nodded. ‘The two priests are here and they have joined Audus and Grekh on the bridge. They’re waiting for you there. Emissary Corval is the last to arrive.’

			Draik nodded, pleased. Now that the rioting in the Dromeplatz had died down, the proctors would be trying to discover who was responsible. If he had been seen leaving Taddeus’ ship, it was quite possible their bullgryns would arrive at the Vanguard and start asking questions. Or someone may have even seen him with Grekh when the kroot fired the shot that caused all the trouble. Paying off the proctors was never a problem for a man of his means, but he had no time for negotiations and haggling. He was desperate to be gone.

			‘I’ll see to Corval,’ he said. ‘You make sure there’s no trouble on the bridge. They all know each other, but I don’t get the impression there’s any love lost between Audus and the priests.’

			Isola nodded and headed off in another direction as Draik continued toward the Vanguard’s main loading ramp.

			The doors were already open and the Navigator was waiting on the walkway outside, watching the crowds bustling past.

			‘Emissary Corval.’ Draik rushed down the ramp and grabbed his hand. ‘I cannot tell you what a relief it is to have a like-minded companion with me on this expedition.’

			‘I’m excited to come,’ laughed Corval, looking out through the void screen at the colossus hanging over Precipice. ‘Excited to see the Blackstone, despite all your warnings.’

			Draik nodded and waved him up the ramp. ‘It’s a unique place. Hazardous, certainly, but beautiful in its own way.’ As he closed the door behind them, Draik hesitated. ‘You’ve come alone? No servants? No guards?’

			Corval laughed and tapped the pistol at his belt. ‘I’m able to look after myself, captain.’

			Draik shrugged and waved him on. ‘The others are already on the bridge.’

			As they hurried through the rumbling Vanguard, Corval stopped and tapped one of the paintings. ‘Is this a Catali?’ he said, sounding shocked.

			Despite his impatience to leave, Draik could not help pausing and looking back in surprise. Catali’s work was an acquired taste and it had been decades since he met someone else who had even heard of the artist.

			‘You know his work?’

			Corval stared at the painting. His expression was hidden behind his mask, but his voice betrayed his emotion. ‘I do,’ he said, his words hushed.

			The painting was only loosely sketched, but drawn with such skill that every mark seemed to carry meaning. It showed a proud Terran noble. He was at prayer in a ruined temple, kneeling, his head resting on a sword as moonlight washed over his imposing features. The mood was sombre and full of pathos.

			‘I’ve collected his work for as long as I can remember,’ said Draik, waving at some of his other pictures. All of them showed similarly poignant scenes: stately, imposing aristocrats at prayer, lost in thought.

			‘How well he captures our burden,’ muttered Corval. His voice sounded odd – quite unlike his previous, confident tones. ‘See how bowed and humbled they all look. Crushed by duty, but never defeated by it, determined not to relinquish their responsibilities, determined not to fail.’

			There was something in Corval’s words that threw Draik back into the past, reminding him of what he was fighting for – of his determination to return home.

			Corval had turned from the painting and was watching Draik in silence. He seemed on the verge of asking a question. Then he shook his head and laughed. ‘Forgive me, captain. You’re in a rush and here I am wasting time, revealing my poor knowledge of art. Lead on!’

			Corval’s laugh did not ring true. Draik sensed that he was hiding something – a sadness. The Navigator clearly carried a burden of his own.

			He was about to ask Corval why he had come to Precipice when the Vanguard’s thrusters roared and Draik had to steady himself against the wall.

			‘Captain,’ came Isola’s voice from speakers overhead. ‘Everything is ready.’

			Draik nodded and hurried on down the companionway. ‘We must talk of this again, emissary,’ he said, glancing back.

			Corval nodded, but gave no reply, still staring at the paintings as they headed towards the bridge. He looked hesitant and unsure, like a man who had seen a ghost.
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			The Blackstone rushed towards them, voltaic and grim, choking the darkness and silencing everyone on the bridge of the Vanguard. Draik had been this close many times before, but familiarity did nothing to lessen the shock. There was no familiarity, in fact. Every time he returned, the horror was new, the menace more explicit. Explosions flitted across the surface, caused by failed approaches and colliding debris, splashing light over a baffling jumble of polyhedrons. Draik tried to discern a pattern, tracing the planes and vertices, but with every fitful burst of light the shapes became more confused – shapes without shape, each more bewildering than the last.

			‘Five degrees starboard,’ said Audus. She spoke softly, but her words jarred in the heavy silence that had fallen over the bridge.

			Draik’s pilot responded and the primary thrusters roared, the sound vibrating up through the deck plating and causing Draik’s amasec to slosh in its glass. He finished the drink and studied his companions. The Western Reaches had robbed him of most prejudices – such luxuries would be laughable in a place like Precipice. Even so, this was an unusual group. Corval was at his side, his thoughts unreadable, hidden behind his helmet. At Draik’s other side was Isola, studying the hololithic star chart that hovered in the middle of the bridge. An attaché and a Navigator, perfectly respectful companions for a rogue trader – but not so the others. Taddeus the Purifier was seated at the back of the bridge, mouthing silent prayers. His florid features were beaded with sweat and he was not even looking at the Blackstone. There was a book open on his lap, a hand-written journal, the pages rife with lurid apocalypses and coin-eyed corpses. His sweat was pattering on the gaudy vellum, landing with a gentle, persistent tap. Beside him was his disciple, Pious Vorne, her fists locked tightly around her flamer and her eyes closed in prayer. There were a few officers of the Draik Household Guard scattered around the bridge, but none of them were standing anywhere near Grekh. The kroot was hunched in his seat, straining against his harness like a captured animal. It was hard to know if the Blackstone unnerved him as much as everyone else because his eyes were hidden. Almost as soon as they left Precipice, Grekh had reached into his sack and taken out a bloodbird – one of the dripping, crimson moths that Gatto kept in the Helmsman. The creature was still alive, and fluttering weakly, but Grekh had strapped it to his face so that the creature’s wings obscured his eyes. Every now and then, Grekh would place a hand on his stomach and mutter something in his own language, but he had said nothing else since takeoff.

			Audus was leaning over Draik’s pilot, watching his every move until the time came for her to take the controls. Isola had offered her new clothes, but she had insisted on wearing her filthy old Navy flight suit, with its bulky pouches, air sockets and hastily removed insignia. The laspistol Draik had given her was now strapped to her leg and she had also acquired a combat knife while he had been away. Draik was keen to know her story. Grekh had called her a deserter and Gatto claimed the Imperial Navy had put a price on her head, but Draik felt there was something more to her than that. In Bullosus’ hold she had shown no sign of fear or panic. There was no trace of cowardice in Audus. So why was she on the run? He resolved to quiz her when there was time, but for now, he had noticed that she seemed excited about something, leaning over the controls and muttering to the pilot.

			He crossed the bridge to stand beside her.

			She tapped the viewscreen, pointing out a cluster of runes. ‘Here,’ she said, sounding slightly dazed. ‘The Dragon’s Teeth.’

			‘You sound surprised.’

			Audus shrugged. ‘This place is insane. You know that. I hoped I would find it, but I was never sure. And we’ve reached it much faster than I expected.’

			Isola eyed her suspiciously. ‘And navigating through the Teeth? Is it merely a hope that you can manage that?’

			Audus scowled at her. ‘This is good news. We could have circled the fortress for weeks before hitting the right track. How long have we been out here? An hour or two?’

			‘Four hours and thirty-five minutes,’ replied Isola.

			Audus was no longer listening. ‘Move,’ she said to the pilot. ‘I’ll take her from here. You don’t want to be responsible for what happens when we reach the Teeth.’

			The pilot looked at Draik, who nodded.

			Audus shuffled in her seat, familiarising herself with the displays and controls and nudging the ship into a new approach trajectory, teasing another roar from the Vanguard’s engines.

			Draik, Corval and Isola all walked past her and looked up at the bridge’s oculus, dwarfed by the huge dome of armourglass. The hull was surrounded by a corona of flame as debris collided with the ship’s void shield but, after a few minutes, they saw something definite amongst all the obscurity. A colonnade. Two parallel rows of spires, hanging in the void, leading towards the Blackstone.

			‘Fascinating,’ said Corval.

			‘These are the Dragon’s Teeth?’ asked Draik, without looking back at Audus.

			She nodded, still fiddling with the Vanguard’s controls. ‘Strap in. There’s a lot of crap to fly through before I can really scare you.’

			Draik and the others had barely had the chance to find seats and fasten their safety harnesses when Audus banked hard, hurling the Vanguard past the elegant bones of an aeldari void ship, its hull picked clean by salvage crews, leaving just a framework of ribs and spars.

			Almost immediately, Audus rolled the Vanguard in the opposite direction as another leviathan surged towards them – a rusting hulk, so blasted and warped it was impossible to recognise.

			The bridge of the Vanguard was lined with tall alcoves, each of which housed a hard-wired servitor – semi-human wretches, mindless beyond the very specific navigational tasks allotted to them. Most were little more than a head and an exposed spinal column, welded into a nest of bionics, surrounded by a jumble of iron limbs that clattered across control panels as the servitors made adjustments and calculations. As Audus wrenched the Vanguard from port to starboard, steering it with increasing violence, the servitors chanted hymns, soothing the ship’s machine-spirit with droning plainsong, verse and answer echoing up into the barrel-vaulted ceiling.

			Draik was not interested in the wrecks or Audus’ impressive manoeuvres, but he leant forwards in his seat, fascinated by the approaching landmark. He could tell from the drifting remnants of ships surrounding it that the colonnade was vast. The columns looked like narrow, inverted pyramids – canines bereft of a mouth or the pilings of a pier. They began hundreds of miles from the Blackstone and terminated at its surface, framing an area of shadow that Draik knew was a docking point.

			‘It does not seem a particularly challenging approach,’ said Corval.

			Before Draik could reply, Audus looked back over her shoulder. ‘Wait and see.’

			As they neared the first of the spires, Draik saw how tightly packed they were. There would be no way to fly through the sides of the colonnade – they would have to go straight down its centre, like an honour guard at a funerary procession. Even so, he had to agree with Corval. It would not be hard to glide down the centre of the colonnade – even for a shuttle as large as the Vanguard. In fact, it was one of the easier approaches he had seen. He glanced at Grekh, wondering if the creature had tricked him. Was it really essential to bring Audus along, or did Grekh invent a reason for Draik to rescue his friend? The kroot was still wearing his fluttering, bloodbird mask. It seemed unlikely he would have friends.

			Audus laughed. ‘Looks like we’re not the only ones with a death wish.’

			Draik looked back out through the oculus and his augmetic eye zoomed in on a flash of silver, flickering at the entrance to the colonnade.

			‘Xenos,’ he said. The craft was dwarfed by the monolithic stone towers, but Draik recognised its looping, organic curves. ‘Aeldari.’

			Audus adjusted her trajectory, giving them time to watch as the alien ship glided towards the Dragon’s Teeth.

			‘Now you’ll see what you’re paying me for,’ she said, settling back in her chair.

			The bridge fell silent as they watched the scene unfold. The distant ship passed the first of the vast talons without incident, but then, a few minutes later, the two lines of rocks began to sway and drift out of position, like parading soldiers dazed by the sun and falling out of step. It created a ripple of movement that rolled away from the aeldari ship, as though the craft had disturbed the surface of an invisible pool. At first, the rocks seemed to be moving at random, but Draik slowly began to discern a pattern – complex and baffling, but a pattern all the same. The spurs of rock rolled and drifted, but never collided, moving past each other like partners in a dance. It was an incredible sight. The rocks were the height of mountains, but they glided between each other with easy, seamless grace.

			The aeldari ship held its course for a while, racing down the avenue of claws, but soon the pendulum swings of the rocks caused it to veer and bank. The closer the ship came to the Blackstone, the more violently the rocks swayed, rushing towards each other and turning on end.

			The aeldari pilot was clearly skilled. The speck of silver weaved between the tumbling rocks with an acrobatic series of loops and dives and Audus leant forwards in her seat to watch. ‘Damn. They know their stuff. I think they might…’

			Her words trailed off as the rocks whirled amongst each other in a bewildering flurry. The ship hit one and detonated. There was a brief petal of flame, then the embers scattered to the void.

			One by one, the rocks slowed and fell back into position. After a few minutes, the wreckage of the ship had vanished and the drifting colonnade looked like it had not moved for millennia.

			Isola turned to Draik. ‘This is madness, captain. Even by the standards of the Blackstone.’

			Draik looked at Audus. ‘Is it madness?’

			‘Of course,’ she laughed.

			‘She got us through before,’ said Grekh, his words muffled by his fleshy mask.

			Taddeus stared at Isola, outraged. ‘Everything is as I have foretold.’

			Draik was still holding Audus’ gaze.

			‘Look,’ she said. ‘I wouldn’t have come if I didn’t think this was doable.’

			Draik was a skilled duellist and marksman and more widely read than anyone he knew, but it was his aptitude as a judge of character that kept him alive. Audus was hiding something. She was full of flippant comments and nonchalant sarcasm, but it was a smokescreen. When Draik looked in her eyes he saw hunger – the same hunger that had driven him to risk everything going back to the Blackstone. She needed this as much as he did.

			Her cocksure gaze faltered as she sensed Draik peering into her thoughts. That moment of doubt was enough for him. She was no fool. And she was not insane.

			He nodded. ‘Take us to the Blackstone.’

			She looked at him a moment longer, as though wanting to refute something he had not even said. Then she muttered and turned back to the controls. ‘Two degrees starboard.’

			The cathedral-sized ship turned slowly to face the stone colonnade. The rocks drew the eye inescapably towards the confounding surface of the fortress, a tenebrous jumble of plains and peaks.

			‘Primary thrusters two and three.’ Her gaze locked on the avenue rising up ahead of them. As they drifted closer, the rocks took on a surreal aspect, their vast size distorting perspective as they leant over the Vanguard.

			‘Engage,’ she said, and the ship hurtled forwards between the first two rocks. This close, it was impossible to imagine such goliaths mobile, but as the Vanguard sped on, Draik quickly saw movement. The towers leant away from the ship as though repelled, then rolled back, pendulum-like, gathering momentum.

			Audus whistled tunelessly as she gripped the controls and steered the vessel manually, trying a few gentle rolls. The mind-wiped servitors fidgeted, rattling in their alcoves, muttering binaric code and adjusting brass-plated cogitators.

			Audus looped and rolled the Vanguard as though it were no bigger than a fighter. Her whistling became less tuneful and more forced, but there was no other sign she was under stress. As her manoeuvres became more daring she became more relaxed, settling her broad shoulders back into the command chair and controlling the ship with a single hand.

			The stones turned faster. Soon, it looked like the Vanguard was hurtling through an avalanche, tossed on the tides of an earthquake, riding the crest of a basalt thunderhead, but still Audus looked calm. The whistle faded, but her lips remained in the same position, needlessly pursed, her expression forgotten as she focused every thought on the dance.

			As he watched her, a strange thought occurred to Draik. The titans whirling around them were moving in a familiar pattern. He had seen this dance before.

			He leant forwards against his restraint, staring at the maelstrom.

			No, not a dance, he realised, a different kind of art. The art. The stones were duelling. Positions and thrusts, thrusts and parries, parries and returns. A dazzling display of the skills Draik learned as a youth. His hand moved in time, almost involuntarily, and he mouthed terms his father drove into him on the point of a blade. Prime. Seconde. Carte. Tierce. Quinte. Turn to the side. Legs straight. Head up. Thrust. Disengage. Thrust. Parry.

			‘What is this?’ he whispered, with a rising sense of alarm. Was he losing his mind? Was this the madness Audus had spoken of? He looked around the bridge and saw that the others were unchanged. Grekh was hidden behind the bloody creature on his face. Taddeus was reading his journal, not even looking at the lunacy of Audus’ manoeuvres. Isola was scowling, but it was her usual scowl. Pious Vorne looked deranged, her eyes rolling feverishly in sunken sockets, but that was how she had appeared when she first admitted him to Taddeus’ barge. The house guard who had remained on the bridge were watching Audus with awed expressions, but none of them showed any sign of confusion.

			He looked back out of the oculus. ‘Prime. Seconde. Carte,’ he muttered. ‘Parry. Disengage.’ There was no doubt. The stones’ movement followed the principles he had learned at the academies on Terra. ‘Impossible,’ he muttered, but he could almost picture his father’s stern, impassive face, breaking into an unexpected smile, pleased as Draik surprised him with his skill, learning the positions and techniques that only an older swordsman would usually attempt. Just like on the Ecclesiarchy barge, when he had spoken of the Imperial Palace, Draik found himself unexpectedly jolted into the past, caught unawares by a memory that had been hidden for decades.

			The rocks moved so fast their shapes grew blurred and abstract, impossible to discern. As quickly as it came, the memory vanished, but it left Draik with an odd feeling of disquiet, as though the stones knew something about his past that he did not. As though they knew him.

			‘How can she see?’ whispered Isola, staring at Audus, not speaking to anyone in particular.

			The scene beyond the oculus was a dazzling blur of textures and after-images. Audus’ hands moved across the control panel with almost inhuman speed, her expression blank.

			Then she exhaled a long-held breath and collapsed back in her seat. The tumult outside vanished, revealing a sheer wall of darkness, scored with hundreds of faint, luminous intersections.

			‘Emperor be praised,’ intoned Taddeus, tracing runes in the air.

			Grekh ripped the bloodbird from his face and stashed it back in his bag, staring at the mountainous shape looming over them. For a moment, something flickered in his eyes. A hint of emotion. Draik wondered if he had misjudged the creature. Perhaps there was something more going on in that head than he had imagined.

			Draik looked back at the Blackstone, recalling with a grimace the odd sensation that always hit him when he came this close to it. The fortress was made of a black, alien substrate, like a great slab of obsidian. Cold and inert. But every time Draik approached its surface, he had the unpleasant feeling that it was watching him. Looking him directly in the eye. Peering into his soul.

			Audus steered the Vanguard towards a diamond-shaped fissure in the rock. It would have just been a patch of darkness in the darkness, but the edges were limned with a faint, cold glow, shining from somewhere deep within the fortress.

			Audus waved Draik’s pilot over and walked away from the controls, looking a little punch-drunk as she flopped into a different seat. ‘You can take it from here,’ she said. ‘You’ll see a plateau just inside the vent when you get closer. It works perfectly as a landing platform.’

			Draik nodded at her. ‘You have earned your share. You can wait on the Vanguard if you like, until we need you for the return journey.’

			She stared, dazed, looking through him rather than at him. Then she shook her head and focused on his face. ‘Wait here? Screw that. You aren’t leaving me alone in this place. I’m with you for the duration.’

			He nodded. It was probably for the best. They were a small group, and however coarse Audus was, she was an able fighter. Then he remembered the strange thought he’d had while she was navigating the rocks. ‘Do you fence?’ he asked.

			She laughed. ‘What?’

			He shook his head. ‘No matter. Is the atmosphere stable down there?’

			She frowned at him, intrigued, then shrugged. ‘Yes, same as the rest of this place. There must be an airlock of some kind as we reach the vent, but I’ve never seen it. I’ve no idea how they work. You certainly don’t see anything closing behind you.’

			He nodded. It had been the same each time he docked. The Blackstone was clearly not made by human hands, but the air was breathable, although it did not always behave as one might expect.

			As the Vanguard plunged into the Blackstone, its thrusters splashed crimson over the fissure’s walls, and the resultant jumble of shadows only made the place seem more bewildering. Draik saw enough to know they were alone, though. The plateau Audus had mentioned was about a mile wide, diamond in shape and criss-crossed with the same network of pale lines they had seen on the surface. It was a simple enough job to make the final approach and land the shuttle, and ten minutes later they clattered down the landing ramp into the darkness.

			The cold hit first, sugaring their boots with a glitter of frost. Then came the sounds – distant and subterranean, an eerie mixture of rumbles and clangs, muffled and distant, as though heard underwater. They echoed and reverberated, half-heard, speaking of bottomless pits and vast, immeasurable distances. Finally there was the presence, the indefinable sense Draik had recalled during their final approach – the unshakable feeling that the Blackstone was peering into one’s soul, a mountainous sentience studying microbe-like invaders.

			For a long minute they all stood there, staring into the blackness, paralysed by the strangeness of the place, looking for movement in the shadows, recalling horrors they had seen before. Then Draik strode ahead of the group, the lumen on his pistol stifled by the sombre gloom. He waved the feeble light from left to right, but it only revealed the ground a few feet in either direction. The clatter of his boots echoed up through the blackness, describing a cavernous space. His guards fanned out around him, trying to pierce the darkness with the lumens on their lasguns, but they were as unsuccessful as Draik. Their brass-trimmed uniforms glittered like jewels languishing at the bottom of a well.

			Taddeus and Vorne came to stand beside him, followed by Isola, Audus and finally Grekh. They all stared into the nothingness, wonder in their eyes.

			‘Which way?’ Draik asked, turning to Taddeus.

			The priest hesitated, hunched forwards, clutching the medallion-like rosarius hung around his neck and muttering something under his breath.

			‘Your eminence,’ said Draik. ‘Which way?’

			Taddeus nodded and straightened his back, causing his robes to rustle around his prodigious gut. ‘A moment, captain,’ he said, placing his hand over the relic and closing his eyes. The device responded to his touch. Diodes flickered into life around its edges and there was a series of ratcheting clicks as its mechanism whirred into life. Then he took out his journal and flicked through the pages, jabbing one of his fat fingers at his notes.

			‘Straight on,’ he said, slamming the book and pointing dramatically ahead with his mace. ‘For half a mile. Until we reach the far side. This hall leads us to an antechamber. Beyond that lies the maglev.’ He glanced at his disciple, Vorne. ‘The maglev that will take us to the Ascuris Vault.’

			She stared back at him, the light of the relic flashing in her widened eyes. ‘Emperor be praised,’ she whispered.

			‘Emperor be praised,’ replied Taddeus.

			Draik nodded and was about to move on, when he recalled the apocalyptic scenes that filled Taddeus’ barge – eyeless, wailing masses, consumed by the flames that radiated from a saintly priest. He glanced at the book hanging from Taddeus’ belt and remembered a question he had intended to ask before they left Precipice. ‘Your eminence, what do your visions show once you have the eye of…’

			‘The Eye of Hermius,’ whispered Vorne, making the sign of the aquila.

			Draik nodded. ‘What will happen when you retrieve the Eye of Hermius? What will you do with it?’

			Taddeus gripped Draik’s shoulder in his large, meaty hand. He leant close, his eyes as wide as Vorne’s, his breath coming in quick gasps. ‘I will see.’

			Audus was standing next to the two priests, fiddling with the pistol Draik had given her. At Taddeus’ words she smirked.

			Taddeus’ enraptured grin became a snarl. ‘I will see the truth,’ he said, sneering at her. ‘And I will see every soul that harbours deceit. Every soul that contains beliefs outside the Imperial Creed. I will see the impure, the damned, the faithless, the disloyal.’ His full, crimson lips trembled, glistening with spit. ‘I will see who should be saved…’ He leant close to Audus. ‘And who should burn.’

			She rolled her eyes.

			He nodded slowly, stepping closer, trying to cow her with his bulk. ‘Even a devout soul such as mine can be tricked. But not Hermius. His vision was clear. Once I see what he saw, I can strike with impunity.’ He was breathing quickly, warming to his theme. ‘I will complete the work he began all those centuries ago. I will begin a new crusade and–’

			‘Your excellency,’ said Vorne, placing a hand on his arm. ‘They won’t understand.’

			Taddeus gave her a sympathetic smile. ‘They must, if they are to endure what lies ahead.’

			‘Perhaps,’ said Draik, ‘but not now. Lead us to the maglev. Once we’re on our way to the Ascuris Vault you can tell us more.’

			He gave Audus a warning glance and she looked away, still smirking.

			Draik was about to wave the group on when he remembered Corval. He thought for a moment that the Navigator might have remained on board the Vanguard, but then he noticed him a few feet behind the others – a pillar of darkness, motionless, barely visible.

			‘Emissary Corval,’ he said. ‘Are you ready to begin?’

			Corval took a moment to reply, watching the group in silence, then he nodded.

			Draik nodded back and strode off in the direction Taddeus had indicated. ‘It won’t be long before the Blackstone welcomes us back.’ His breath trailed behind him as he went, a silver plume, spiralling in the gun lights. ‘Keep your weapons ready.’

			Most of the group followed him in a loose V formation, but Grekh loped off to his left, hunched over his rifle, his rangy frame pacing in and out of view.

			‘Stay close,’ he said, but Grekh gave no sign he’d heard, staring into the void along the barrel of his rifle.

			As they hurried across the vast space the feeling of being watched grew stronger and the noises grew louder. Some sounded like huge pipes rattling against metal, others like mournful choirs, alien and incoherent, rising to a crescendo. Draik heard, quite clearly, the unmistakable sound of a lasgun firing repeated, desperate bursts before being suddenly silenced. Then he heard screams – human, perhaps, but too distorted by distance for him to be sure.

			They had only crossed half the distance when the strangeness of the Blackstone started to assert itself.

			At first, Draik thought he had merely slipped. He was striding ahead of the group, scouring the shadows for signs of movement, when his feet suddenly slid from beneath him. He landed, painfully, on his side, hitting the cold, unforgiving floor. He tried to rise, but started sliding to the left, drawn by an invisible force.

			‘Gravity shift,’ he cried out. ‘Grips.’

			Anyone who had travelled through the Blackstone knew the mercurial nature of its physics. Nothing was fixed. Nothing was permanent. Nothing could be trusted.

			As Draik slid across the floor with increasing speed, he felt no panic. He had been through this several times. He holstered his pistol and calmly unclasped grappling hooks from his belt, swinging them into the grooves that crossed the floor. The hooks sank into the gaps with a loud clang. For a moment he dangled there, hanging from the hooks as his mind adjusted to the new physics. The floor was now a wall and the new floor was somewhere far beneath him, perhaps miles below.

			The others had all come prepared. Most carried hooks of their own and, at Draik’s warning, they jammed them into the wall to avoid plummeting down the sheer drop. Corval had something more refined, a pair of maglocks in the palms of his gauntlets, and he moved with spider-like ease across the rock face.

			‘Keep going?’ asked Draik, looking back for Taddeus. With his pistol holstered he was now in almost complete darkness, but the rosarius beneath Taddeus’ chin radiated pale light, and the priest’s jocund features bobbed towards him out of the blackness, like a severed head.

			Taddeus grunted and puffed as he hauled his bulk across the wall, but he nodded. ‘The gravity shifts again when we reach the antechamber. If everything is as it was last time.’

			‘Unlikely,’ muttered Audus, earning herself a glare from the priest.

			The going became painfully slow as they clambered across the side of the crevasse, lunging and swinging their hooks into the narrow channels.

			At one point, Isola cursed and scrambled furiously as one of her hooks plunged into the void. Draik was about to head back and help when one of the guards reached out and handed her another. Even in the faint light of Taddeus’ rosarius, Draik could see her annoyance at being the only one who had struggled. He stayed silent and carried on climbing. By this point his shoulders were burning with the pain of holding himself aloft.

			‘Almost there,’ said Taddeus, as though sensing his pain. ‘A few more minutes and you’ll see the entrance.’

			Draik nodded and continued swinging across the polished stone, his knuckles skinned from bashing across the wall. A few minutes later, he saw a pale ghost up ahead – a horizontal strip of grey that spurred out from the wall – an area of lighter dark. He realised it was a doorway, just seen side-on due to his current angle.

			As he neared the aperture, he began to discern shapes in the chamber beyond – angles and inclines, similar to those he’d seen on the surface, and built on an equally daunting scale. He was about to ask Taddeus if this looked like the right place, when pain knifed through one of his hands.

			He looked up and saw that he had sliced one of his grappling hooks through the side of his gauntlet, cutting away some skin. He could feel blood trickling down his wrist and into his sleeve. He cursed his clumsiness. Blood-slick hands would not be able to grip as well as he needed. He wiped the side of his hand on the wall, trying to stem the flow. As he passed his hand over the surface, some of the blood sank into one of the narrow channels that criss-crossed the wall.

			As his blood disappeared into the groove, it caused a reaction. What he had taken to be rock blistered into dozens of little black plates, like flakes of iron ore. However many times Draik came to the Blackstone, it always showed him something new. He watched, fascinated, as the flakes shifted and clicked, locking together in a neat, tessellating pattern. The pattern took on three dimensions, becoming pyramidal, like a geometric puzzle carried on dozens of glinting, chitinous legs. It moved with mechanical stiffness, like a clockwork automaton, and there was something almost comedic about how it skittered across the smooth black wall.

			Then it fastened itself to the back of his gauntlet and began feeding. Draik gasped in surprise as fresh pain knifed through his hand. He could not see any face or mouth, but blood and shreds of leather began rushing from his hand.

			He loosed his grip from the wall and slammed the thing, backhanded, against the rock. Rather than falling or fleeing, it locked its legs even more tightly around his gauntlet and started vibrating, like a motor, scattering more blood into the air.

			‘Damn you,’ he muttered, gripping the wall again.

			As the pain grew, he realised the thing was about to cut through his tendons. He could never hold his weight one-handed. He looked down to see if there was a ledge but it was like trying to see through oil. He tried to wedge his feet into some of the channels in the wall, but it was useless; the grips of his boots were far too thick to find purchase. This absurd little device might stop him before he even reached the maglev chamber.

			He looked back to the others, but they were too far away to help.

			Keeping his damaged hand on the wall, he grabbed his pistol with his other hand and fired into the pyramid’s shell. It shattered like glass, filling the air with coal-like shards that flipped away, tinkling down into the abyss.

			Draik muttered a curse as he saw the mess it had made of his hand. There were dozens of tears through his gauntlet and broken skin beneath, glistening and bloody. The tendons were intact, though, and his hand still worked. He was about to continue on his way, when he noticed that the wall beneath him was rippling, apparently affected by the blood he had spilled, moving like fallen leaves caught in the breeze – flaking and rising, becoming a shifting mass. As he scrambled further across the wall, he saw that the shards were forming into pyramids, hundreds of them, identical to the one that had just shredded his hand.

			‘Move!’ he yelled. Most of the group were still several minutes from the portal.

			Draik reached the opening and stepped inside, finding to his relief that gravity had returned to its original direction and he could stand.

			He looked back in time to see a blinding explosion of light.

			Heat ripped through the frigid air. He staggered back, shielding his face, engulfed by the stink of burning promethium.

			When the glare faded, he was faced with the surreal sight of the others clambering across the same surface he was standing on, hauling themselves furiously towards him, their legs dangling uselessly a few inches in the air. The wall was alight with dozens of fires. Vorne dragged herself towards Draik gripping her flamer one-handed, its muzzle still glowing and dripping fuel. Her mouth was a determined snarl, and as she climbed through the doorway she spat prayers at the burning shapes behind.

			The others quickly followed, turning to look back at the inferno she had created. The blaze was fierce. Bright enough to finally shed some light across the chamber they had just crossed. Every inch of wall and floor was in motion, clicking, tumbling and forming a sea of black pyramids – thousands of them, some as small as the one that had attacked Draik but others as big as canids. The larger ones were as featureless as the smaller ones – just black pyramids carried on a jumble of multi-jointed legs. They were all moving towards the doorway, a flood of angles and thrashing limbs. As Draik bound his injured hand the walls began rising and reforming, shedding tides of pyramids as they took on a new shape.

			‘Can we close this?’ he asked, looking up at the portal they had just clambered through. It was rhombus-shaped – a skewed diamond, over a hundred feet tall. Draik could see no markings anywhere around its frame, nor any sign of a door.

			The ocean of geometric shapes was clattering and rolling towards them with increasing speed, gaining momentum, like a wave rushing towards a beach. The distant, half-heard chorus was climbing ever higher, more like screams than music, merging with the metallic, echoing booms.

			Vorne lifted her flamer and targeted the approaching wave, but she looked absurd – it was like pointing a gun at an avalanche.

			Draik looked at Taddeus. ‘Does it close?’

			Taddeus shook his head, flicking through the pages of his book. ‘This isn’t right. This didn’t happen last time we came.’

			Audus laughed. ‘You’re looking it up in a book? This is the Blackstone. Nothing happens like last time.’

			Vorne glared at her, keeping her burner pointed at the approaching storm. ‘Address His Excellency with respect.’

			Audus scowled, but before she could reply, Draik nodded to the darkness that lay in the opposite direction. ‘Then we keep moving,’ he said. ‘How far to the maglev chamber?’

			‘This antechamber is smaller than the room we just passed through,’ said Taddeus. He was sweating despite the cold, and he dabbed his eyes with his sleeve. ‘If gravity remains stable, and we run, five minutes or so.’

			Isola had drawn her pistol and was pointing it at the carpet of scuttling pyramids. ‘We could never stop them all.’

			Draik nodded. ‘Then we run.’ He looked at Taddeus. ‘Which way?’

			The priest was momentarily hypnotised by the sight of the previous chamber collapsing and rushing towards them, then he nodded and raced off into the darkness. ‘Follow!’ he bellowed. ‘The God-Emperor is with us!’

			They ran, keeping close to Taddeus, using the lumens on their scopes but only managing to reveal glimpses of what lay ahead. The chamber seemed almost identical to the last – sheer, black rock lined with a tracery of geometric designs – but the floor sloped away to the left, meaning they had to run at an awkward angle. There was no sign of the triangular machines, but Draik guessed it was only a matter of time.

			Finally, for the first time since they arrived, Draik saw a light source. Taddeus became a rippling silhouette, his robes fluttering against a rising, pale glow. It was like a dawn – cold and grey-blue, creeping over the horizon ahead of them. It revealed a flat, featureless plain. Taddeus was making for something – some landmark Draik had yet to spot.

			They all ducked as a deafening smash rang out. It came from behind them – the sound of a thousand plates crashing on rock. Draik kept running but looked back over his shoulder to see the pyramids flooding through the portal – a tumbling, glinting landslide of angular shapes. They spilled onto the floor of the antechamber and sped after them, their spindly legs clinking across the stone like a hailstorm.

			Some of the group paused, looking back, horrified.

			‘Keep going!’ cried Draik. ‘There are none up ahead.’

			As he looked back at Taddeus, he saw the point the priest was racing towards. It was like a facet of enormous crystal – a hexagon of light that deepened the darkness around it. Taddeus was entirely silhouetted now, but Draik could tell he had stopped.

			‘This is it!’ cried the priest.

			Draik raced to his side.

			‘Why have you stopped?’ he demanded, trying to haul the priest forwards.

			The machines were thundering towards them, gaining speed, only minutes away.

			‘Wait!’ muttered Taddeus, rifling through the pages of the book.

			A few of the guards arrived but Draik waved them on towards the light source.

			The rest of the group caught up, and gathered round Draik and Taddeus.

			‘Excellency,’ gasped Pious Vorne. ‘This is it!’ She waved at the light ahead. ‘I remember it clearly.’

			The guards were still racing towards the shape, but the rest of the group hesitated, seeing the doubt in the priest’s face.

			‘They’re almost on us,’ said Corval, his metallic voice echoing oddly through the gloom.

			‘Yes!’ cried the priest, running his finger over some text.

			‘We have to move!’ snapped Draik.

			‘The shadows,’ whispered Taddeus, looking up from his journal and watching the silhouetted guards as they raced into the light. They were trailing long shadows as they sprinted but their shadows also reached out before them, as though there were a light behind them too – several lights, in fact, because the shadows ahead of them had fragmented, spreading fingers of darkness across the floor.

			‘They need to…’ Taddeus hesitated.

			‘What?’ demanded Draik as the tide of pyramids roared towards them.

			‘Damn!’ gasped Audus as one of the guards’ shadows rose from the ground and enveloped him.

			‘What is that?’ cried Draik, gripping his pistol.

			The guard staggered and lurched as the darkness wrapped around him, a black, serpentine coil, lashing around his nose and mouth until he fell to the floor, moaning and punching at the shape, unable to breathe. Another guard fell in the same way, attacked by his shadow. It spread itself across his face and his muffled cries rang out as he struggled to breathe. He tried to rise, but more of the shadows reared up, twisting around his arms and legs, dragging him down. There was an audible crack as his back snapped.

			‘Halt!’ cried Draik to the rest of his guards.

			Heat and light exploded behind them as Pious Vorne fired her burner into the pyramid drones. The front wave was just seconds away, and the ground was trembling under their weight. Vorne heaved her burner from side to side, drenching them in flames.

			‘What do we do?’ demanded Draik, grabbing Taddeus by his robes.

			‘The light is a lie,’ whispered the priest, lurching forwards and starting to run in a new direction. ‘Close your eyes! The light is a lie! Run to the warmth!’

			It sounded like the words of a madman, but there was no time left to do anything else.

			‘You heard him!’ cried Draik, ignoring Isola’s incredulous expression.

			Draik closed his eye and deactivated the ocular implant that filled his other socket. At first he felt nothing, distracted by the deafening roar of the pyramids behind him. But then, after a few seconds, he felt a warm current on the air. It was nothing like the fierce heat of Vorne’s flamer – more like the sticky, humid heat of Precipice. Blind and deafened, he started to run towards it, following the trail of warmth, using it like a beacon. He could still hear the muffled cries of his guard as the shadows crushed the life from him.

			Finally, he stumbled to a halt as his legs sank into a thick, viscous substance, knee-high and the temperature of blood.

			‘You’re in,’ said Taddeus, grabbing his arm and pulling him deeper into the pool. ‘Look.’

			Draik opened his eye and saw that he was inside a black prism. It was like being inside a piece of faceted, hollowed-out onyx. The chamber was much smaller than the previous ones – thirty feet wide and filled with rippling, oil-black liquid. It was a maglev chamber. Draik had seen many others in this exact same shape, but none of them had been filled with liquid. The others crashed into the pool, causing a sluggish wave, but no splashes.

			‘What is this?’ muttered Audus, grimacing at the odd way the liquid clung to her flight suit.

			‘Taddeus!’ snapped Draik, looking around for a control panel. ‘The controls?’

			The priest nodded and looked at Vorne. ‘Hold them off.’

			As she spewed another gout of flame into the darkness, Draik’s guards began firing too, blasting furiously into the heaving mass of black pyramids. Taddeus waded to the back of the chamber, and the others added their shots to the furious barrage – Draik, Isola, Corval and Audus with their pistols and Grekh with his rickety rifle perched on one shoulder, kicking deafening rounds into the wall of burning drones.

			It was like firing at a tsunami. The pyramids rolled across the floor and exploded into the chamber. One latched on to Draik’s chest, another on to Vorne’s neck. Three thudded into Grekh, clattering furiously as they shredded his skin and he staggered backwards, blood spraying from his beak.

			There was a loud clink as the chamber closed, turning the opening into another polished facet of the prism.

			The torrent outside continued, but it crashed uselessly against the surface of the chamber. Draik could not see them through the black crystal, but he could hear them, drumming against the surface and thrashing their limbs. He wrenched the machine from his chest, held it at arm’s length and prepared to shoot it. Then he noticed that the pool of oil was now littered with fragments of the pyramid shells. They were melting and sinking from view.

			He dropped the drone into the pool. It thrashed its limbs then froze, as though stunned. Then it fragmented as the oil closed over it, scattering pieces of shell across the gloopy liquid. The others followed his lead, flinging their attackers into the pool with a torrent of curses and gasps. Grekh was covered in the things so he plunged beneath the surface, vanishing from view. He rose a second later, free of the machines but also free of oil, which seemed too heavy to cling to his hide.

			They all stood there, panting, looking around the chamber, trying to catch their breath. Draik checked them each in turn. Audus was fine; she barely seemed to have broken a sweat. Corval was studying the chamber with interest, clearly unhurt. Isola was bleeding from a wound to her neck and her uniform had been torn on one side, but she seemed fine otherwise. Grekh was busy chewing on something, biting down with his thick, brutal-looking beak. It was a fragment of shell – taken from one of the pyramid devices. As Draik watched, Grekh managed to gulp the fragment down, gagging slightly, before leaning back against the faceted walls with his eyes closed, lost in thought. Next to him were the remaining guards. There were three of his men left, and they were looking at the chamber with undisguised dismay, no doubt unnerved by what had just happened to their comrades outside. Taddeus was still on the far side of the chamber, fiddling with something, so Draik waded through the oil towards him.

			The priest was running his hand over the crystal’s faces, whispering as he used his other hand to tap the surface with his mace. As Draik watched, one of the facets fell back at his touch, revealing a bowl of oil contained in a recess about halfway up the wall, level with Taddeus’ chest. The substance looked identical to the liquid they were standing in, but there was a difference: this was the source of the heat. It radiated from the bowl like animal warmth. There was no mistaking it; the invisible trail they had followed stemmed from this point.

			Taddeus was drenched in sweat, his robes clinging to his slabby limbs. He turned to face Draik with a wary expression. ‘Caresus? You came all this way, just to visit my humble temple?’ He embraced Draik in a damp hug. ‘I’m honoured, your excellency. I will have rooms prepared. When you are rested, meet me in the cloisters and I will tell you what I have learned.’

			‘I’m Captain Draik, your excellency. We’re on the Blackstone Fortress.’

			Vorne appeared at Taddeus’ side and gripped his arm, looking concerned.

			Taddeus laughed, then frowned, giving Draik a wary look. He looked at Vorne, who nodded. ‘He’s right, excellency,’ she said. ‘Captain Draik is helping us find the vault. Remember?’

			Taddeus’ eyes clouded over and, for a second, his suspicious look was replaced by one of fear. Then he shook his head, puffed out his chest and shrugged her off. ‘Of course I remember,’ he snarled. ‘I was just showing the captain the controls.’

			He nodded at the pool, about to say more when Draik interrupted him.

			‘Why did you let them run?’

			‘Who?’

			‘My guards. You let them run towards the light, straight into those shadows. Why didn’t you stop them?’

			Taddeus looked pained. ‘Forgive me, captain. My memory…’ He clenched his fists, struggling to find the right words. ‘Sometimes it plays tricks on me.’

			The priest looked ashamed of his failure and Draik’s anger faded. He nodded to the bowl of oil. ‘How does this work? I’ve not seen controls like this in any of the other chambers.’

			Taddeus nodded, clearly glad to change the subject.

			By now the others had gathered round them to watch. Grekh was still crunching noisily on a piece of shell. ‘Does it only go to one place?’ he asked.

			Taddeus made a point of ignoring the kroot and spoke to Draik. ‘It leads only to the Ascuris Vault. Place your hand in and see.’

			Draik hesitated, considering the enormity of what lay ahead. He was minutes away from proving or disproving his theory.

			He plunged his hand into the oil.
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			‘Betrayed from birth,’ said the voice in the dark. ‘Taught to feel ashamed and hide behind a disguise. And then, when you took off your mask, and showed your worth, what did they do?’

			‘Abandon me,’ replied Glutt.

			Light shimmered in response to his words, a few feet away, tracing the bulbous curve of a glass. The shape was familiar, but the light guttered and died before he could give it a name.

			‘They betrayed you,’ said the voice. There was such sympathy in its tone. Such understanding. He had never heard anything like it.

			Daemon. The Imperium’s most terrible secret. They existed. They were real. He had looked beyond the needle’s eye, and this is what he had found: ether-spawn. He should have been terrified, but nothing in the daemon’s words matched the horror faced on Sepus. The willingness of man to abandon man. To turn away as the bombs fell. The willingness to denounce a soul as loyal and noble as Lieutenant Sorov’s. That was the true threat. He had long suspected the truth, watching the callous brutality of his superiors, but since Sepus, Glutt had seen with a new clarity. Seen the truth he had always guessed at. The enemy was not without but within, hiding in the feeble hearts of men.

			‘Commander Ortegal betrayed me,’ he said. The name dragged bile into his mouth and the light flared again, revealing more of the glass. This time Glutt saw it clearly. A small still. The daemon called it an alembic.

			The daemon. Its name was unpronounceable. The closest he could manage was Fluxus. It had set him adrift in a heady dream. As Sepus fell, Fluxus had carried him up through its burning skies, guiding him, teaching him, helping him harness the nascent power beneath his skin. The daemon had offered him wealth and freedom, but Glutt only asked for one thing: the head of Commander Ortegal.

			Whole worlds had flashed beneath Glutt’s feet since then, sights beyond imagining. All the daemon asked was that Glutt collect specimens as they travelled: pieces of bark, vials of marsh gas, fragments of bone, flakes of oxidised metal – ingredients to be dropped into the bubbling alembic. All the while, Fluxus promised that the time would come. Soon Glutt would punish Ortegal for his betrayal.

			Glutt dragged his gaze from the pale light and looked around. The daemon had shown him places of incredible beauty, but now they were in a void. He was standing on a cold, slate-grey floor, which vanished into shadow a few feet in either direction. There was only him, the voice of the daemon and the alembic. It was a crude-looking thing – a pot-bellied beaker, with a long, snout-like funnel through which he had pushed whatever fragments of teeth and metal Fluxus requested. It was rattling on the cold floor as the fire grew in its centre.

			‘Vengeance,’ he whispered. The light flared and a shape flickered in the flames. Something tiny and foetal. Glutt reached out and allowed power to rise from his palm, then he hurled light into the shadows. To his surprise, the darkness resisted, pushing back, crushing his light to a pale dome, before extinguishing it completely and returning him to shadow.

			In the brief conflagration, he glimpsed figures – gun-toting soldiers, their heads bowed and hooded, their flak jackets torn.

			‘Who is that?’ He felt no fear. Fluxus was calm and Fluxus knew every thing. The strangers could not be a threat.

			‘Your old regiment,’ replied the daemon.

			‘They’re alive?’

			‘As alive as they ever were.’ The daemon hesitated. ‘Humans are never much more than hollow shells, Glutt, propelled by senseless biology but never perceiving more than a fraction of the wonders around them. Only a rare few, such as yourself, become something more. I merely preserved a few shells from the flames of Sepus to protect us as we create our weapon. Even in here we are not entirely safe.’

			Glutt considered looking at the men again. He recalled the awkward, unnatural way they had been standing, and imagined them waiting silently all around him in the darkness. Even before the daemon explained it, he had guessed the truth. He had progressed far beyond the lowly creatures he once called brother. His eyes had been opened. His mind awakened. He decided to leave them to the shadows.

			‘Where is here?’ he asked, looking back at the alembic. The foetus had developed a large, bubble-like swelling. A face. Three little eyes, gummed shut like puckered scars. A hint of boneless nose. A wide, smiling mouth.

			‘A cancrum.’ Despite being no bigger than a human hand, the daemon’s voice was a rich and humorous, the growl of a benign bear. ‘A place to work.’

			Glutt tried again to pierce the dark. He saw the same frozen glimpse of his comrades, their heads still bowed, before the light failed. He dropped to one knee and touched the floor. It was cold, so cold that frost splintered across his glove, glittering and aching through his finger bones.

			‘Not that,’ said Fluxus. ‘That’s Old Unfathomable. Humans would call it a Blackstone. The cancrum is the shell that’s growing around us. We are building a cocoon, so we can hold our place in here for long enough. Old Unfathomable isn’t keen on visitors. She would drive us out if she could.’

			The bubble-face rose from the liquid with an audible pop and looked up at him. The three scars prised themselves open to reveal coal-black eyes, blinking and tacky with pus.

			‘The cancrum will keep us safe as we grow your weapon,’ said Fluxus. There was another popping sound as more of the daemon emerged from the skin soup. It bubbled and slid into the neck of the alembic, distorting its face into an elongated leer as it squeezed down the narrow channel.

			Glutt watched, fascinated as the daemon birthed itself, spewing onto the cold stone floor. It was a fountain of bloodless muscle, rippling and unfolding as it grew. A few minutes later, Fluxus stood swaying before Glutt, stretching its limbs and arching its back as though emerging from a long sleep.

			‘Who are you?’

			‘The betrayed,’ said Fluxus, the humour fading from its voice. ‘Just as you are. The False Emperor turned His back on me long before Commander Ortegal did the same to you.’ The daemon reached out to Glutt, extending a flabby, pallid limb. ‘But together we will have our revenge.’

			Glutt pictured the face of Lieutenant Sorov, burning in the pyres of Commander Ortegal’s treachery. Anger hardened his resolve. He reached out and his hand closed around a soft, slippery claw. ‘Tell me what to do,’ he said.

			Fluxus gripped his hand tighter and the daemon’s mouth tore into a wide smile. ‘You have already done it. You carried me here. To a place where no one can hurt us or interfere with our work. You have already achieved something incredible.’

			Glutt shrugged, humbled by the daemon’s praise. ‘You gave me a whole new form. You saved me and remade me. And you made me strong enough to survive the virus bombs. Smuggling you onto that junk hauler was an easy enough task in comparison.’ Glutt was being modest. It had been terrifying travelling on Imperial vessels knowing that he was a host for something utterly forbidden, knowing what he was carrying in his soul, knowing that discovery would result in summary execution. But Fluxus’ voice had been there, constantly, reassuring him as he stowed away on ship after ship. The daemon had promised that, if they could just cross the system and reach a thing called a Blackstone Fortress, it would be able to leave Glutt’s body and regain physical form, and that they would both be safe.

			Fluxus smiled again. ‘You did more than smuggle me on a ship. You got me here, to the very heart of the Blackstone. I think you are already forgetting how hard that was.’

			Glutt frowned, trying to recall the journey but finding that his memories were strangely jumbled. He remembered angular, black machines flooding through the darkness towards him, collapsing as he unleashed waves of growing, unshackled power. He sensed that it had taken incredible amounts of violence to come this far, but hard as he tried, he could only remember fragments.

			‘Old Unfathomable has muddied your thoughts,’ laughed Fluxus. ‘She has a habit of doing that. But trust me, I could never have come this far without you to carry me and hide me.’ The daemon waddled away, its bloated bulk teetering on cloven hooves as it vanished into the darkness.

			Glutt followed. There was no break in the darkness but as their footfalls echoed away he sensed that they were in a vast, empty hall. Eventually, Glutt heard noises. It sounded like the crashing of waves on rocks – a distant, thunderous boom that grew louder as they walked. When they finally reached a wall, the noise was unbearable – a seismic, rolling crash, as though mountains were crashing down around them.

			Fluxus pointed to the wall, indicating that Glutt should touch it.

			He hesitated. It was the same bristling black armour he had seen beneath Governor Narbo’s skin – the shell of a mollusc or the carapace of an insect.

			Fluxus gave him a reassuring nod, its three eyes blinking with excitement. It’s safe, said the daemon, speaking directly into his mind so as to be heard over the din.

			Glutt touched the wall and it juddered beneath his palm, jolted by the tumult outside.

			The cancrum holds, said the daemon. We’re safe in our cocoon.

			Glutt shook his head, wondering at the violence that was trying to break through to them. +What’s out there?+ he thought.

			The Blackstone, replied the daemon and, for a moment, its good humour faltered. She wants us gone.

			Since the joining of their minds, Glutt saw echoes of the daemon’s thoughts. It was afraid of whatever was thrashing against the wall. The idea troubled him. He did not intend to be failed again.

			+Commander Ortegal must die,+ he thought, eyeing the daemon suspiciously.

			Fluxus jerked and twisted, still in the process of being born. The bird’s foot growths at the end of its wrists swelled and cracked into heavy, pitted crab claws. Fluxus nodded, evidently pleased by this new development. The cancrum will hold. Old Unfathomable is an affront to nature. She is beyond nature – from beyond the stars – but in this rarefied air, you and I will create wonders.

			In the distance, a flash of emerald flame managed, briefly, to punch through the heavy pall.

			Fluxus rushed back the way they had come, leaving the tidal roar of the wall behind.

			When they returned to the alembic, its contents were burning so brightly Glutt had to shield his eyes. The liquid had vanished, replaced by a teeming mass of grubs. They looked like worms or pupae, but lit from within like fireflies, their flesh pulsing and shimmering as they coiled around each other inside the glass.

			‘Quick,’ snapped Fluxus. ‘We need one of your comrades.’

			Glutt did as the daemon asked, summoning the Guardsmen over with a thought. The shadows trembled and shifted as they trudged towards him, closing around the alembic in a circle.

			As they approached the glass, the light of the worms washed over them, revealing the strange nature of Glutt’s regiment. Most of them had hidden their faces behind masks and rebreathers, but some of their eyes were visible, and they were the blue-white eyes of corpses. They moved with a jerking, automaton-like gait and they wheezed as they walked, a thin, bubbling hiss that did not sound like it came from a human throat. They responded to Glutt’s unspoken command, but they were no more than puppets, animated by his will.

			Glutt peered through the gloom at their uniforms. They were still clad in their standard issue Astra Militarum garb, but the regimental insignia had been obscured or snapped off, replaced by the vile, jagged stars of Chaos.

			‘Will these things be any use in a battle?’

			Fluxus smiled. ‘Their past has died, but their flesh is still strong. See for yourself.’ It nodded at Glutt’s staff.

			Glutt leant back and swung the staff, slamming its head into a Guardsman’s stomach.

			It was like hitting a rotten log. The staff connected with a dull thud and the man’s flak jacket oozed black, tar-like liquid, but the Guardsman barely staggered. Nor did he look at Glutt, keeping his cloudy eyes fixed on the shadows.

			Still smiling, the daemon nodded at Glutt’s pistol.

			He drew it and fired, at point-blank range, into the Guardsman’s chest. This time the soldier did stagger back a few paces and more of the dark, clotted liquid spattered across the floor, but then he stepped calmly back into place, seemingly oblivious to the hole Glutt had just ripped through his chest.

			Glutt’s pulse was racing. He fired again and again, causing the soldier to jerk and dance. He pictured all the lying wretches who led him into an unwinnable war and laughed as he fired, sending the soldier staggering away from him.

			The whole scene seemed suddenly hilarious. His laughter became hysterical as the pistol kicked and blazed in his hand.

			‘Stay with me,’ said Fluxus, placing a claw on his arm.

			Glutt reined in his laughter and lowered the gun, still giggling as he saw that the soldier was still standing. ‘With an army like this we will be unstoppable,’

			‘These troopers are nothing like enough to face Ortegal’s whole regiment. We have a few dozen men and he has thousands.’ The daemon tapped the alembic with one of its hooves. ‘But once we have perfected our weapon, we will have a better chance.’

			Glutt looked at the luminous grubs, still battling to hold back his laughter. ‘How do we perfect it?’

			‘We need to test the recipe. Offer one of your men some refreshment.’

			Glutt carefully lifted the alembic and shook it until one of the worms tumbled down the spout and into his palm. It moved with furious speed, writhing through his fingers and vanishing into the darkness.

			Fluxus’ grin froze. Then it shook its head. ‘No matter. Try again.’

			Glutt tipped the glass again and this time he managed to lock the worm in his grip, feeling it thrashing against his palm as it tried to escape.

			‘Against the chest,’ said Fluxus, nodding at the nearest of the Guardsmen.

			Glutt pressed the worm against the soldier’s bloodstained flak jacket. Black blood sprayed through his fingers as the worm burrowed into the man’s chest.

			A second later, the guard gasped, expelling a blast of foetid breath as he toppled to the ground.

			Glutt raised his staff, summoning light into the eagle at its head. The darkness pressed against it, but there was enough to illuminate the change jolting through the Guardsman.

			He thrashed on the floor for a few seconds and then lay still. After a few more seconds, his clothes and armour flattened against the floor, containing nothing but ash.

			‘This is the weapon?’ Glutt laughed, looking back at the grubs. ‘They’re perfect! How many are there?’

			‘Several hundred. Enough to wipe out half the commander’s officers before he dies himself.’

			Glutt shook his head, his humour fading. ‘No. Not enough. That’s not what I meant at all. We have to bring it all down. The whole system. The whole wretched Imperium. It’s all a lie. If they’re shells then they’re rotten shells. Do you understand? Mankind needs to evolve.’

			Fluxus leant closer, blinking its trio of eyes.

			Glutt continued, sensing that the daemon understood. ‘Killing one man at a time won’t change anything. We need to infect. We need to create a chain reaction that goes far beyond the flesh of a single host.’ He nodded at the shadowy figures that surrounded them. ‘Not one of them has fallen. Do you see? All we have is a poison. We need a plague. Ortegal said we were a contagion so let’s give him contagion. Let him suffer! Let him oversee a sector-wide catastrophe. Let him die in ignominy. In disgrace. Let the whole galaxy hear of his failure. Then I will reveal what I have become and what others like me may become. Then people like me will know that there’s hope. That they don’t have to feel ashamed of their gifts. That they can rise up. That they can be who they were born to be.’

			Fluxus laughed. ‘You are ambitious.’ Then its face grew serious. ‘But perhaps you have a point. I brought you here for a reason. I had a suspicion you might say something like this. This place is unnatural. We could do things here that would be impossible elsewhere.’ The daemon looked into the darkness. ‘And I have bought us plenty of time.’

			‘Are you sure? That noise we heard… Will the cancrum hold?’

			‘Of course. The empyrean is in our veins. If we keep bleeding ourselves into the cancrum, the Blackstone will take months to break through it. It is not of this galaxy. It does not understand etheric beings such as us.’

			Glutt shook his head, excited by the implication. ‘Us?’

			‘Yes, you too. You cast off your human shell on Sepus. You are more than that now. Take your combat knife. Cut your arm.’

			Glutt hesitated, but the daemon’s smile overcame his doubts. He drew out his knife and pressed the tip into his forearm. Nothing happened. There was no pain. No blood. He pressed harder and drew the blade up his arm, cutting a line into his skin. It parted to reveal a hard, black shell.

			The daemon smiled. ‘Evolution.’

			Glutt touched the strange, bristly armour. Rather than revulsion, he felt pride. He had always known he was more than human. And now he had proof.

			The daemon led him back to the cancrum wall and, following its lead, Glutt pressed his hands onto it.

			‘Open your thoughts,’ said the daemon. ‘Let the cancrum into your mind. Let your mind into the cancrum. See how secure we are.’

			Glutt did as he was asked. With the needle’s eye forgotten, it was shockingly easy to reach out. His conscience rippled out across the shell, feeling every crevice and burr. There was liquid pulsing through it, a bloodstream, carrying its life force, but this was the blood of gods – heady and potent, shimmering into every corner of the cancrum. The cocoon was as big as a city, miles wide and several feet thick, like the walls of a vast fortress. Fluxus was right. What could break through something so impenetrable? Beyond the wall was the alien. Unfathomable, Fluxus called it, and it was. As Glutt tried to peer into the darkness beyond, his mind turned back on itself, baffled, fractured by thoughts too strange to grapple. He felt the power of the place, pummelling against the daemon’s sorcery, immense and full of wrath but unable to break through – as confused by them as they were by it. He smiled. Fluxus was right. They had as much time as they needed to create an apocalypse.

			Glutt was about to remove his hand when he sensed something else. The Blackstone hurled more strangeness at him, trying to redirect his thoughts with glimpses of alien landscapes and impossible geology, but he pushed through, sensing duplicity. The Blackstone was trying to trick him.

			Fluxus appeared in his mind. Where are you going?

			Glutt reached further, beyond the tumult outside the walls. His mind glided through impassable gulfs and bewildering puzzles, homing in on the area that the Blackstone seemed most keen for him to avoid.

			‘Someone’s here,’ he muttered.

			Where?

			‘Outside the cancrum. Someone is approaching.’

			Impossible.

			‘I see his soul, Fluxus. A psyker like me. Coming here. He’s close.’

			Show me. The daemon sounded irritated as it placed a hand on Glutt’s eyes.

			He felt its presence, disembodied, beside him as he fixed his gaze on the psyker.

			You have such power. Fluxus laughed, shocked.

			The storm of visions grew more ferocious and Glutt almost lost his grip on his prey, stymied by an influx of thoughts. Hundreds of voices flooded his mind, babbling, screaming and praying. The Blackstone was trying to bury the psyker, hiding it beneath a torrent of other minds. Glutt pressed on, partitioning his mind until a vision swam into focus: a group of travellers inside an obsidian stone.

			We must not let them reach us, said Fluxus.

			‘Why? What harm can they do if even the Blackstone can’t drive us out?’

			They’re coming here with a purpose. That chamber will bring them here. The Blackstone can’t comprehend us, but maybe they will. One of them is gifted in the same way you are. We can’t risk it. We must send them astray.

			‘How?’

			We’re in the heart of the fortress. That’s why the Blackstone is so outraged by our presence. We can redirect the chambers from here. I’ll teach you how. Glutt saw the daemon’s essence, gliding on past the black crystal and scouring the surrounding levels. Then the daemon laughed. There, that should be enough to make sure they don’t come any closer.

			Glutt followed the daemon’s gaze and nodded, smiling.
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			Draik tried to free his hand from the oil, but it was locked in place. He instinctively tried to reach in with his other hand, but it bashed against a hard surface. The oil had solidified. His hand was embedded, wrist-deep, in a stone block.

			‘What is this?’ he demanded, looking at Taddeus. ‘Did you know this would happen?’

			Taddeus held up his hands, smiling. ‘Once we reach the vault, your hand will be yours again.’

			He was about to reply when Audus cursed.

			‘Is this rising?’ she asked, staring at the inky pool they were all standing in.

			Draik looked down and saw that the liquid was already up to his thighs.

			‘This was all predicted in my writings,’ said Taddeus. ‘There is nothing to fear. This is the Emperor’s will.’

			‘What is it?’ asked Audus. ‘Oil?’

			‘The lifeblood of the fortress,’ said Taddeus. ‘Who knows what it is. It won’t harm you. Put your trust in the Emperor.’

			Isola was looking desperately around the chamber for an exit, but every facet was identical – each polished plane reflecting the growing panic within. ‘I’ve never seen this in any other maglev chamber. We’ll drown.’

			‘No,’ said Grekh. ‘Listen to the priest.’

			The group fell quiet as the black liquid rose, washing up over their stomachs and chests. Vorne was the shortest, and they all turned to look at her as the liquid crested her chin and crept towards her lips. She showed no fear, keeping her eyes locked on Taddeus as she whispered a final prayer. Then, the liquid rose over her mouth and nose. For a brief moment, they could see her eyes, staring out above the oil, then it washed over her stubbled scalp and she was gone, no trace of her visible beneath the surface.

			Soon after, Draik felt the liquid edging towards his own mouth. He closed his eyes. Every instinct screamed at him that this was wrong, and as the surface rose to his lips he took a final, deep breath and held it. The fluid rippled over his skin, filling his nostrils, pooling in his eye sockets and finally closing over his head.

			Draik opened his eyes. To his surprise, he saw, rather than pitch dark, the chamber as it was before. The surface of the liquid was above his head, shimmering and mobile when seen from beneath, like a rippling ceiling, but beneath it nothing had changed. Isola looked back at him, relief in her eyes. Emissary Corval was patting his helmet, checking the joins. Grekh barely seemed to have noticed and Vorne was still mouthing prayers, her eyes locked on Taddeus.

			The surface of the liquid rose higher, until it reached the chamber’s ceiling, then it vanished.

			‘What is this? I don’t…’ Draik hesitated, surprised by the sound of his voice. It was muffled, like a distant echo, and he wondered if, despite appearances, they were in liquid. He moved his free arm and felt resistance, as though he were underwater, his muscles straining to move, but when he inhaled his lungs filled with air.

			‘The atmosphere,’ said Taddeus. His voice was deadened and strange, like Draik’s, as though coming from another room. ‘It’s different in some of the chambers down here. Richer. We’re in the heart of the fortress.’

			‘We’re there?’ Draik shook his head. It had been too easy. Something seemed wrong.

			Taddeus smiled and nodded at Draik’s hand – the one embedded in the rock.

			The rock was liquid again. He pulled it free with ease.

			As he did so, one of the wall facets slid away with a muted clang, revealing another chamber. Taddeus stepped from the maglev chamber into the larger room beyond and the rest of the group followed, leaning forwards and walking slowly, as though crossing a seabed.

			Taddeus had only taken a few steps when he turned and struggled back towards them, his face pale. He seemed unable to speak, shaking his head as he dragged Pious Vorne out to look. She grimaced and grabbed her scalp, clearly dismayed.

			‘What is it?’ asked Draik, looking past them into the chamber.

			It was different from any they had seen so far. Dark, again, but not entirely black this time. There was faint light radiating up through the floor. It was enough to reveal that the chamber was a long, straight gallery. It was fifty feet or so wide and disappeared into the distance. It was constructed from the same black substrate, but there was none of the skewed geometry they had seen before – just a straight, unerring passageway that vanished into the gloom. The ceiling was smooth and unadorned, but the walls were punctuated by hexagonal openings, like windows, every ten feet. They looked out into pure darkness.

			‘What’s wrong?’ asked Draik, peering down the corridor. He could see no sign of danger.

			Taddeus stared back at him, horrified.

			‘This is the wrong place,’ said Vorne, gripping the preacher’s arm and looking around in dismay. ‘The maglev has taken us somewhere new.’

			‘Somewhere I have not seen,’ muttered Taddeus, staring at his journal. ‘A place outside of my visions.’ He glared at the shadows, as though seeking someone to blame. ‘We have been misled.’

			‘Of course it’s not the same place,’ said Audus from the doorway. ‘These things never repeat the same route.’

			Taddeus glared at her, gripping his mace. Audus calmly drew her pistol and pointed it at Taddeus, raising an eyebrow. Vorne grabbed her flamer in both hands and took a few steps back, preparing to fill the passageway with fire.

			‘Wait!’ snapped Isola, shoving Vorne’s flamer and pointing it at the ceiling.

			‘Something’s down there,’ muttered Draik, ignoring the scuffle and looking down the gallery.

			The argument went forgotten as they all looked into the darkness. Draik’s implant whirred and clicked, trying to focus on the shadows. He glimpsed movement – something humanoid – but then it was gone.

			‘I saw it too,’ whispered Isola. ‘A man.’

			A sound drifted towards them. The leaden atmosphere muffled it, but to Draik it sounded like breathing, or sniffing; like a predator on the scent of prey.

			Audus lowered her pistol, the sneer falling from her face. ‘What is that?’

			They were still staring down the passageway when they heard a dull clunk behind them. The maglev had sealed itself. The only way was forwards.

			Draik triggered the lumen on his pistol and stabbed it into the darkness. ‘Move,’ he said, his voice still muffled. ‘Even if we could get back into it, the maglev won’t go anywhere now. We can’t stay here.’

			Taddeus opened his book and began flicking frantically through the pages, shaking his head. ‘I have never seen this. The chamber should not have brought us here. We’ve been tricked.’ He looked around the group, his eyes settling on Audus. ‘Someone has double-crossed us.’

			Audus laughed and shook her head in disbelief.

			‘Or someone here lacks faith,’ said Pious Vorne, still gripping her flamer.

			‘Oh, sure,’ said Audus. ‘Burn the witch. Everyone loves a show.’ She waved her pistol at the walls. ‘The Blackstone plays games. That’s what it does. You must have noticed.’

			‘Not with me,’ said Taddeus. ‘My visions have never led me astray. Every time I–’

			Draik held up a hand to silence them. ‘We need to move. It’s not safe to wait near a maglev. Not safe to wait anywhere, in fact. Whether you know this route or not, your excellency, we have to go.’

			‘Go where?’ Taddeus slammed his book shut and looked around the group. ‘Who will lead us? How will we choose a path?’ He looked back at the maglev. ‘We must find a way to make it return. We must go back to the antechamber and try again.’

			‘The captain has already explained,’ said Emissary Corval, stepping from the shadows and looming over the group. He tapped his cane on the faceted shell. ‘These transportation chambers become inert after each journey. Even if we waited here for days, and survived, this door may not open again for another year – another ten years.’

			Isola was still staring into the darkness ahead of them. ‘There are turnings,’ she said. ‘How will we decide which to take if the preacher has never seen this place?’

			‘I can tell you,’ said a voice.

			It took Draik a moment to realise it was Grekh.

			‘Have you been here before?’

			Grekh shook his head. He had finished chewing the fragments of shell and was pursuing one of his other peculiar activities. He had crouched down, taken a knife from his bag, and was tracing the blade around the edge of his shadow. The surfaces in the Blackstone seemed to be indestructible, so his knife left no mark on the floor, but he was utterly focused on his task.

			‘But you know the route?’ Draik could not hide his doubt.

			Grekh nodded, continuing to trace his shadow.

			Draik shook his head and looked back down the passageway. He could feel Isola staring at him, full of doubt. ‘We will find it,’ he said, without looking at her.

			Nobody spoke. Apart from Grekh, they were all watching for his lead.

			‘Your excellency,’ he said, turning to Taddeus. ‘This atmosphere.’ He forced his arm slowly through the dense, heavy air. ‘You said it’s because we’re in the heart of the Blackstone, is that right?’

			Hope flashed in the preacher’s eyes. ‘True.’ He looked at Pious Vorne, who nodded eagerly back at him.

			‘So we can’t be too far off course?’

			‘No.’ Taddeus grabbed his rosarius and muttered a prayer. ‘That’s true. I have spoken to many explorers and only those few who reached the utmost depths experienced this.’ He walked over to Draik and gripped his arm. ‘The God-Emperor knew what He was doing when He set you on my path, Captain Draik. He knew this moment would come. His light is in you. I see it. Lead the way. Trust your instincts. They will not fail you.’

			Draik was not so sure about that, but he knew they had to keep moving. He had seen enough fatalities to know it was not safe to stay where they were. He nodded and began walking down the passageway, hauling his legs through the thick air with all the speed he could manage, pointing his lumen into the shadows. The others followed, weapons raised, with Grekh finally loping after them when he had finished his ritual.

			Draik paused at the first hexagonal window and tried to see out, but it was impossible – the darkness was complete.

			Isola stepped to his side, her pistol raised. ‘Captain,’ she whispered, nodding to a distant shape up ahead – a brief flicker of movement in the dark. It was human-sized but seemed unaffected by the torpid air, moving incredibly fast, flickering through the shadows.

			As Draik stared into the darkness, the shape vanished. He frowned, wondering if it was just a trick of the light. ‘Keep your weapons ready,’ he said as they advanced.

			They reached a crossroads and Draik halted, looking left and right, no idea which path to take. As the group gathered around him, Grekh jabbed his knife at the left-hand turn.

			‘Why?’ asked Draik. ‘What do you know that you’re not telling us?’

			He saw, again, a hint of emotion in the creature’s eyes, before it vanished and Grekh’s expression was blank once more. Draik shook his head, exasperated. He stepped into the left-hand passageway and took a few steps down it, trying to discern any sign of a landmark.

			Most of the group stayed in the main passageway, looking doubtful, but Emissary Corval followed Draik and, when they were out of earshot of the others, he leant close, lowering his voice to a whisper.

			‘Do not trust the kroot. It is not what it claims, captain. I’m not a true telepath, but I can catch glimpses. Whatever it might claim, that creature is not here through any sense of duty. It’s keeping something from you. It came here for its own ends.’

			Draik looked back at Grekh. The creature had wiped an oily, sweat-like substance from his pitted skin and was daubing it on the polished walls. ‘I sense it too,’ agreed Draik. ‘He’s planning something.’

			‘We’re a long way from Terra,’ said Corval. ‘We need to look out for each other.’

			Draik nodded, looking over at the disparate group he had assembled. ‘You must think me a fool, emissary. I was in such a rush to get here, I didn’t take time to consider the reliability of these people. Religious zealots, xenos beasts, smirking deserters – not the kind of associates I would usually choose.’

			Corval held up a hand. ‘Normal rules do not apply out here, captain. I would have done exactly the same. There’s no logic to this place. Prophecies and visions are as good a guide as anything else. I’m sure we can find a place that triggers Taddeus’ memories again. But the alien is a different matter.’ A note of distaste entered Corval’s voice. ‘He watches you constantly. Have you noticed? I don’t know what his intentions are, but I’m sure they’re not wholesome.’

			Grekh was still smearing the tacky substance across the walls, scribbling what looked like runes or territorial markings.

			‘I swore an oath,’ said Draik. ‘I told him he could serve me if he got me to the Dragon’s Teeth. I will not go back on my word, however vexing it might be.’

			‘Of course not. Nor would I expect you to. If we can’t behave with dignity, then who will? It’s a gentleman’s duty to show the low-born how to behave.’ He laughed. ‘Whether they heed the lesson or not. Of course you must honour your oath. I’m simply telling you that this creature cannot be trusted. And I intend to watch it closely.’

			Draik nodded in thanks, then headed back into the main corridor.

			‘We carry on,’ he said, waving for the others to follow.

			Grekh looked up, confused, finally paying attention as they marched away from him. He hurried after them, clicking his beak and looking down the barrel of his rifle at the shadows up ahead.

			A few minutes later, Draik halted.

			‘Wait!’ he whispered, holding up a warning hand. Then he edged forwards, drawing his rapier and flicking the activation rune, scattering blue light from the blade. At first, he thought there was a bundle of rags strewn across the corridor but, as he edged closer, he saw the gruesome truth. Some of the mess was torn cloth, but more of it was ripped flesh – skin and organs, shredded in a kill frenzy and hurled in every direction. The floor and walls were glistening with blood and there were gleaming fragments of bone jutting from the carnage, splintered and cracked, crushed by powerful teeth.

			As he reached the remains, Draik prodded them with the tip of his sword, flipping back a hood to reveal a ghastly, bloodless face with delicate, elongated features and wide, almond-shaped eyes.

			‘Xenos,’ he muttered.

			The others gathered round, grimacing and whispering prayers.

			‘Another one,’ said Isola, pointing her lumen down the corridor. The light could still only reach a few feet, but it revealed a pile of body parts.

			They took a few steps towards the next body when Corval halted and muttered in disgust: ‘You wretched creature.’

			Draik looked back to see that Grekh was hunched over the first corpse, his beak slick with gore as he chomped through the alien’s organs, snorting as he wolfed it down.

			Draik marched back towards him, repulsed by the sight of Grekh gulping down a freshly slain body. ‘Show some dignity.’ He tried to wave Grekh away from his glistening feast. ‘For Throne’s sake. We’re not savages.’

			Grekh looked up warily, but continued wolfing down the meat.

			‘Get back,’ said Corval, drawing a laspistol and pointing it at the kroot. ‘Captain Draik gave you an order.’

			The creature backed away, reluctantly, into the shadows, swallowing a final morsel and wiping the back of his claw across his beak. Draik stared at the kroot in disgust, wishing, not for the first time, that he was more sparing with his oaths.

			‘This one’s alive,’ called Isola from further down the corridor. She was almost hidden in the darkness, no more than a vague silhouette thrown by the lumen on her gun.

			Draik rushed towards her with as much speed as the dense air would allow.

			It was another alien, an aeldari, with the same sharp, high-boned features as the first. Isola was on her knees, holding the alien’s head off the ground. He was a horrible grey colour and there was blood bubbling from his nostrils. Large pieces of his chest and throat had been torn away, and Draik wondered how he was still managing to breathe. He was clearly moments from death.

			Draik had spent a lifetime in the company of alien envoys and ambassadors. Unlike most of his race, he had even formed friendships with beings like the one dying in Isola’s arms. He prayed that this survivor had not seen Grekh’s grotesque behaviour.

			‘Can you speak?’ he asked, trying the phrase in several aeldari dialects before the alien looked up at him in shock.

			‘My heart,’ replied the alien, reaching for his chest. Unlike the other xenos, this one wore an ornate suit of armour. Aeldari armour was unlike anything manufactured by humans. Draik had seen it deflect all sorts of blows, but it moulded to the aliens’ slender bodies like leather – a tight-fitting bodyglove. This one was torn in several places but the alien sighed with relief when his hand closed over a gemstone in the suit’s chest-plate.

			‘Who did this to you?’ asked Draik.

			The alien tried to speak, then grimaced, arching his back in pain, clamping his eyes shut.

			When he recovered, he locked his feverish eyes on Isola. ‘Take me with you,’ he said, still gripping the stone on his chest. ‘Get me out of this place.’

			‘Can you walk?’ asked Isola, trying to lift him.

			The alien gasped and slumped in her grip. Fresh blood rushed from his mouth but he was still trying to speak. ‘The Talisman of Vaul,’ he muttered. ‘The promise of a god.’ His words became a stream of gibberish.

			Isola gave Draik a sideways glance and shook her head.

			Draik was about to ask another question when they all heard a sound. It was clear this time, the snorting and sniffing of hounds on a scent. Draik stood, trying to pierce the darkness with the lumen on his pistol, but only revealing more body parts, flung carelessly across the floor.

			‘We need to go back,’ muttered the alien, lying weakly in Isola’s grip.

			‘Not possible,’ said Draik, not really speaking to the alien, still staring through the darkness. A few moments later, the alien coughed and slumped in Isola’s arms. She held him for a little longer, then shook her head and laid him on the floor.

			Draik stared at the corpses. He had seen deaths before on the Blackstone but nothing quite this savage. He marched on, his pistol still pointed before him. ‘Keep moving. We have to find another transportation chamber.’

			As they headed further down the corridor, the sounds of panting and sniffing grew clearer. They reached another skewed, diamond-shaped aperture and passed through into a large room. The temperature dropped dramatically as they crossed the boundary and Draik almost fell as he rushed forwards, suddenly propelled by a lack of resistance. The atmosphere had returned to normal.

			The floor was divided into wide, step-like terraces that led down into the darkness. Draik waved for the others to follow and hurried on. The descent seemed bottomless and the temperature sank even lower, causing Draik’s clothes to stiffen with frost. Just when he was wondering if they should turn back and find the route Grekh had suggested, he reached an open space. The others had just gathered around him when a shadow broke free from the rest of the gloom, rushing towards him at incredible speed.

			Without thinking, Draik raised his splinter pistol and fired.

			The muzzle flash revealed a grey-skinned horror, humanoid and hunched, with long, ape-like arms that were stretched out towards Draik. It carried no weapons, but its body was a rippling mass of muscle. It had a flat, eyeless face, built around a gaping, incisor-crammed mouth and dozens of snorting air holes. The creature staggered as Draik’s splinters thudded home, punching into the featureless upper half of its head. By the time it reached him, its momentum had gone. It crumpled to the floor a few feet away, grasping feebly at the splinters embedded in its face.

			‘Ur-ghuls,’ Draik muttered. He had faced these creatures before, many years earlier, while escaping from a xenos torture cruiser. They were determined hunters. Reared to track and kill. If he hadn’t managed to steal the splinter pistol he still carried to this day, he never would have discovered how to kill the creatures.

			‘They’re blind!’ he cried. ‘They hunt by smell. Fire into their faces!’

			‘More!’ cried Grekh, stepping to Draik’s side, firing his rifle one-handed from the hip and grabbing a grenade with his other claw.

			Dozens of shadowy figures raced towards them, a few falling back as Grekh fired into them.

			The kroot’s grenade exploded, hurling ur-ghuls through the air and revealing the scale of the attack. There were hordes of the eyeless creatures approaching from every direction, stooped low and bolting towards them on all fours, growling and snorting. Draik fired furiously and drew his rapier. Isola and the others gathered around him, adding more shots to the fray as a drumming din filled the air – the sound of clawed feet pounding across the chamber.

			Flames ripped through the darkness as Vorne fired into the slavering creatures. Several fell back, engulfed in flames, thrashing silently as they tumbled away. None of them screamed. It was like watching pict footage with the sound muted. Vorne’s flames lit up the stairs they had just descended and Draik saw that they were swarming with xenos – far more than they could battle through. There was no way back.

			‘Keep going!’ he cried, waving the others on and running deeper into the chamber.

			Ur-ghuls rushed towards him. He downed one with a barrage of headshots, then stopped another in the same way, but a third leapt at him, hissing and grasping.

			Draik sidestepped and plunged his rapier into its chest.

			The creature’s hide was thick and unyielding. He drove the blade home but, as the ur-ghul fell, it took Draik with it, his sword trapped in its chest. The thing thrashed beneath him and locked iron-hard hands around his throat, pulling his face towards its gaping mouth.

			Then it stiffened as he fired, repeatedly, up through its jaw, shearing the front of its head away. The strength went from its grip and he freed himself, wrenching his blade out as another creature hurtled through the shadows. Draik caught it on the tip of his sword, triggering a burst of power as the rapier punched into the alien’s face, spilling sapphire beams from the wound. He pulled the sword free, stepped back and fired into the ur-ghul’s mouth, jolting its head back and knocking it from its feet.

			There was a flash of light at his side and another ur-ghul flew away from him as Grekh approached, his rifle still smoking.

			Draik snatched a moment to look around.

			Everyone was firing in different directions, their faces plucked from the dark by muzzle flashes.

			‘Go!’ he cried. ‘We need to get out of the open!’

			He ran further into the chamber, battling the sense that he might fall into an abyss at any moment. The others rushed after him, but it was ridiculous to run blind. He increased the power supply to his optic implant, driving it towards burnout. Even with the power amplified, it only revealed a vague glimpse of what lay ahead, but that was enough.

			‘A ramp!’ he cried. ‘On the opposite side. It’s clear.’

			He sprinted across the chamber and rushed up the slope. Halfway up he turned to look back.

			The rest of the group were still firing and the darkness around them was seething with ur-ghuls, their eyeless faces lit up by the blasts as they scampered and bounded towards their prey. Draik fired back the way he had come, taking down another two, then he grimaced as one of his guards was dragged from sight, vanishing beneath a wave of thrashing limbs.

			Grekh paused, examining the fallen guard, or taking something from him, Draik couldn’t be sure which, then he ran on.

			Isola pounded up the ramp to his side, gasping as she fired back down into the fray.

			Emissary Corval loomed out of the darkness, practically sauntering up the ramp, firing his pistol with calm disinterest. Then came the two priests. Taddeus’ power mace was dripping with alien blood and his eyes were wide with religious zeal. Pious Vorne walked backwards up the steps, still spewing a torrent of sputtering flames into the stampede below. Then came Audus and the remainder of Draik’s guards.

			When he was sure they had everyone, Draik waved them on and they ran up the ramp, firing back over their shoulders as the ur-ghuls scrambled after them. The ur-ghuls clawed frantically over each other, hissing and gasping, but the ramp was too narrow. Draik and the others fired into the bottleneck crush, killing dozens of the frenzied creatures.

			Draik was the first to reach the top of the ramp and see what lay beyond.

			He staggered to a halt and muttered a curse, his pistol hanging limply in his grip. The next chamber was lit. It was as cavernous as the preceding ones, and the ceiling was a crystal spire, open to the heavens. Starlight flooded down through the panes, illuminating the expanse below – a circular hall, with openings scattered around the circumference. One of the doorways was a maglev chamber. Draik spotted it instantly. It matched the design of others he had seen, with a hexagonal door. He should have been pleased, but it was the other doorways that had caused him to curse. Ur-ghuls were pouring from them in their hundreds. The maglev was on the opposite side of the hall and the ur-ghuls would swamp them before they could get even halfway there.

			He looked back to see if there was any chance they could return the way they had come. His guards and the rest of the party were all shooting down the ramp, but the ur-ghuls were gradually making their way up, tumbling from the darkness with frenzied hunger.

			Isola looked up at him as she fired. At the sight of his expression, her face darkened. ‘More of them?’

			He nodded.

			The others backed up the slope towards him and saw the starlit chamber and the ur-ghuls rushing into it.

			‘There’s a transportation chamber on the far side,’ he said, nodding to the one door not spewing monsters.

			As Taddeus reached the top of the ramp his eyes flashed with excitement. ‘I have seen that chamber. We’re back on the right route.’

			‘But we’ll never reach it,’ said Isola, shaking her head as she watched the ur-ghuls flooding the hall.

			‘We will,’ said Draik, his face rigid with determination. ‘If we go now. We could still break through.’

			Audus raised an eyebrow. ‘Some of us, maybe, but not all of us.’

			Draik could feel his chance slipping away and his pulse hammered in his temples. He pictured his father’s face as it was the last time they spoke, cold and distant. ‘I will reach the vault,’ he whispered, speaking to someone who would never hear him. He started walking down the ramp into the hall, checking his pistol as he went.

			‘Wait!’ cried Vorne. ‘His Eminence is the slowest of the group,’ she said, wiping frost from her eyelashes as she strode towards Draik. Behind her, the others were still firing into the ur-ghuls from the previous chamber and she had to raise her voice to be heard. ‘He’s the Emperor’s chosen. You can’t leave him to die.’

			‘If the Emperor chose him, He’ll get him to the other side,’ snapped Audus, loosing off more shots.

			When Vorne received no reply from Draik, she turned back to Taddeus.

			‘The time has come,’ she said. ‘I always said I would pay you back for saving my soul.’ She tapped the fuel canisters strapped to her back. ‘There’s enough here to take them all down, or at least kill most and drive away the rest.’

			Draik paused and looked back at her. ‘But how would you get the tanks in the middle of them without…’ His words tailed off as he saw her expression. She was consumed by faith – her eyes were filled with a mixture of determination and passion. He had seen this so many times before in the faces of Ecclesiarchy zealots and it always appalled him. ‘No,’ he snapped. ‘No martyrs.’

			Vorne hesitated, glancing at Taddeus. Taddeus said nothing. He just gripped his rosarius and whispered a prayer.

			Draik’s anger grew. The ur-ghuls were rushing towards the centre of the hall. His chance would soon be gone. But Vorne was now under his aegis. Self-immolation was not how a Draik operated. He thought again of the gruesome scenes carved into the walls of Taddeus’ barge. ‘What kind of Emperor do you worship?’ he muttered, glaring at Taddeus.

			Audus stopped shooting for a moment to stare at him, surprised. For the first time since they met, she dropped her cynical sneer and looked serious. ‘Well said,’ she muttered.

			‘What now?’ demanded Isola, her face ashen as she watched the ur-ghuls gathering below.

			‘How did you know to avoid this route?’ said Draik, turning to Grekh. The question had been scratching at the back of his thoughts since he reached the top of the ramp. He still didn’t trust the creature but, whatever the kroot’s motivations, he seemed to know a lot about the Blackstone.

			Grekh shrugged.

			‘How can we get across this hall? How can we stop those things?’

			‘We can’t,’ said Grekh.

			‘But someone else could?’

			Grekh looked at the hall, taking in the narrow doorways, the crystal spire and the vast, empty expanse of floor. ‘The Blackstone brought us together.’

			Corval shook his head. ‘This thing speaks in riddles so it doesn’t have to tell the truth.’

			Draik was looking in the same direction as Grekh, his eyes skipping over the featureless floor. No, not featureless, he realised. It was marked by the same network of grooves they had seen in the first chamber. ‘Yes,’ he said quietly. ‘I see it.’

			‘We can do this,’ he said, staring at Vorne. ‘All of us.’

			Vorne looked at Taddeus, but Taddeus gave her a relaxed smile. ‘He carries the God-Emperor’s fire. Trust him.’

			Vorne’s relief was obvious. She valued her life as much as anyone else, but her faith was so strong that she would have sacrificed herself anyway. The idea hit Draik with the force of a revelation. He had witnessed countless acts of martyrdom during his life, but his horror was always lessened by the belief that religious zealots were so faith-drunk they were barely human. Even as a child, he had been inured to the horror of pilgrims dying on the crowded roads to the Imperial Palace, because he thought them lunatics, happy to die for their faith. The idea that Vorne was sane and still prepared to sacrifice herself disturbed him.

			‘What’s your plan, captain?’ asked Emissary Corval, interrupting his train of thought.

			‘Run as fast as you can and make for the maglev. I’ll deal with the rest.’

			‘Run as fast as we can?’ Vorne’s relief was replaced with scorn. ‘That’s your plan?’

			Taddeus placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘I have faith in him.’

			Vorne looked no less convinced, but she was clearly not in the habit of challenging Taddeus. She nodded and looked back at Draik, a fierce warning in her eyes.

			He looked at each of them in turn, then gave the signal to run.

			They sprinted across the hall with ur-ghuls approaching from every direction. No one was shooting anymore. Faced with such numbers, it was pointless. When they were about halfway across the hall, and the ur-ghuls were almost on them, Draik slashed his palm open with the edge of his rapier and stopped.

			None of the others even noticed his absence, dashing on towards the maglev, but the scent of his blood drove the ur-ghuls into a frenzy and they rushed towards him, snorting and gasping. Draik was quickly surrounded by a circle of ur-ghuls as they forgot about the rest of the group and singled him out, their needle-teeth glistening in anticipation of a feast.

			They were seconds from Draik when he dropped to one knee and pressed his bloody palm against one of the intersections on the floor, squeezing the blood through the gap. Then he turned on his heel and sprinted after the others.

			Behind him, the floor exploded. Iron-dark shards burst from the ground, clicking and clacking as they snapped together, forming hundreds of pyramids. The ur-ghuls tried to stop, but it was too late. Their momentum threw them into the cyclone of whirling stones, hissing and pinwheeling their gangly arms as they failed to halt. Draik did not stop to look back as he raced towards the maglev.

			The others had already reached the chamber and opened the door and, as he ran towards them they looked past him with dazed expressions on their faces. Draik could not see the carnage he had caused, but he could hear it – an explosion of clattering plates, tearing flesh and juddering limbs. He was moments away from the doorway when a heavy shape thudded into him and sent him sprawling onto his side, sliding across the sheer, black floor.

			Las-blasts flashed through the air, and he saw, in the corner of his eye, an ur-ghul being torn apart as Isola and the others gave him covering fire. He staggered to his feet and ran on, and was just a few feet from the chamber when more of the creatures slammed into him. Gunfire screamed all around him as the others tried to defend him, kicking ur-ghuls away from him in every direction, but pain exploded in his bicep as one of the creatures sank its teeth into his arm. The creature tore furiously at him and the air turned to blood mist.

			Draik rammed his rapier into the ur-ghul’s chest, planted his boot in its stomach and kicked it away. He scrambled to his feet and ran in to the chamber as the others fired into the tumult outside.

			‘Go!’ he cried. ‘Close the doors! We have to–’ He fell silent as he turned and saw what he had done.

			The entire hall had erupted into motion. Every surface was fractured and split, creating a storm of oil-black shells. There were thousands of them, spiralling up into the air and crashing down in landslides, all matching the same tessellating, pyramidal design. The ur-ghuls were being torn apart. Hunter had become prey. They tried to flee back to the other doors, but every space they trod on sprouted pyramids. The constructs swarmed over the ur-ghuls like mechanical toys, whirling and juddering as they sliced through their flesh.

			Draik was so dazed by the scale of the destruction that it took him a moment to realise that there were still some ur-ghuls trying to follow them into the maglev chamber.

			Audus was next to him, spitting curses as she smashed the butt of her pistol into the face of one monster, while on the otherside of him Taddeus was pummelling another with his mace, shattering its skull with prayer-fuelled rage. The area around the doorway was heaped with wounded xenos that were still trying to reach their prey.

			The main threat was no longer from the aliens, though. The wave of pyramids was spreading out across the hall, and hundreds of the machines were scuttling towards the maglev. In a few seconds they would shred Draik and the others in just the same way they had devoured the ur-ghuls.

			‘Close the doors!’ cried Draik, looking around the chamber for a control mechanism. There were niches in the walls, chest height and filled with the same black liquid as the previous maglev. But this time there were four of them, side by side and identical.

			Draik looked at Taddeus, but the priest shook his head.

			‘I saw this chamber in my visions, but we approached from the other direction.’ He stared at the four little alcoves. ‘I’m not sure.’

			Draik shook his head. ‘The doors won’t close until we trigger the mechanism.’

			‘Quick,’ said Audus, firing at the approaching host.

			‘Grekh?’ said Draik, noticing that the creature was outside the chamber, hunched over one of the fallen ur-ghuls.

			‘Throne,’ spat Corval. ‘What is it doing?’

			The mountain of black shells was about to crash into them.

			‘Grekh!’ howled Draik.

			The kroot lurched to his feet and loped back towards them, a piece of grey alien flesh in his mouth and blood rushing down his neck. Draik’s hand edged towards one of the niches as he saw a chance to leave the grotesque creature behind, but an oath was an oath. He waited until Grekh had leapt into the chamber, still clutching some of the xenos corpse, before he turned to Taddeus.

			‘Choose one.’

			Taddeus stared at the alcoves, still shaking his head. ‘I have not seen this, captain.’

			‘Now!’ cried Isola as the pyramids crashed over the final few feet.

			‘Ask Grekh,’ cried Audus. ‘He understands this place better than any of you.’

			Draik looked at Grekh.

			The kroot swallowed some of the still-warm flesh and nodded at the middle alcove.

			Draik thrust his hand into the niche.
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			The sun was a memory, ennobling temple walls, illuminating banners, but long estranged from the sky. Pilgrims did not seek Holy Terra for natural illumination, of course; they sought an illumination of the soul. Did they ever find it, wondered Draik, as they breathed their last – crushed beneath oblivious multitudes, reaching for gates that never opened and clouds that never broke. He looked at them crawling through the muck, watching them through a spear-tip window so tall he could not see the apex. The glass was leaded and stained, ablaze with saints and scholars and framed by a casement wrought in the shape of a vast, double-headed eagle.

			Draik’s father was a few feet away, finalising the commission that would take Draik to the far side of the galaxy. He had already explained that this was not a punishment but an honour, crushing Draik’s soul with every lie.

			‘Captain,’ he said. ‘Can you hear me?’

			Draik frowned. His father never addressed him as captain. There had been a galaxy between them by the time Draik had assumed that title. And the voice was not his father’s age-ravaged croak, but a metallic, inhuman burr. As Draik tried to place the voice, a dark tide poured into the streets below, washing over the statuary and engulfing the pilgrims, boiling and rolling, turning the horizon black.

			‘Captain Draik,’ said the voice again as darkness enveloped him.

			An icy chill radiated through Draik’s coat, throbbing in his bones and reminding him of where he really was.

			‘The Blackstone.’ His speech was clumsy, as though he had just awoken. He opened his eyes but saw only darkness.

			‘Yes, the Blackstone,’ said the voice, sounding pleased. ‘Hang on to that thought. The fortress is beguiling you – sending you back into your past. I am Emissary Corval. We have come to the Blackstone seeking its innermost chamber. Do you remember?’

			For a moment, the darkness lifted and Draik glimpsed the three lenses of Corval’s helmet. Light flashed in the glass, reminding him of candlelight on windowpanes and pushing him back into the past.

			‘Sound the trumpets,’ said his sister as she walked towards him, trailing velvet, ermine and vitriol. ‘Bang the drum.’ A sea of powdered wigs and coronets parted to let her join him at the window. ‘Behold, as Terra’s most noble son prepares to sally forth.’ She laughed, leaning close, whispering in his ear. ‘I won’t tell them the truth if you don’t.’

			He kept his gaze fixed on the crowds beneath the window. If he saw the victorious look in her eye there would be violence, and there had been enough of that.

			She sipped her wine and looked at the crowds below, pitiful and bleeding, no idea of the high-born eyes looking down at them.

			‘Even those filthy wretches will enjoy the privilege you have been denied, brother. While you breathe your last in some dreadful backwater, they will be here, talking their drivel in the blessed streets of Holy Terra.’ She laughed again, looking back into the room, at the distant figure of their father. ‘And the irony is that it’s breaking his heart. It’s killing him to send you away.’ Her tone soured. ‘Thanks to your stupidity, he will have to make do with me, a mere daughter. All your embarrassing breaks with protocol, all those inelegant deals, all those ill-advised duels and then, finally, this – a murder, Janus. A murder. What son ever disappointed a father as completely as you have?’ She sneered. ‘I could weep for him, I really could.’

			Draik wanted to argue, to explain, but the candlelight shimmered again and left him facing Emissary Corval. He saw the Blackstone more clearly this time. They had emerged from the maglev into a small, octagonal antechamber with a doorway in each wall. Something was wrong. Audus was curled in a foetal position on the floor, cursing and raging. Pious Vorne was wrestling with Taddeus, who had blood rushing from what looked to be self-inflicted head wounds. As Vorne grappled with the heavyset preacher, he was moaning frantically and trying to reach his eyes with his fingernails. Isola was still inside the maglev chamber, pummelling the faceted walls with her fists as though trying to break through solid rock. Grekh sat quietly, gnawing thoughtfully on a piece of flesh, and Draik’s guards were hurling abuse at each other, on the verge of drawing weapons.

			He grabbed Corval’s arm and climbed to his feet. ‘What happened?’

			Corval held him until he was steady then turned back to the others. ‘This is it – the madness Taddeus warned you of.’

			As Corval reached Draik’s guards, he placed one hand against the side of his helmet and extended his other hand towards the arguing soldiers.

			A tracery of circuits blazed around the Navigator’s cowl, flooding energy down his sleeve and causing his gauntlet to pulse with cool inner fire.

			‘You are with Captain Draik,’ said Corval, his voice amplified and strange, resonating through the gloom. ‘You are on the Blackstone Fortress.’

			The guards ceased their argument, but Corval kept his hand raised and the light grew more powerful, distorting the air with heat haze and causing the men to stagger, clutching their heads.

			‘Follow the sound of my voice,’ said Corval. ‘The fortress is trying to confuse you.’

			The men became still as Corval approached them, looking around with dazed expressions. He gripped each of them in turn, grabbing their shoulders with his shimmering hand and channelling the light through their uniforms. He stayed with them for a few minutes, until they nodded at him, looking embarrassed but less confused.

			Corval moved round the whole group, with the exception of Grekh, repeating the process until everyone was calm. Then they gathered around him in silence. Until that moment, Corval had been a shadowy presence in the group, barely acknowledged by anyone but Draik; now they looked at him as a leader, horrified by whatever memories had gripped them and desperate to avoid slipping back.

			‘What do we do?’ asked Draik, still trying to shake the memory of his sister’s vicious laughter.

			‘Celebrate,’ said Corval, with an unusual note of levity. ‘According to our spiritual guide,’ he nodded at Taddeus, ‘this malady only occurs near our goal. We have almost reached the vault.’

			Taddeus whispered a prayer and his face turned a worrying shade of purple. He seemed too excited to breathe. ‘The blind shall be made to see,’ he muttered, gripping his power mace and closing his eyes.

			‘But what of the…’ Isola looked anxiously back at the wall she had just been pummelling.

			Corval shook his head. ‘I’m shielding us. It was surprisingly easy. Perhaps the Blackstone is not quite as impenetrable as it might seem.’

			Draik nodded his head in a slight bow. ‘You are modest, emissary. Your skill has made light of a problem that would have crushed a lesser mind. We are all in your debt.’

			Corval returned the bow. ‘I would suggest a few minutes’ rest before we press on to the Ascuris Vault. I know we are eager to reach our goal, but you have all just been through an unusual psychic trauma. There may be aftershocks.’

			The fight with the ur-ghuls had left most of the group exhausted, so the Navigator’s suggestion was met without argument.

			Draik looked at his attaché, who was standing on guard beside him. ‘Isola, you too. Take the time…’ His words faltered as his gaze fell on Grekh. The kroot still seemed oblivious to everything that had happened, sitting just outside the maglev, gnawing on the bit of meat he had salvaged from the previous chamber. Draik stepped closer, a dreadful realisation washing over him.

			He stooped and grabbed the kroot’s arm, pulling it closer so he could see what Grekh was holding. The flesh was chewed beyond recognition, just a pulpy mess, but it was still encased in sodden shreds of cloth – torn fragments of a House Draik uniform.

			Grekh stopped eating for a moment, staring back at him.

			The others gathered round to watch the exchange.

			Draik remembered seeing Grekh snatch something from the guard who died fleeing from ur-ghuls. ‘That’s from one of my men?’ he said, his voice tight with rage.

			Grekh nodded.

			Images of glorious Terra were still echoing round Draik’s thoughts, scenes of nobility and privilege, and here he was, consorting with a snorting, man-eating savage. Rage jolted through him like a current and he whipped his pistol from its holster, jamming it against the creature’s forehead, directly between its blank, impenetrable eyes. His finger settled over the trigger.

			There was silence. He could feel the others behind him, waiting to see what he did next.

			‘He was dead,’ said Grekh.

			One of the other guards hissed in disbelief and Draik heard the sound of weapons being readied.

			He stood in silence for a moment, pressing his gun harder into the kroot’s face. Then he stepped back.

			‘That thing has no place in your company,’ said Corval.

			‘We would never have got here without him,’ said Audus, glaring at Corval. She looked pale and shaken from whatever visions had been tormenting her, but she stepped to Grekh’s side with a determined scowl. ‘You never would have found me without him and he’s done nothing but watch our backs since we landed. The kroot just think differently about death, that’s all. He didn’t kill that man. And it’s not like we’re going to be giving anyone a burial in this place.’

			Draik lowered his pistol. Even through his outrage, he could hear the sense in Audus’ words. But there was no way he was going to spend another minute with the vile creature.

			‘Go,’ he said, grabbing Grekh by the shoulder and hurling him across the chamber towards one of the doorways. ‘Get out of my sight.’

			Grekh stood, shaking his head, shreds of meat still hanging in his grip. ‘My debt…’ he said.

			‘Is repaid,’ snarled Draik, still battling the urge to kill him. He knew the name of the man Grekh was currently digesting. ‘Go. Before I change my mind. Audus says you know this place better than any of us. I’m sure you’ll find a way out.’

			Grekh shook his head, looking at Audus for support.

			She was about to speak up again when Draik yelled an order.

			‘On the count of three,’ he said, glancing at his men.

			They raised their lasguns and pointed them at the kroot.

			‘One,’ said Draik, raising his pistol.

			Grekh gave a last shake of his head, then bounded off through the doorway, vanishing into the darkness.

			Draik stood there for a few seconds, his pistol still raised, considering how low he had come, how far he was from where he should be.

			‘Which way?’ he said, turning to Taddeus, his voice still taut. ‘Where is the vault?’

			Audus was shaking her head and cursing under her breath but the rest of the group relaxed, visibly, to see Grekh gone.

			Taddeus beamed at Audus, waving his mace at one of the doorways. ‘Take heart. Deliverance is at hand. We don’t need rabid xenos creatures to lead the way.’ He tapped his journal. ‘We are back on the routes I understand. These are the places I have been shown. The God-Emperor’s brilliance has found us, even here, in this lightless pit. We’re almost there.’

			After they had rested and checked their weapons, Taddeus led them down the corridor he had pointed out. It was as dark as all the previous ones, but it was far narrower, so the lumens on their guns were enough to light up the walls and flash in their widened eyes. Every few feet they passed circular openings leading to other passageways, but Taddeus rushed on down the main corridor until it opened out into another large hall.

			Draik hesitated at the threshold, confused. It looked like they had emerged in a moonlit forest. As in one of the previous chambers, the ceiling was open to the light of the heavens – a vast, faceted dome of crystal that glittered with the radiance of a thousand stars. The light poured down through the dome and splashed, cold and beautiful, across hundreds of columns. They were not trees, as Draik had at first thought, but rods made of the same black substance as the walls. They varied in height, some hundreds of feet tall and others no higher than a man. High up, they were linked with bough-like crossbars, creating shady, bowered walkways and adding to the sense of a forest. As Draik stepped closer, he saw that the rods were arranged in a pattern – complex, but deliberate and familiar in some way. The chamber fell away on one side, a sheer drop that plunged into a pit, beyond the reach of the starlight. On the other side, beyond the columns, was a broad staircase. Draik’s head ached as he followed its meandering, physics-defying course. The steps started normally enough, then veered off at a bizarre angle and looped back, creating an intersection that Draik could not understand, however long he stared at it.

			Taddeus had not paused, striding on through the columns with confidence, making for the distant staircase as the rest of the group hurried after him. Draik was halfway across the room, still trying to decipher the pattern of the columns, when Corval placed a hand on his shoulder.

			‘Captain,’ he said. ‘What is it?’

			Draik shook his head. He had the same odd feeling he’d had when he watched the Dragon’s Teeth move in the same sequence as his childhood training regimes. There was something about the arrangement of these columns that mirrored his past. It was as though the Blackstone were trying to tell him something. He was on the verge of explaining all this to Corval when he realised how absurd it was. He’d sound like one of the fools who became enamoured by the Blackstone’s mystery, imbuing it with religious significance and personality.

			‘There’s a pattern here,’ he said, without elaborating. ‘I can’t decipher it.’

			Corval nodded, looking around at the featureless poles. ‘It might be significant, captain. Your goal is to decipher the workings of this place. These details might point to a wider pattern.’

			‘True,’ muttered Draik, still unwilling to explain that his interest was more obscure.

			‘Take a moment,’ said Corval. ‘We’re racing through all these rooms at such speed, without pausing to examine their mysteries. We could miss something crucial if we don’t stop to look when we have the chance.’

			It was true. They were sprinting past wonders that might never be seen by human eyes again. As the others rushed on and began climbing the staircase, Draik stepped closer to one of the columns and Corval wandered off through the stone glade, looking up at the distant ceiling.

			‘Captain!’ Corval waved Draik over towards the edge of the room. ‘There’s something over here.’

			The others had now disappeared from sight, heading on into the next chamber, so Draik moved quickly, not wanting to split the group. He dashed between the columns, starlight flashing on his cuirass as he reached the edge of the chamber.

			‘What is it?’

			Corval was staring into the darkness, his cowl flickering with psychic resonance as he leant out into the void.

			‘I can’t tell. Can your eyepiece penetrate this wretched darkness, captain? Focus it over there. Do you see that?’ Corval pointed down into the unseen depths and Draik saw something moving in the shadows. He stepped past the Navigator, fascinated.

			‘I do see something,’ he muttered, dropping into a crouch and opening his optical implant’s aperture as wide as it would go. Something started to materialise. ‘A face,’ he gasped as the features swam into view. Again, he sensed that the fortress was dredging his past. The face was familiar. His breath stalled in his throat as he realised what the Blackstone was showing him. ‘Numa,’ he gasped, his throat dry.

			‘Numa,’ said Corval. The Navigator’s voice sounded odd.

			Draik leapt to his feet, looking back at Corval. The Navigator had drawn his pistol. It was pointed at Draik’s face.

			Corval hesitated, just for a second, his hand wavering, then he fired.

			The hesitation gave Draik time to dodge, draw and fire, but his shot went wide as Corval’s blast ripped through his shoulder, knocking him off his feet and throwing him backwards.

			Corval said nothing as Draik fell, silently, into the frigid dark.
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			‘She went back in,’ said a voice, loud and grating in his ear.

			Bullosus woke with a grunt, sitting bolt upright and looking around the hold. He felt stronger, but the pain in his arm was worse. Lothar and Aurick were watching him with grim expressions on their faces.

			‘Who?’ he said. ‘Where?’

			‘Audus,’ said Lothar. ‘Back into the Blackstone.’

			Bullosus pounded his fist on the table, leaving an impressive dent. ‘With the Terran?’

			‘And the priest.’

			Bullosus’ anger flooded him with vitality. His mother, father, brother and sisters were all facing a death sentence, while that pompous dandy played games on the Blackstone. ‘Then we’re going back in too.’

			Lothar was almost as big and ugly as his elder brother, but fear flashed in his eyes. ‘That place will kill us, Grusel.’

			Aurick nodded. ‘It’s not safe.’

			Bullosus stared at them both. ‘Without Audus, we cannot save them.’

			The words hung in the air as all three brothers pictured the faces of their family. Lothar and Aurick nodded, looking ashamed.

			‘Did you tag her?’ asked Lothar.

			‘In the chest. She’ll be easy to track.’

			‘What about that?’ asked Lothar, pointing at his wound.

			Bullosus cursed as he remembered the shattered mess that used to be his arm. The chirurgeon had done enough to keep him alive but the arm was useless. Perhaps he was a fool to go back in? Could there be another way? He slumped back onto the table, looking around the gun cases that lined the walls. There was a fortune to be made if he could just live long enough to sell them. He had been dealing weapons since he first crawled out of the festering hive city that spawned him, but he had never seen anything like the relics in Precipice.

			His gaze fell on a broad, curved blade that was even more valuable than the guns. A radium scythe. Throne knows how it had ended up in the Blackstone. It could cut through almost anything. If he lived, it would come close to clearing his debt on its own, but the deal was fixed: Audus for the lives of his family.

			As he looked at the scythe, an idea occurred to him.

			He nodded to the bottle of amasec his brothers had been drinking. They passed it to him and he downed it without pausing for breath, savouring the heat that rushed up through his chest and cleared his thoughts.

			Orphis was still in the corner of the hold, cleaning his surgical instruments, a jaundiced, skeletal husk of a man, hunched and trembling as he packed his things away, eager to return to the Helmsman. There was a chainknife hanging on the back of the door.

			‘Cut me above the elbow,’ Bullosus said, glaring at the chirurgeon. ‘Hook the radium scythe to my artery.’

			Orphis paled.

			‘Mess it up and I’ll kill you,’ said Bullosus. It was a calmly stated fact rather than a threat.

			Orphis nodded slowly, then grabbed another bottle of amasec and drank almost as much as Bullosus. He took the chain-knife and triggered the blade, filling the hold with the rattling din of saw teeth.

			As Orphis leant over him, Bullosus held up his working hand, signalling that he should pause.

			‘Sing,’ he demanded, glaring at the squat, amphibian thing in the corner of the room.

			As the chainknife’s teeth bit into his arm, and the air turned crimson, Bullosus drifted away, carried on the gentle lullaby that spilled from the cage. The tune took him away from the sweat and blood, back through the decades – back to his childhood, when he was too young to know how messed up everything was.

		

	
		
			 

			13

			Corval stood at the brink of the precipice, waiting for euphoria to arrive. Three decades, keeping himself alive, holding the horrors of his disease at bay, just to achieve this simple end: the death of one man. But where he had expected elation, he found only numbness. The void before him merged with the void in his soul. What does a man do once he achieves his life’s ambition? Corval had only ever thought of reaching this point: killing Draik – murdering him where no one could hunt for clues, where no one would question his death. But what now?

			To his immense surprise, Corval realised he wanted to live. What a joke. Living. The one thing he could not risk. He placed a hand over his chest, feeling the movement beneath his suit. His skin was bubbling like broth, struggling to contain the vileness beneath. His damnation was almost complete. What life could there be for someone like him?

			He took a metal syringe and a small canister from his robes. He placed them on the floor and unfastened the hauberk of his thick, rubber-clad suit. He paused, looking around, peering into the shadows to make sure the others weren’t near, then he pulled open his shirt. His chest was deformed, wrenched out of shape by a large, egg-shaped swelling at the centre of his ribs. Corval muttered an oath as he saw that it was splitting down the middle, revealing an amber-coloured eye with a vertical slit of a pupil. As Corval picked the syringe up from the floor, the eye began to roll, as though trying to escape from his chest. Corval hesitated. He had been through this process every day for years, but this time there was something new. Beneath the eye, a narrow depression had formed over his diaphragm. It looked horribly like a mouth.

			He pushed the needle into the eyeball and sucked the fluid into the syringe. Once he had lanced the growth, leaving an empty sac, he injected the golden fluid into the metal canister and placed it back beneath his robes, where it clinked against several others he had filled since landing on the Blackstone. He took a tin of salve from another pocket and rubbed it over the wound. The skin blistered, smoking slightly as his skin melted and reformed, sealing the hole.

			He looked at the nascent mouth for a moment, unsure what to do. It was moving, mouthing silent phrases beneath his skin. He could see the beginnings of teeth, strong and healthy, clamping and shifting under his stomach muscles. He took some of the salve and rubbed it over the depression. The skin blistered and thickened, obscuring the mouth a little, but he could still see it trying to speak.

			‘Not much time,’ muttered Corval, fastening his shirt and hiding his disgrace, wondering what to do next.

			He had always intended to take his own life straight after Draik’s, hiding his shameful end in some dark, unreachable corner of the Blackstone, but now he had been waylaid by an absurd, childish hope. An idea had been simmering at the back of thoughts since Draik had first described the Ascuris Vault. The Blackstone followed no laws of physics. The histories were clear on the subject. Even time was mutable within the walls of the Blackstone, chemistry and biology the same. Explorers had emerged from the Blackstone changed – not just mentally, but physically. If Draik’s theory was right, and the Ascuris Vault was the fulcrum of the whole fortress, perhaps it could offer him a chance at redemption? He had tried to crush such thoughts, worried that such absurd fancies might distract him. But now, with Draik dead, what difference did it make? Why not follow Taddeus to the vault? They were so close now. He could suppress his mutations for a little longer. He laughed at the ridiculousness of it, but he ran towards the steps anyway, preparing the lies he would tell the others.

			We were attacked. Draik fell. I could not save him.

			It would be easily done.

			Since Corval had shot Draik there had been a distant rumbling sound echoing round the chamber – a low, grinding moan. He had barely registered it until now, but as he headed back into the stone glade, it grew noticeably louder.

			He looked up into the network of beams and saw that one of them was trembling. He had thought they were all smooth and featureless, but this one bore a jagged crater that was glowing faintly around the edges. There was smoke trailing from a spike at its centre. Corval laughed as he realised it was the splinter Draik had fired. He strode on, calling out for the others, trying to sound shocked and upset.

			‘Help! We’ve been attacked! Come back!’

			There was a loud click as the damaged beam retracted, slid into a column and vanished. The rumbling grew louder.

			Corval stumbled to a halt as he saw that several of the poles were now moving, reacting to the fallen beam, repositioning themselves. He shook his head in disbelief as the tremor rippled across the whole chamber, each moving pole causing another one to shift. It looked like a breeze, rippling through crops.

			He picked up his pace, sprinting between the columns, but before he got halfway across the chamber they turned and reformed, metamorphosing into completely new angles and shapes. Corval had to dodge and leap as the chamber rebuilt itself, clicking and shifting all around him. Columns rose directly in his path and the noise became horrendous. Through the blizzard of movement, he saw the rest of the group reappear at the top of the staircase, shocked expressions on their faces as they saw him struggling to reach them through such a bewildering scene.

			Draik’s attaché took a few steps down the staircase, scouring the chamber for a sign of her captain, but she was driven back as new columns sheared up through the steps. The stairs recoiled, as though alive, moving like a mechanical serpent, rearing and twisting, giving Corval the odd sensation that a colossal monster was rearing over him, preparing to strike.

			Isola and the others vanished from sight as the whole chamber rotated, spinning on its axis, ratcheting and clicking, responding to the chain reaction Draik’s splinter had caused.

			‘Taddeus!’ cried Corval, amplifying his voice over the din. Without the priest he had no guide. He would be lost. Panic gripped him. His hunger for life was stronger than he expected. ‘Taddeus!’ he howled, lurching across the fragmenting floor.

			Corval fell, cartwheeling through the air. He hit a rising column and crashed to the floor, dazed, as the chamber turned around him.

			For what seemed like only a moment he lost consciousness, but when he sat up with a gasp, the chamber was still. He climbed to his feet, trying to get his bearings. The chamber was completely transformed. There was no sign of the staircase, the columns had vanished and even the walls had shifted, turning the room into a long, crooked triangle with a doorway at each corner.

			Corval shook his head, shocked by the scale of the transformation. How could such a vast structure simply rebuild itself? Even the abyss he had blasted Draik into had vanished. ‘Taddeus!’ he cried, rushing into the centre of the chamber.

			‘Corval?’ came a distant reply.

			Corval whirled around, trying to locate the source of the voice. It was Taddeus, he could recognise the preacher’s strident tones, but he could not see him.

			‘Corval?’ came the voice again. It was coming from beneath him, under the floor.

			He dropped to his knees and saw that the surface here was not completely opaque. It was like tinted plex-glass – almost black, but not quite – and there was movement underneath. It was like he was crossing the surface of a frozen lake.

			‘Audus!’ he cried as the shaven-headed pilot rushed past. She was upside down, her feet on the underside of the surface he had his hands pressed against. She was looking around, frantically, but when she shouted a reply, her mouth moved silently. She was yelling but he heard nothing. ‘Audus!’ he shouted again, but to his dismay she rushed off, not seeming to hear him. He saw the undersides of more boots as the rest of the group ran past, but however loud he shouted, none of them heard.

			He scrambled across the floor on his hands and knees, trying to follow, but after a few feet the floor became opaque again and he lost sight of them.

			‘No!’ he cried, smashing the handle of his pistol against the floor.

			There was no reply and, after a few minutes of fruitless hammering and crawling, he stood up and dusted himself down again, unwilling to behave like an animal, however dire his situation. He looked at the three doorways that marked the corners of the triangular hall. They were identical. How could he choose?

			He paced back and forth, muttering to himself. He should be ecstatic. Draik was dead. The debt was paid. The vendetta was complete. And now he found himself in the ridiculous position of desiring the life that was so obviously out of his reach. He touched the cerebrum cowl, feeling the psychic tremors beneath its surface, crackling and sparking around his third eye, pleading with him to release their power. ‘No,’ he whispered. ‘I cannot.’ His gifts were no longer safe. Protecting Draik’s party from the madness had been an easy task, but to reach into the warp, as he would once have done, terrified him. He could feel the sickening change taking place beneath his suit. He was a fractured vessel. Unleashing even a fragment of his power would have disastrous results.

			A clattering sound rang out through the hall and Corval whirled around, expecting to see another column reforming. But there were no columns left. The rattling sound grew louder, coming from one of the doorways. He backed away, pistol raised.

			Tall, spindly shadows flooded through the portal – dozens of them, rushing into the starlight. Corval cursed. They were similar to the pyramid-shaped drones that had attacked when they landed, wrought of lustreless ore and propelled by twitching spasms. Their heads were wide, like triangular anvils, swaying on a jumble of spindly legs. There were cyclopean lights mounted in the centre of their heads, and as they clattered into the room, their cold, blank gaze fell on Corval.

			The drones scuttered quickly across the chamber, their legs scraping and screeching, knives sharpening for a meal. Corval fired. His shot was wild but hit one of the drones’ legs. The blast ripped it clean off, but the machine did not pause, propelled by the momentum of all its other gangling limbs. Almost instantly, the missing leg was replaced by another. It folded down from the creature’s head like an unfurling antenna.

			Corval sprinted away from them. The starlight was now refracted by so many facets that the hall shimmered, scintillating and mercurial, dazzling Corval as he veered across the chamber with the spindle drones rattling in his wake. He was making for the nearest of the three portals that led from the chamber, but he could hear from the approaching din that the drones would be on him long before he made it.

			‘The eyes!’ cried a voice from the far side of the hall, back in the direction of the drones.

			Corval risked a glance over his shoulder and saw Grekh striding into view, his rifle raised to his shoulder.

			The drones paused to look back as the creature fired. One of them flipped back through the dazzling lights, liquid spraying from a hole that had previously been its eye. It clanged onto the floor and the other drones fell on it like hungry predators, their razor-limbs slashing in a frenzy of cuts and lunges, snatching the pieces into unseen orifices until nothing remained, only a faint trail of smoke.

			Corval felt the same revulsion he always did upon seeing the kroot, but he was not fool enough to ignore his advice. As the spindle drones whirled back towards him, Corval loosed off a barrage of shots, taking careful aim this time, targeting their arc-light eyes. Every shot dropped a drone. Some toppled in a heap, lifeless sacks of scrap; others thrashed wildly as they hit the floor, shrieking and twitching like crippled insects. Some drones paused to slice up their fallen siblings, but others picked up their pace, juddering through the lights towards Corval.

			Grekh was still firing, attempting to walk towards him, but the chamber had other ideas. The kroot had only taken a few steps when the air shimmered and changed around him. Corval’s brain struggled to comprehend it. The air split open, fragmenting the kroot along with it, turning the creature into a fan of shards. The more Grekh tried to rush towards Corval, the more he splintered, until he collapsed, shredded into slivers of refracted light.

			Corval fired another volley at the drones and ran on, leaping over a chasm and bolting for the nearest doorway. Thanks to the intervention of the kroot, he made it out of the hall, sprinting into a narrow corridor, but he could still hear the drones tapping and clanking after him.

			The corridor was a hexagonal tube, more like a ventilation shaft. The ceiling was so low Corval had to stoop as he ran, and the surfaces were made of a different material to the previous chambers – a wire mesh of interlinked strips, like a metal cage. There was light shining from somewhere below, creating a grid of beams that washed over Corval as he ran.

			Behind him, he heard the spindle drones crash into the corridor, clattering as they all tried to enter at once. He paused to fire, and saw to his relief that the machines were struggling to follow him down the tunnel. Their razorblade legs slipped through the holes in the wire mesh, causing them to stumble and lurch, toppling forwards rather than running. He added to their problems by shooting out the eyes of the drones at the front, leaving a pile of smouldering metal in the path of the others. Then he ran on with all the speed he could manage, still calling out to Taddeus.

			As he ran, an idea started to form in his head. Why not risk the thing he had been hiding from? Without Taddeus to guide him, he was doomed anyway. He would end up just another portrait on Gatto’s shard, staring out into the Helmsman at the drunkards and fools. Either the Blackstone would destroy him, or he would simply waste away, starving to death in its labyrinth of halls and passageways. But he had a tool all those other wretches did not. He touched his cerebrum cowl, sensing the third eye beneath, like a finger pressed against a crack in a dam, holding back the tide. For months now, he had not dared gaze into the warp. The degeneration of his flesh was accelerating all the time and he was not fool enough to think it stopped there. As his skin and muscles decayed, the same would be happening to his mind. He would not even dare guide a ship now. What crueller fate could there be for a Navigator? Robbed of the very discipline that lifted him above his peers, as blinkered and dulled as a normal man. ‘No,’ he muttered, dismissing the idea. ‘I dare not risk it.’

			He reached an intersection and ducked down another corridor without pausing. They were all identical, so there was no point pretending he knew the best route. He soon regretted his decision, though. The corridor grew narrower and narrower until he was practically crawling. He was just about to turn back when the passageway broadened out and became an angular precipice, like a balcony, looking out over a tall atrium crowded with angular slopes and ravines. It looked almost like a natural, rocky crevasse, apart from the deliberate way the geometric planes and angles intersected. The atrium was topped with the same clear, crystalline ceiling as the previous chamber, and starlight flashed on the expanses of black rock, or metal, or whatever strange substrate the fortress was constructed from. Where the light hit the planes it looked like art – pieces of black and white card, cut and scattered in a monochrome montage.

			As Corval studied the shapes, he recalled the surprise on Draik’s face as he turned to see a gun pointed at his head. Why did I hesitate? wondered Corval. I spent all these years hunting him down, and then when my chance came I struggled to pull the trigger, despite everything he’s done. He still felt as hollow and blank as he had felt when he watched Draik fall. None of this had played out as he imagined.

			The clattering sound of the drones echoed down the corridor and Corval hurried on, looking for a way down into the atrium. He dashed back and forth along the whole length of the precipice, but there was nothing – no steps, or ramp. He was trapped.

			The sound of the drones grew louder. He could hear their bladed legs scything against each other as they crushed down the narrow corridor towards him. He looked out over the drop, wondering if he could jump. It was hundreds of feet. He’d be smashed to pieces by the cones and prisms below.

			A drone lunged out onto the ledge, its legs scrabbling wildly on the smooth rock as it steadied itself. Corval backed away, firing at its head. The second shot hit home, shattering its eye and sending the drone clattering away. Another emerged, then another, like ants swarming from a nest.

			Corval kept firing into the throng of lustreless shells but then his back thudded against a wall. He had nowhere left to go.

			The drones charged, their talon-legs flashing as they hurtled towards him. He could not fire fast enough. Dozens toppled before his shots, spinning into the others or dropping from the precipice, but others rushed to take their place.

			He clicked an activation rune in his cane and it pulsed with energy.

			As the first of them reached him, he smashed the cane into its face, creating an explosion of sparks and splintered metal. The drone fell back into the others and Corval lashed out again, bringing the cane round in a backhanded slash, shattering another eye and engulfing his arm in flames.

			Another drone bounded over the two he had downed and slammed into him. It was hard and heavy and the breath exploded from his lungs as he thudded back against the wall. He kicked it from the ledge and halted another one with a las-blast, but then the full weight of the crowd slammed against him.

			Pain exploded in his head. His visor filled with blood.

			The drones screamed, their legs slicing through him, frenzied, tearing armour, cloth and flesh. No, thought Corval. Not like this. He would not die so close to the Ascuris Vault. If there was even a tiny chance it might save him, he had to know.

			With a whispered oath, Corval opened his third eye and stared into the warp. His cowl blazed, white-hot, channelling the force that ripped through his head. The drones halted, frozen in the act of killing, their heads thrown back and their legs sheathed in webs of blood.

			Corval rose from the ledge, incandescent, star-like, radiating warp fire as the drones orbited him, rigid and contorted. He was watching himself from far below, on the slope of a black, sheer-sided pyramid. He was both up on the ledge and down on the pyramid. He watched himself, scrambling to hold his place on the side of the pyramid, and realised he was observing that from a third location – a doorway, down on the ground floor of the atrium. He saw himself in the doorway from a fourth vantage point, then a fifth, sixth and seventh, until his mind grew so fragmented it slipped through his grasp.

			He turned in on himself like a paper puzzle, shrinking with each fold until, with a final, molecular snap, he ceased to be.
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			Brittle air snapped through Draik’s coat as he tumbled through the darkness. Death could only be moments away, but all he could think of was a name: Numa. A name he thought he’d left behind. How did Corval know it? Did Corval know what he had done?

			‘This need never emerge.’ His father sounded distant and distracted as he led Draik from the duelling cages. For the first time Draik could remember, he looked his age – shoulders rounded by the decades, skin as grey as the Terran sky. ‘I spoke to the Novator of House Numa. His grief is… Well, you can imagine. But he knows you were both to blame. There’s to be no trial. He has no desire to entertain the palace gossips.’

			‘Then why must I leave?’

			The duke’s eyes were dead. He looked through his son rather than at him, waving Draik back into the house.

			Draik knew the answer. He was an embarrassment. And he was dangerous. His father was ashamed of him.

			Draik shook his head. He was losing himself. He was not on Terra. He was in the Blackstone Fortress, falling to his death. Why was he seeing his father? Without Corval to protect him, the Blackstone was scrambling his thoughts, throwing him into the past.

			‘Pain is a bond,’ said his father, looming over him. The duke was young again, only fifty years old, and Draik was a child of six, clutching a bloody shin, battling tears. ‘It locks you to the world, Janus. Trust it. Even if everything else around you is a lie, pain is usually the truth.’

			Draik fixed his thoughts on the wound in his shoulder. It was a bright ember of hurt. He had been trying to ignore it but now, remembering his father’s advice, he embraced it, savouring the pulse-pounding agony of torn muscle and burnt skin.

			It worked. Terra faded, leaving him alone in the darkness, listening to his coat flutter as he fell. He must have been falling for several minutes without hitting anything. How was that possible?

			The Blackstone was playing with him.

			He strained his neck, looking for a fixed point, or a light source, or anything he could use to orientate himself. There was nothing, so he made his own light. He grabbed a flare from his belt and hurled it. The explosion was bright enough, for a few seconds, to drive back the darkness.

			Draik laughed at the absurdity of what it revealed. He was falling past the fractured hull of a vast, Imperial starship, an ancient ironclad, its adamantium plate scorched and warped by centuries of warp travel, its bones picked clean by legions of salvage crews and void creatures. A forgotten monster of the deep, balanced end-on – skewered and hung by the Blackstone Fortress. What kind of chamber could contain such a goliath? Even on the Blackstone this seemed impossible. The ship’s hull was mostly burned away, trailing shattered bulkheads and rusting, city-sized plasma drives. The design was archaic, even by Imperial Navy standards. Why was it here? How had it come to die inside the Blackstone? Huge as it was, it looked like a morsel of food, rotting slowly in the gut of an even greater leviathan. No, not rotting, Draik realised – being digested. Whole decks were morphing and reforming, becoming the same gunpowder-grey planes as the rest of the fortress – the Blackstone was subsuming it, turning its companionways into impossible angles and its gunnery decks into baffling, abstract patterns.

			The flare died away, sinking Draik back into darkness, but now that he knew it was there he could sense the vast hulk he was falling past – a monumental pool of greater darkness, watching him fall. He reached for the grappling hooks at his belt and attached a cable. Then he looped the cable in a loose knot and attached it to his munitions belt, adjusting the settings before hurling another flare and lighting up the wrecked ship a second time. It blazed from the darkness like a divine vision, haloed by broken spires. Draik pulled a device from beneath his coat. It looked like a small handheld crossbow and he used it to fire a grappling hook across the void, towards the distant hulk.

			There was a dull clang as the hook latched on to something. Draik adjusted the cable tension, feeding it through loops in his belt, and his fall turned into a swing – a gentle parabola that sent him gliding towards the ironclad, a tiny point of movement soaring beneath its unimaginable bulk.

			However elegant his approach, Draik had no doubts about what would happen if he crashed into the fuselage at this speed. The flare had almost burned out as Draik flew towards the shattered remnants of an observation gallery. As the light failed he singled out a broken joist and fired his second grappling hook at a ninety-degree angle to the first, redirecting his swing and draining its momentum as he glided towards a loading hatch. The door was long gone, creating a gaping, toothless mouth that opened onto a lightless pit.

			The flare died as Draik’s cable hurled him through the hatch. He crashed into something hard but it collapsed under his weight and he rolled, painfully, across the rubble-strewn floor, his arms wrapped around his head and his knees tucked up to his chest.

			Draik came to a halt, surprised to find that he was still alive. There was blood flowing from a cut over his eye and from the gunshot wound in his shoulder but, as he patted down his limbs, he found that the rest of him was intact.

			He sat there, in the pitch-dark, taking stock of what had just happened. Corval had meant to kill him. He shook his head, dazed at the betrayal. There was no one in the group he had trusted more. Corval alone had seemed a man of honour. ‘Numa,’ whispered Draik, his voice echoing through the blackness. What did Corval know?

			Draik climbed to his feet and gingerly touched the wound in his shoulder. It was clean, at least. He moved his arm. The shoulder joint still seemed to work. The blast had seared through muscle but left the bones intact. It was agonising to move it, but possible. He took some painkillers from his munitions belt and injected them directly into the muscle. Then he wrapped a bandage around the wound, tying it as tightly as he could.

			When he had finished tending the wound, Draik triggered the lumen on his pistol and pointed it ahead of him. It flashed over the bulkheads of a burnt-out companionway. There were a few scraps of machinery lying on the deck plating, but no sign of movement. He edged forwards, treading carefully in case the floor gave way. Because the ironclad was upended, he was actually walking along the wall, and every few feet he had to step over ventilation shafts or around doorways. As he walked, he tried to contact Isola through the vox-bead in his collar. As he expected, the only response was a squall of feedback. Whatever the Blackstone was made of, it played havoc with vox networks. How was he going to get back to the others? Without Taddeus, he had no way of reaching the Ascuris Vault. And without Corval, he had no way of keeping sane. As soon as he had that thought, his mind began to slip. It was as though the Blackstone felt his doubt and pounced on it.

			‘Without your eyes, you must come alive to the darkness,’ said his father, speaking from somewhere up ahead.

			Draik was eleven. Already, he had mastered countless training exercises, but none of them had prepared him for this. The dark lantern. His father had never mentioned it until that very morning, giving him no time to prepare.

			He stopped to listen. He could hear the old duke up ahead, breathing lightly, preparing to strike. He could hear the dark lantern’s shutter rattling against its casing. It was a beautiful antique, like everything else in the Draik villa – an ornate tube of wrought iron, clad in delicate filigree and housing a crystal glow-globe. It was designed in such a way that, when the shutter was closed, no trace of light escaped, plunging the training hall into darkness.

			Draik remembered everything his father had taught him, keeping his stance relaxed, knees slightly bent, chin raised, rapier held loosely.

			The shutter clanged open and the light blinded him. His father lunged, the rapier heading for Draik’s face.

			Draik closed the strike, parried and disengaged, stepping back into an en garde position.

			The shutter clanged and he was in darkness again.

			‘You move like a drunk,’ growled his father.

			The light flashed again and Draik leapt to defend himself, but the training hall was gone. He was back in the ironclad, his pistol’s lumen shimmering over piles of rusted cogitators and twisted armour plating.

			The memory had been so clear, but Draik had not thought of that day for decades. As he edged on down the cooked companionway he recalled how proud he had been. His father was not one for compliments, but Draik had known, at the age of eleven, he was being challenged in a way that his sister, who was fourteen, had never been. His father did not need to praise Draik. He was rushing through every training regime his father could devise, handling them with an ease that astounded his peers. He had mastered disciplines that the other young lordlings had never even heard of.

			The companionway came to an end at a circular bulkhead door. It was dented and scorched, but when Draik punched the controls it whooshed open, and he crawled into the next chamber – a cargo hold. There was a mountain of storage crates heaped against the wall that was now the floor, and several doorways leading off in different directions.

			‘Which way now?’ muttered Draik. ‘What’s the plan, Janus?’ He recalled something the kroot had said. ‘The Blackstone always has a plan.’ At the time he had dismissed it as exactly the kind of gnomic gibberish spouted by all Blackstone devotees, but now he was starting to doubt things that he had previously been so sure about. He had been as sure of Corval as he was doubtful of Grekh. He had been wrong about Corval; perhaps he was wrong about Grekh too. ‘Do you have a plan?’ he wondered aloud, his voice bouncing round the cavernous chamber. He crossed to the other side of the room. There was a whole section of the wall that was more Blackstone than void ship. The bulkhead had become a fan of tessellating hexes, a honeycomb of the dull, slate-grey substance that made up the rest of the Blackstone.

			‘I could wander here for years,’ he said, pressing his hand against the cold, angular shapes. ‘And I’m already talking to myself. What if you do have a plan? How would I see it?’

			On a whim, he clicked off the lumen and let the darkness flood over him.

			‘Honour is everything,’ said his father. The old duke’s gravelly tones came somewhere from Draik’s left, down towards the pile of crates.

			Draik should have felt confused, or even disturbed. His father was on the other side of the galaxy. If he was even still alive. And yet, here on the Blackstone, it seemed almost natural to step from one age to another.

			‘Honour,’ he replied, drawing his rapier and stepping towards the voice.

			‘Without your name, you are nothing – just another face in the mob. And without honour, you are not worthy of your name.’

			The dark lantern rattled as the duke flipped the shutter open.

			He attacked, low, aiming for Draik’s side.

			Again, Draik was ready, parrying, disengaging and countering with a graceful overhand slash. This time he kept his position, never slouching or forgetting his stance as the blade came round towards his target. There was a clatter of blades. His father parried but Draik saw surprise in his eyes. He had not anticipated such a fast return.

			‘Close your mouth, boy. You look like one of the hounds.’

			The eleven year-old Draik felt a rush of pride. His mouth was already closed. He had surprised his father so much that the old duke could not think of a genuine criticism.

			He pressed on into the darkness, following the sound of his father’s breathing. It was heavier now, and less regular.

			Draik triggered the lumen. It flashed across a doorframe and revealed another companionway, wider than the last one. ‘This way?’ he whispered. ‘Is that it? Part of him laughed at the absurdity of thinking the Blackstone could lead him. How could a space station lead him? How could it have a plan? Draik shrugged. He was lost. And alone. He could sit here and wait to die, or try something.

			He clicked off the lumen again.

			His eyes were starting to adjust to the dark now. He could see some of the training hall – duelling cages and sparring servitors, hanging ominously around him like partners in a dance. His father was a few feet away; he could not see him clearly, but he saw enough to step towards him. Though he was only eleven, Draik was almost as tall as his father, and the years of training had clad his body in strong, lean muscle.

			There was a flash of light as the duke uncovered the lantern, but this time he threw a feint. Draik tried to parry a strike that was not there. He barely had time to sidestep the true thrust.

			There was a popping sound as his sparring suit ripped open across the chest. He felt a hot splash of pain. He wanted to cry out: Father, you have cut me! But he held his tongue. An outburst like that would only earn him a deeper wound.

			The shutter clattered down.

			Draik flicked his lumen back on and saw where his memories had led him. He was in a chamber that bore no resemblance at all to the insides of a void ship – a smooth-sided, triangular prism, a few hundred feet long and leading onto a portal that blazed with cold, blue light.

			Draik hesitated, shocked. He looked back the way he had come. Behind him was the ironclad, ahead was the Blackstone. The memory of his training, forgotten until this moment, had led him back into the fortress. He shook his head. He was thinking like a devotee. This might just be a part of the ironclad that the Blackstone had transformed more completely than the others. There was no guarantee he had returned to the heart of the vessel.

			He strode on down the chamber and stepped through the opening at the far end, shielding his face as the light washed over him.
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			‘They’re killing everyone,’ said Almodath, storming across the embarkation deck towards Audus. He was half dressed in his flying gear, oxygen pipes trailing from his baggy envirosuit as he rushed towards her. His face was white and he was visibly shaken, his hands trembling as he tried to fasten his straps.

			The Benedictus was the capital ship of Commander Ortegal’s fleet, and its primary launch bay was vast. It was crowded with gunships, shuttles and landing craft, but Audus and Almodath were the only pilots present. Everyone else who had taken part in the bombing of Sepus Prime had been called to a debriefing. Audus had been about to make her way there when Almodath arrived.

			‘What do you mean?’ she laughed, unfastening her helmet.

			‘Ortegal has ballsed everything up,’ gasped Almodath, barging past her. He singled out a shuttle behind the gunship she had just emerged from. The shuttle was fuelled and ready for takeoff and Almodath sprinted towards it.

			She rushed after him, lowering her voice. There were no pilots on the deck, but plenty of servitors and enginseers, refuelling and repairing the aircraft that had just massacred the regiments on Sepus. ‘What are you doing? What do you mean, killing everyone?’

			Almodath clambered up to the shuttle’s access hatch and shoved it open, then paused to look back at her, his eyes wild.

			‘We killed all those regiments on Sepus Prime for nothing,’ he hissed. ‘All those poor bastards burned while the contagion was happily heading off-world in a cargo hauler. Some psyker got infected and survived the blasts. No one knows where he went.’

			Audus felt sick. None of them had wanted to fly that mission. There had even been a flicker of mutinous talk but she had been one of those who calmed the rabble rousers down. She had reminded her flight crew that the commander was only doing what had to be done; they had to preserve the rest of the subsector from damnation, however great the loss of life.

			‘They died for nothing,’ she muttered, shaking her head.

			Almodath forgot his urgency and leant back down to stare at her, his face flushed with rage. ‘It’s worse than that. I heard that Commander Ortegal was secretly backing the governor who went rogue down there. So he’s responsible for the whole mess.’

			‘Ortegal’s no heretic.’

			‘As good as. He backed the governor so they could get all the insurrectionists under one banner, but the governor was actually spreading some kind of mutant plague. They say he was involved in a cult.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Heresy.’

			‘But you said Ortegal’s killing people now. What do you mean? The planet’s dead. We killed it.’

			‘He’s killing people up here, on the Benedictus. Executions! Anyone who flew the mission. Commissarial death squads. He’s trying to cover his tracks.’

			Audus clutched her head. ‘Those people on Sepus! We killed them all. On his orders.’

			‘On the orders of a liar!’ hissed Almodath. ‘Come with me, Audus. This shuttle will make it to the Zophirim orbital platform. I can scramble our signal as we fly. They’d never track something this small. The last of the cargo haulers will be leaving Zophirim soon. We can–’

			Almodath paused, a surprised expression on his face. He had noticed something on his breast pocket – a small hole.

			He reached down to touch it, puzzled. Then groaned as blood rushed through his fingers.

			Another hole appeared next to the first. More blood rushed out, lots more, and Almodath fell, hitting the deck plating with a clang, dead.

			Audus looked back across the hangar. Guardsmen were rushing towards her, lasguns raised.

			The ladder she was holding buckled in her grip as more shots landed.

			She bolted up into the shuttle and slammed the hatch, rushing to the control panel and triggering the holo display.

			‘We’re close,’ said Almodath.

			No, Almodath is dead, she remembered. It was Taddeus she could hear talking.

			She shook her head, cursing. Taddeus! She was not on the Benedictus. That all happened months ago. She was on the Blackstone.

			The name summoned the place. The embarkation deck of the Benedictus fell away, replaced by a dark, angular passageway.

			‘We’re close,’ said Taddeus, staring at her from the shadows. ‘Nothing else matters. To martyr oneself in service to the God-Emperor is an honour.’ The preacher had not paused since they lost Draik and Corval, forging on down the passageways with even more fervour than before. The air was still thick and cloying, making every step a struggle, but Taddeus marched on with a grin on his face. Every few minutes he would stop to examine his book or adjust the rosarius on his chest, but beyond that he showed no hesitation, wrenching his bulk through leaning apertures and skewed, intersecting landscapes.

			‘Martyrs?’ said Audus, shaking her head, still trying to escape her thoughts of the Benedictus. That ship haunted her. Whenever she thought she might find a way to escape the past, she saw mushroom clouds rising from the marshes of Sepus Prime and heard the screams of the men she killed, crackling over the vox networks, filling her mind with pain.

			Isola was watching her, frowning, about to speak, but Audus glared back, making it clear she did not want to talk. Draik’s prim little Terran attaché was a symbol of every-thing she had come to despise – unquestioning loyalty to the Imperium, wrapped up in an immaculate uniform and a haughty pout. She would not explain herself to such a woman. She hurried after Taddeus. She could not quite believe she had ended up in the company of this lunatic again. And now, with Draik gone, there was no one to challenge Taddeus’ tedious assertions that the hand of the God-Emperor was in everything.

			‘We never saw Draik die,’ she said. Her voice was strange, so muted and distorted by the Blackstone that she could not recognise it. ‘Nor the Navigator. Why talk of martyrs?’

			Taddeus shook his head. ‘Even if they’re alive, they will be utterly lost. The Navigator might be able to protect their minds but…’ Taddeus’ words trailed off and he slowed down. He glanced at Pious Vorne, who was keeping pace with him, her flamer lit and ready to fire. ‘Are you..? How have you felt since we lost Corval?’

			Vorne shook her head. ‘I am still with you, your eminence. It is not as bad as last time. I have been reciting the catechisms we practised.’

			Taddeus nodded and looked back at Audus and Isola. They both shook their heads.

			‘Your eminence,’ said Isola, her face pale and anguished. ‘We must return and look for Captain Draik. We can’t abandon him in here. How will he find his way back to the Vanguard?’

			Taddeus gave her a concerned look and halted, clasping his hands to his chest. ‘My child, don’t you think I would find him if I could? But where would we look? Which route would we explore?’

			Isola looked around at the dozens of openings and passageways that led away into the darkness. She looked so pained that Audus almost felt sorry for her.

			‘The priest’s right,’ said Audus. ‘Our only hope of survival is…’ She looked at Taddeus with distaste. ‘Our only hope is to follow the priest to the Ascuris Vault. His visions have shown him the way there and the way back to the Dragon’s Teeth. If we wander off without him we’ll die in this maze.’

			‘He is the eldest son of House Draik. I cannot simply lose him.’

			‘You care about him,’ said Audus, ‘I understand, but–’

			Isola raised an eyebrow. ‘You do not understand. It is not a matter of caring. Janus Draik was once heir apparent to the Draik family fortune. Have you any idea what that means? House Draik is an ancient dynasty – family estates, fiefdoms, trading rights, entire fleets of void ships, wealth beyond anything you can–’

			‘I see,’ laughed Audus. ‘It’s not that you care about him. I get it. He’s a big deal. There’s still nothing we can do.’

			Isola looked at the two remaining members of the Draik household guard. Their uniforms were scorched and blood-splattered but they still had their lasguns and plenty of charges.

			‘I could return and look for him,’ she said.

			‘Don’t be a fool,’ said Audus. ‘You saw the same as the rest of us – there’s no way back to him. The fortress rebuilt itself. That chamber has gone. Where would you look?’ Audus was not overly concerned if Isola wanted to blunder off back into the darkness and kill herself, but the two soldiers were a different matter. They were a small group as it was. She did not like the idea of losing any more guns. She needed to keep the group together until they reached the Ascuris Vault. Once she got her hands on the relic Taddeus kept talking about, she could dump the lot of them and get back to the Vanguard. According to Taddeus the Eye was not only a priceless artefact, it would also give her god-like omni-science. She should have no problems returning to the ship. She would tell the crew everyone died but her. Once she sold the Eye of Hermius, she would be so wealthy even the Navy would never find her. She would find a world on the furthest fringes of the sector and forget she had ever heard of the Imperium. But none of that would work if Isola split the group before they could reach the vault.

			‘Think about it,’ she said, leaning close to Isola. ‘Captain Draik is with Corval. Navigators have all sorts of tricks up their sleeves. Corval’s not like us. He’s warp-breed. One foot in the real world and one in places I don’t want to imagine. When push comes to shove, he’ll find a way to get through. I’ve seen what those freaks can do. Corval didn’t let us see what he’s capable of. He’ll find a way back to the Vanguard and he’ll take Draik with him.’

			Taddeus had been looking frustrated as he watched the exchange, but at this he nodded eagerly. ‘They’re probably already back on the shuttle, waiting for us to return with the Eye of Hermius.’ He waved his mace down another passageway. ‘And we shall not disappoint them. Keep moving, my children, keep moving.’

			With that, the priest forced his way on through the darkness, head down, shoulder first, like he was wading through fire.

			As the rest of the group followed, Audus thought of something interesting Isola had just said. ‘Did you say Captain Draik used to be the heir apparent?’

			Isola glared at her, but said nothing, striding after Taddeus.

			Audus smirked. Perhaps she was not the only one who had made mistakes.
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			‘The Terran thinks me a savage,’ said Grekh, looking at the small, leather sack in his claw. He was speaking in his own tongue, now that he was alone, and the clumsiness was gone from his speech, replaced by a fluid, rolling torrent of vowels and clicks. ‘He doesn’t guess that I have my own reasons for seeking the vault.’

			But he did not transport you to the vault. The voice was not audible; it was a resonance in his stomach, pulsing through his organs. So what use was he?

			‘He brought me to the Blackstone. I could not have convinced Audus to return without him.’ Grekh closed his eyes and pictured the inspirations he had been gifted – so many it was dizzying. His belly was bloated with knowledge. He had consumed a whole army of warrior spirits – not just during this expedition, but on all the previous ones too. He was ablaze with insight. The elders of Akchan-Kur had been right. This place was like nothing he had experienced before. Since reaching Precipice, Grekh had saved hundreds of indwelling souls, cherishing every fragment, every fierce, determined glimpse of the Blackstone’s secrets, preserving them all by adding them to his own. Each soul merged with a previous one, meshing and reforming, linking like the walls of the Blackstone, painting a picture that grew more complex with every bite. He had gradually constructed a mental map of the Blackstone’s regions and movements. Then he had stumbled across the greatest revelation – even the drones had a kind of sentience. For a long time it had eluded him because their shells were inedible. But then, finally, he had tasted a fraction of the Blackstone’s ineffable spirit. It was not the frenzied, hungry mind of an animal, but something deep and glacial, like echoes on a mountainside – fractured and vast, accumulated over millennia. The drones did not possess an individual consciousness, but were pieces of something greater. Were they fragments of the Blackstone? Or fingerprints of the fortress’ divine architect? The aeldari he consumed believed the fortress was the weapon of a god – an immortal being called Vaul. But the drones told him something stranger. Their thoughts were alien and obscure, but even a few stolen glimpses of their memories had revealed more to him than those of every explorer he had devoured.

			Grekh was seated in a cube-shaped chamber, perched at the top of a clear-sided pyramid. It was an hour since he had heard the others and he could find no trace of their scent. He had tried to help the Navigator get back to them, but the Blackstone clearly had other plans. And there was no way he could reach the others now. The Terran had driven him away – angry with him for simply trying to save the wisdom of the fallen. What an absurd idea. Grekh was the oldest of his kindred, and he had travelled the galaxy for decades, but the short-sightedness of humans still astounded him. They would leave corpses to rot, even those of their bravest warriors, without trying to preserve the hidden learning they had accrued – abandoning all that courage and knowledge to the worms. And yet, they would happily consume the spirits of timid creatures, like ruminants and fowl. How could humans hope to evolve when they constantly diluted their essence with the souls of the fearful and the weak, but spurned the wisdom of their heroes?

			Even now, after eating all that he could, Grekh would try to learn more from the fallen. He had marked the walls with his scent, leaving clear directions for any of his kindred that might follow, and now it was time to look again at what he had found. He took kindling from his jacket and placed it on the cold, black floor. Then he took out a tinderbox and lit a fire. Once the kindling had caught, he opened the sack and removed the contents, piece by piece, placing them on the fire. First, he added a flake of black enamel, taken from one of the drones – indigestible, but still useful. The flames flickered oddly, turning green as they licked around it. Then he took out a chunk of half-chewed meat and added that to the fire. The flames engulfed it hungrily and began to grow. Then he took out a bleached, crumbling finger bone and added that. Over the next few minutes he added dozens of tiny fragments, clicking and whistling as he did so, using his native language. He had mastered the human tongue decades ago, but for holy rituals he still used the language of his kindred, the Karakh-Kar. Changed as he was by his time with the humans, he had not yet learned to think in their words.

			By the time the sack was empty, the fire was crackling merrily, adding an incongruous warmth to the chamber walls.

			He let the fire blaze for a few minutes, then took out a piece of stiff, waxed hide and smothered the flames. A thick plume of smoke rose from the charred pieces and he placed the hide over his head, leaning low over the blackened mess, taking long, deep breaths, letting the fumes flood his consciousness.

			His head grew light and his stomach growled. He saw the craggy eyries of his home on Akchan-Kur. He saw the farewell ceremony at the Perch of Nine Hawks, standing at the pinnacle, victorious, rain-lashed and surrounded by his warrior kin. The elders summoned him home, insisting that he alone, the oldest of his kind, had the experience to journey to the Western Reaches. The Karakh-Kar had warriors scattered across the galaxy, serving in countless armies. They knew of the Blackstone’s presence long before the warlords of Terra.

			As the fumes filtered through his nostrils and down into his guts, Grekh sifted through each remnant of spirit, searching for anything he might have missed. The odd, splintered conscience of the drones stood apart from the others. The explorers’ thoughts were all similar: eager, greedy, desperate. Such sentiments seemed absurd to Grekh, but he at least understood them. The drones felt something far more profound and interesting. They were part of a vast, galactic puzzle. They radiated violence, but it was not the desperate, bestial tribalism of the explorers – it was a cold, ageless determination. Whatever consciousness drove the drones was manipulating the plans of everyone who entered its darkened halls. Grekh had heard the Terran speak of devotees. He used the word as an insult, deriding the belief that the Blackstone was sentient, but, with every spirit he consumed, Grekh felt that sentience more clearly. No, ‘clearly’ was the wrong word. As the presence grew larger, it also became more mysterious. The more it filled his thoughts, the harder it was to grasp. Even now, after scrutinising the thoughts of the drones, Grekh could not be sure what the Blackstone’s plan was – only that it had one, and that they were all part of it.

			You were not sent here to understand the Blackstone, grumbled his innards. You were sent to retrieve our heirlooms.

			‘There’s something larger here. The Terran and the priests did not come together by accident. And it’s no coincidence that Draik found me. The Blackstone brought us together for a purpose. Even the pilot is part of it.’

			He took another lungful of fumes, tasting the souls of the drones, determining their essence. ‘There,’ he said. ‘There it is.’ Embedded at the heart of the drones’ thoughts was a single, repeated image: a spherical cage of light. ‘The Ascuris Vault.’ Grekh had seen it in countless warrior souls before he saw it on the scrap of paper Draik carried. ‘That is the heart of everything, and the Blackstone needs us to reach it.’

			Then why does it battle against you? Why not give you easy passage if it has a purpose for you?

			Grekh shook his head, causing his crest of spines to click and rattle. ‘To test us? To ensure we are worthy? Perhaps to be sure that we are what it needs us to be?’

			The elders did not send you to solve mysteries – they sent you to find weapons and return as quickly as you can.

			‘They sent me to explore without fear, because they knew I wouldn’t settle for minor victories when there’s chance of a greater one. The Ascuris Vault is one of the fortress’ stomachs. If there are Karakh-Kar heirlooms in the Blackstone, the vault is where I’ll find the most powerful of them. And, at the same time, I can learn why the fortress brought us together.’

			He extinguished the fire and scattered the ashes with his claws. Then he checked his rifle and left the cube-shaped room, stepping out onto the polished slope of the pyramid. The fumes were still billowing through his head, merging different acrid aromas into a single, potent note. He sniffed the frigid air, turning until he caught a new scent, carried on the cold breeze from a distant chamber. He closed his eyes and allowed a thought to foment in his guts. It boiled up into his mouth and washed over his taste buds, filling his mind with a clear, powerful image: a weapon and place.

			The Blackstone had spoken more clearly than ever before. He nodded, understanding what he must do, then began sliding, slowly, down the slope of the pyramid.
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			Corval’s consciousness folded back into his flesh with an audible snap. His mind was smashed, trampled and jangling around his skull, but he was alive. He was floating through black liquid. The seals of his antique envirosuit were intact, and as he glided through the blackness he patted himself down, finding that his body was intact too. His mind was a different matter. His third eye was trying to open, flooding his head with dazzling visions of the fortress. It was wonderful and deadly. As his second sight pierced the veils of the Blackstone, the changes in his flesh accelerated. His arms and chest were burning with a terrible itch and he clawed at the thick rubber suit, trying to ease the discomfort. As he thrashed in the void, an image formed in all three of his eyes: a frame, white and shimmering, the lines identical to the ones on Draik’s informant’s sketch. The vault. It was ahead of him, shining through the murk.

			He kicked his legs and powered towards it, struggling to swim through the viscous depths. At first, the light remained steady. Then he recalled Draik’s face as he had turned to face Corval and realised he was about to be shot. Angry. Hurt. Betrayed. Corval remembered how he had hesitated to shoot and, as he considered the reasons why, the light fragmented and grew weaker.

			There were now dozens of luminous spheres floating ahead of him, so Corval swam towards the nearest.

			Finally, he came close enough to see that it was not lit from within, but from above. The sphere was made of something pale and it was catching a shaft of light that had pierced the darkness, lancing down from an unseen source. The sphere looked like a moon, luminous and crumbling, half obscured by clouds. Corval reached out and turned it around.

			It was Draik’s severed head.

			He jolted back in shock.

			His breathing became panicked, confusing his envirosuit and triggering a dizzying rush of oxygen. He kicked his legs furiously, trying to swim away from the head and then bumped into something else.

			He turned to face another head bobbing in the abyssal dark. It was Draik’s again, identical to the first, except that this one was attached to a butchered torso, trailing ribbons of meat through the void. Again, the pale horror was lit from above by a shaft of wan light.

			Corval struggled to breathe, grasping at his throat. His visions of the Blackstone faded as he began drowning in the darkness. He kicked his legs and tried to make for the light.

			Another bloodless body thudded into him, sinking from overhead, forcing him down.

			He wrestled with the corpse and found himself face-to-face, again, with Captain Draik.

			His breathing was now so choked that his suit’s controls were struggling to cope. Warnings screeched in his ears. His vision grew dark. His strength failed. The Blackstone was crushing him.

			I want to live, he thought, shoving the corpse aside and kicking his legs. I have a chance.

			None of this was my doing he thought as he swam towards the light, dodging more corpses. It was all Draik’s fault.

			But he was lying to himself. With every accusation he hurled at the dead captain, he became more aware of how he had deceived himself, and why killing Draik had only made him feel worse. When Draik had looked back at him, in that final moment, realising he was betrayed, Corval saw the truth he had suppressed for all this time. They both shared the blame. Despair gripped him. No, his own guilt was now deeper than Draik’s. Draik’s crime had been accidental; his was premeditated.

			He looked down at a sea of Draiks. Dozens of identical faces, suspended in a liquid grave, the light extinguished from their eyes.

			I’m a lie, he thought. I have lived a lie.

			As he hung there in the impenetrable gloom, he realised this was the perfect chance to end things. He could stop struggling and sink down into Draik’s grave, just another Blackstone mystery. What more did he deserve? He relaxed his limbs and began descending towards the bodies.

			He had only sunk a few feet when panic gripped him and he kicked his legs, powering up towards the lights. Even now, full of self-loathing, he wanted to live.

			As he swam towards the surface, he saw that the lights above him were moving. At first he thought they were being refracted by the surface of whatever pool he was in, but then he saw that outside the liquid there was a great tumult – vast shapes were rushing back and forth, crashing into each other, revealing and obscuring the light as they collided and fell.

			He broke the surface and was hit by an apocalyptic din. He was in an artificial valley – a huge, sheer-sided crevasse split by a river of black tar. At one end, the river flowed beneath an angular archway and disappeared from view, but at the other end, half a mile away, it passed beneath a vast, blazing sphere of light, as big as a palace and identical to the one on Draik’s sketch. This time it was real, rather than a vision – towering over Corval as he drifted towards it, still gasping, carried by the black river. A horrible grinding hum was radiating from it, like a radioactive charge, resonating painfully in Corval’s head.

			The sphere was the source of the light and the valley was attacking it. The walls of the Blackstone were thrashing out like limbs, hundreds of feet long, shedding tonnes of rubble as they crashed against the cage of light. It was as if the buttresses of a cathedral had sprung to life and begun fighting each other. The limbs hit like explosives tearing open a mine, but there was another noise, just as loud, roaring down the valley. It was like the white noise of a detuned vox – the screech of battling frequencies, battering against Corval with even more force than the sound of the avalanche overhead.

			As the noise jangled round his head, he realised it was more like the sound of a broken generator – electricity, escaping from coils and charging the atmosphere, burning the air. He knew instinctively what he was hearing: the incomprehensible cry of the Blackstone. It was enraged. Furious about the presence of the sphere, attacking it, trying to crush it with a savagery that was tearing the whole valley apart.

			If the vault is the fulcrum of the whole fortress, thought Corval, why would it attack itself like this?

			He swam towards the edge of the river. As he reached the side, he saw that it was more like a canal, with steep, smooth sides, too high for him to climb. He ducked as a huge shard of wall crashed into the liquid – tonnes of angular masonry that kicked up a wave of tar and sent Corval flailing back the way he had come.

			He struggled to right himself as more blocks splashed down around him, filling the air with spray. As he swam, he spied a break in the sheer wall of the canal – a narrow vertical channel, barely wider than he was, leading up to the slopes above.

			Corval swam into the channel, pressed his back against one wall and his feet against the opposite side and began to slowly walk up from the liquid. Walls were crashing down all around him as the Blackstone continued battering the distant sphere, but Corval managed to force himself up the channel and finally clambered out into the featureless, black plain at the base of the valley. He could feel the mutation beneath his robes throbbing and growing, but there was no time for the syringe – vast columns were sliding from the walls, exploding as they hit the ground, causing the whole chamber to shudder.

			The sphere was like a fallen star, blazing through the tumult, throwing long, confusing shadows, turning the valley into a grid of blacks and whites, making it hard to see what was rock and what was shadow. Corval staggered through the maelstrom, making for an opening in the walls – a pitch-dark triangle, sheltered by a cube-shaped outcrop that had yet to be fractured by the whirling columns.

			As Corval ran he felt a mixture of elation and doubt. He had reached the Ascuris Vault, he was sure of it – this spherical cage of light matched Draik’s drawing exactly – but the Blackstone was trying to destroy it. So was it really the heart of the fortress? Was Draik wrong?

			He had almost reached the doorway when a toppling column threw him from his feet and he landed on his side with a painful gasp. The ground was still shuddering as he stood and bolted through the spinning rubble. The vibrations grew more violent, spraying cracks across the floor. Corval leapt as a chasm opened beneath his feet, then a second. Then, a vast gulf opened directly beneath him and he fell. His head hit something hard. His consciousness folded in on itself again.

			Blackness smothered him.
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			Draik walked into a pool of light.

			After so long in darkness the glare was painful, knifing into his head. His ocular implant quickly filtered the brightness and allowed him to see that he had entered a long, rectangular hall, similar in shape to a gallery in a Terran palace. Unlike all the preceding chambers, this room was made of a polished white material, gleaming and lustrous, suffused with a faint shimmer of gold. The room was hundreds of feet long, and so tall he could see no ceiling. It also lacked a floor. Draik had emerged onto a broad balcony, but it only extended a few dozen feet before halting at an abyss. Continuing on from the edge of the balcony and extending down the entire length of the hall was a narrow aqueduct, suspended on cables that reached up into the unfathomable space above. Running down the aqueduct’s centre was a fast-flowing stream of the black, ink-like liquid Draik had seen in previous chambers. The light that had so dazzled him was coming from the chasm beneath the aqueduct: a cool, silvery blaze that filtered up from hidden depths, shimmering across the gleaming walls and the elegant, dangling gantry that led down the middle of the hall.

			As Draik hurried across the balcony, he saw dark, motionless shapes around the approach to the aqueduct. He paused to examine the first one he reached and discovered that it was a corpse. The body was a blackened husk, stark and shocking against the ivory floor. It was so badly burned that Draik could not even discern the species of the deceased – humanoid, certainly, but beyond that he could not tell. He rushed to the next body and found it was the same – more charcoal than flesh, and so brittle it crumbled at his touch.

			As Draik neared the aqueduct, he saw dozens more bodies and noticed one troubling similarity – they had all died crawling away from the aqueduct.

			He reached the edge of the balcony and found that there were steps leading up to aqueduct, but no footbridge at either side of the black stream. The only way to cross the chasm would be to enter the liquid and swim across to the other side. The current was fast and heading in the right direction, powered by some unseen pump, or perhaps just the strange gravity of the fortress. Draik would only have to lay himself in the stream and he would quickly float across to the far side of the gallery, but his thoughts kept returning to the charred bodies.

			‘You’re dead,’ said a voice. It spoke quietly, but the sibilant whisper echoed around the gallery, amplified by the strange acoustics.

			For a moment, Draik thought he had slipped into the past again, tricked by the Blackstone into believing he was on a distant xenos world. The breathy, strangled tone brought back a flood of memories, none of them pleasant. He whipped out his splinter pistol and whirled around, trying to locate the speaker.

			He could see nothing.

			I’m losing my mind, he thought. It must be an hour or more since he had parted company with the others. Without Corval’s protection, the fortress was eating into his thoughts, confusing him. He tried to repeat the trick he used earlier, focusing on the wound in his shoulder, using the pain as an anchor, but it was no use; the voice came again, filling the cavernous gallery with its venom.

			‘No way forward. No way back.’

			Draik looked back to the portal he had entered through. It was gone. That area of the wall was flat and uninterrupted as the rest of the hall, made of the same pearlescent white material. He rushed back over and ran his hand across the cold surface, looking for depressions or marks. There was nothing. The doorway had simply ceased to be.

			‘I hope you’re going to last longer than the others,’ said the voice.

			It was nearer now and Draik saw movement, just a few feet away – a pale shape, almost indistinguishable from the white floor.

			He aimed his pistol at the shape and edged towards it.

			‘Who are you?’ he asked.

			‘Kurdrak.’ The voice sounded amused.

			As Draik stepped closer to the prone figure he saw why he had missed it before. As he had guessed from the tone of the voice, it was a member of the sadistic race known as drukhari. He had encountered such beings before and revulsion flooded through him at the sight of its long, cruel face. The thing was humanoid but could never have been mistaken for human. Its features were unnaturally narrow and fine, with wide-set, pointed eyes and tall, spear-tip ears. Its body was impossibly long and lean, like all of its kind, but as Draik looked closer he saw that it was horribly emaciated. Drukhari were always tall and slender, but some of this one’s robes had been torn away and he could see bones pressing through its thin, stretched skin. It looked like a skeleton wrapped in thin parchment and there was a brutal wound in its neck where something had been hammered into its flesh.

			The febrile wretch tried to sit up as Draik approached, but its arms trembled and gave way. Draik raised his splinter pistol and pointed it at the alien’s head. His pistol had come from a similar creature and Draik was pleased at the irony that the thing would die by one of its own weapons.

			‘Wait,’ said the alien. Empty, black eyes stared from its bone-white skin. ‘Aren’t you interested to know why you’re dead?’

			Draik was repulsed by the idea of conversing with such a monster, but decided a few seconds more would make no difference. The alien was clearly too wasted to ever walk again. It could do little harm now. He nodded.

			The alien smiled, revealing a mouthful of needle teeth. Its face was so dry the smile caused the skin to splinter and crack, reminding Draik of the powdered face of a Terran noble.

			‘Good little mon-keigh,’ chuckled the alien. ‘It wants to learn.’

			Draik took a deep breath, resisting the urge to pull the trigger. Whatever the alien told him would be lies, but lies could sometimes point to truth.

			‘Help me up,’ said the alien, reaching out with pale, spindly fingers.

			Draik remained as he was, the splinter pistol pointed at the creature’s head.

			The alien sniggered and withdrew its hand. ‘Clever little mon-keigh. You win a prize. I will tell you where you are. You have reached the heart of Vaul’s Talisman.’ The alien looked up into the shimmering haze overhead, perhaps seeing a distant ceiling that Draik could not. ‘You will breathe your last in a place few of your kind could even imagine.’

			‘Why am I dead?’ asked Draik.

			The alien waved at the burnt corpses. ‘Because you will enter the canal and burn.’

			Draik looked over at the black liquid that was rushing across the aqueduct.

			‘And, even though you now know that, you will have to try.’ The alien closed its eyes and mouthed something in its own tongue. Then it smiled at Draik again. ‘Unless you help me, of course.’

			Draik had no intention of doing anything other than firing his pistol, but he kept the alien talking, interested to hear what it might accidentally reveal. ‘And if I helped you?’

			‘If you helped me, I would show you the alternative exit that all of your fellow simpletons have missed.’ The alien glanced at something it was clutching in one of its hands. ‘And then I would offer you the chance to see the true heart of the Blackstone – a place your species could not even conceive of.’

			Draik looked around the hall. Every surface was smooth and featureless, apart from the channel of black liquid soaring out across the drop.

			‘You won’t find it.’ The alien was clearly revelling in the power it had over him. ‘You will sit here, paralysed by indecision, for days, perhaps weeks, until your food and drink are gone and you start to waste away. Then, when you see the end coming, you will realise that you have only one chance – to swim so fast that you reach the other side before you burn away.’

			‘Is that possible? To reach the other side before the liquid consumes me?’

			‘Perhaps.’ The alien shrugged and nodded to one of the corpses. ‘Some of the simpletons made it halfway before they lost their nerve and swam back. Perhaps, if they had persevered, they might have reached the other side.’

			‘And what is on the other side?’

			‘The liquid spills into the core of the fortress. It falls away through a sluice gate and the heroic simpleton walks free, rid of the fluid and happily entering the Blackstone’s central keep.’ The alien shrugged. ‘You’ll see soon enough. When you’re starving and parched, you’ll have no option. It seems that your kind were not built to survive in places like this.’

			‘And your kind were built to survive in here? You don’t seem to be doing so well.’

			The alien’s smile faltered. ‘I had some business to deal with – a tiresome brother.’ It looked around the chamber, seeming to forget about Draik. ‘I think that was a long time ago. But maybe not. Strange how this place plays tricks with one’s mind.’ Then it remembered Draik and scowled, seeming irritated that it had spoken so openly. ‘Do you want to know about the other way out?’

			‘What would you ask in return?’

			‘That you help me until I recover my strength.’ The alien waved at its body. ‘I am close to my goal, but my journey has broken me. Watching your friends cook themselves has been amusing for a while, but if I stay here any longer I will never leave. And I am destined to become the master of Vaul’s Talisman. If you carry me to the other exit, I will direct you.’ The alien glanced at its hand again. ‘I am in possession of secrets. You just need to help me to a transportation chamber.’

			‘And then?’

			The alien laughed. ‘And then you will try to kill me, but we will deal with that when the time comes.’

			Draik still had his pistol pointed at the alien’s head.

			‘I would rather die than offer you help.’

			The alien’s smile never faltered. ‘Of course. Hence my original statement. You are dead, little mon-keigh. Your race is run.’

			Draik walked away from the alien. The thing was an abomination. Drukhari were vampiric, sustaining themselves through the agony of others. The alien was too weak to physically torture him, so it was tormenting him in another way. Teasing him with a promise of escape. Making offers that were bound to be lies. He looked at the liquid rushing through the aqueduct, oily and black as it flowed across the gallery. He could not even be sure that it was as lethal as the drukhari said. Perhaps the alien had burned the victims that were scattered around the hall? Perhaps the liquid was as safe as the oil that had washed over Draik in the maglev chamber? He paced up the steps to the start of the aqueduct and approached the edge of the canal. It was about twelve feet wide and the liquid looked identical to the oily substance he had seen before, gurgling and lapping as it rushed away from him.

			The alien started laughing, quietly. ‘Some never pluck up the courage. Look to your left.’

			There was a corpse right near the edge of the liquid. It was not burned like the others, but it was still a husk. It was a man, a privateer of some kind. His face had collapsed in on itself, ravaged by starvation and dehydration, leaving a cold, waxy mask.

			Anger boiled up through Draik and his pulse began to hammer. He looked back at the alien and saw, rather than an emaciated creature, his sister, sitting proud and erect on the back of a piebald charger. His mind had conjured no other memories of the Draik estates – just Thalia Draik and her steed, plucked from his past and deposited in this stark, white hall. The horse was snorting clouds of steam and its flanks were splattered with blood. Thalia was trying to catch her breath after the exertion of a hunt. She was twenty and a true Draik – lean, imperious and predator-strong. Blood dripped from her horse, splashing across the polished floor. Thalia sneered down at him from her saddle.

			‘I’ve worked it out.’

			As she spoke, the white chamber fell away and the Draik estate shimmered into view, replacing the ivory walls with rain-lashed gardens and a spire-crowded Terran skyline, glittering with the landing lights of bulk haulers and atmospheric shuttles.

			‘Worked what out?’ asked Draik. Their father and the rest of the party were galloping back towards the house, followed by a drifting panoply of airborne banners. The pennants were carried on the backs of hooded, wire-limbed servitors, snapping in the smog, adding a splash of proud, heraldic colour to the polluted air.

			‘Why you’re not the heir father thinks you are.’ She leant back in her saddle, flinging her damp, tawny hair from her face. ‘You’re such a diligent learner, Janus – so studious, so quick to learn, so good at practising all those pretty fencing moves. But you’re soft. Too soft to rule.’ Her face grew almost bestial, twisted and snarling as she tied her hair back in a plait. ‘When that menial fell, you changed your course. What kind of Draik does that? What kind of Draik loses a kill, just to spare the blushes of a servant? You’re no hunter.’

			As always, Thalia had a knack of infuriating Draik. ‘You rode him down. You broke a man’s legs for no reason. You mistake cruelty for nobility, Thalia. The ability to crush a man does not make you fit to lead him.’ Draik’s steed bucked and pranced beneath him, sensing his agitation.

			Thalia laughed, incredulous. ‘I didn’t even see him, Janus. Don’t you understand? He does not breathe the same air I do. We are not the same species.’ She tugged her reins, cantering away, still laughing. ‘Yes, that’s it. That’s why I find all this so ridiculous. You’re too soft, brother. Father will see it soon. You lack steel. That’s why you will always fail. That’s why I’m the only one who can rule when he’s gone.’

			Draik charged towards her, reaching out to grab her arm. She laughed, but the sound had changed. Her soft, rich tones had been replaced by a thin, gasping whisper.

			At the last minute, Draik halted, his outstretched hand inches away from the crippled alien. The Terran skies faded and Draik snatched back his hand, just before the alien grabbed it. The creature dropped back, disappointed but intrigued.

			‘Who were you talking to?’

			Draik shook his head and stormed back up onto the aqueduct, wondering if the time had come to kill the creature. His pulse was still pounding at the memory of his sister and he was desperate to unleash his fury against something.

			‘What are you not fit to lead?’ asked the alien with a sardonic smirk.

			Draik howled a curse and kicked the nearest thing he could find. It was the corpse that had not burned – the body of the privateer who starved rather than brave the liquid. Draik booted it with such force, and the body was so light, that it slid across the polished floor and splashed into the black liquid.

			Draik backed away as droplets landed all around him. He glanced back at the alien and saw that its expression had changed. Rather than scornful, it now looked irritated – concerned, even.

			Draik realised that he must have unwittingly done something unexpected.

			He looked back at the body. It was floating quickly away from him, rushing towards the next chamber.

			‘It’s not burning,’ he muttered. ‘It’s not burning,’ he said louder, looking back at the alien. ‘You were lying to me. You must have burned these men.’ He stepped forwards and placed his boot in the liquid. There was a loud hiss and plumes of smoke enveloped him as heat pulsed through his foot.

			‘Stop!’ cried the alien, as Draik wrenched his foot from the canal and staggered backwards.

			‘Do not kill yourself, mon-keigh!’ The alien sounded furious.

			Draik stumbled back, pounding his boot on the floor, scattering drops of oil and glowing embers. His boot was blackened but he had removed it so quickly that the liquid had not burned all the way through. His foot was unharmed.

			He looked back at the canal. The corpse was moving so fast it had almost reached the other side, but it was still intact. It had rolled a couple of times, but the oil simply slid off, revealing the same greasy cadaver. There was no sign of any burning.

			He looked back at the alien. ‘Why didn’t it burn?’

			‘It’s irrelevant.’ Rather than scornful and snide, the alien now sounded unnerved. ‘Your only way out of here is to help me, mon-keigh.’

			‘Tell me!’ snapped Draik, pointing his pistol at the alien again.

			The creature shrugged. ‘Dead things pass. Living things burn.’

			‘Inanimate things float across?’

			‘Dead things, yes. What difference does it make? You are breathing. You will burn, simpleton. You will–’

			With Thalia’s accusations still echoing around Draik’s head, the alien’s whining was too much for him to bear.

			He fired, ripping the alien’s head apart with a needle storm.

			Blood sprayed across the floor, exactly where it had previously been falling from Thalia’s horse, and the headless alien finally lay still. He strode over to it and opened its dead hand. There was a scrap of skin in there. It looked worryingly like human skin and it was covered in notations he could not understand – vile, xenos runes. He felt like casting it aside, but perhaps it was the key to escaping the chamber? He stashed it in his coat as he walked back and forth at the edge of the canal, his anger growing rather than abating, his sister’s words cutting him after all these decades. You lack steel. That’s why you will always fail.

			Then, as he thought of the corpse rushing towards the sluice on the far side, an idea occurred to him.

			‘Dead things pass,’ he muttered. ‘Living things burn.’

			He reached beneath his coat and grabbed the device he had used to save Audus’ life. The leather strap of the axial interrupter was cluttered with gauges and dials, and Draik peered at them until he found what he was looking for: a timer.

			Then he shook his head at the insanity of what he was considering. He strode back down the steps and walked around the antechamber again, running his hands over the walls, looking again for a hidden exit. The alien was almost certainly lying but there might be another way out. Draik spent nearly an hour scouring every inch of wall he could reach, his optic implant switched to full magnification as he worked. There was nothing, and with every moment that passed he felt his chance slipping away. Isola would be horrified at losing her captain, but Taddeus would not pause. With Corval to protect him, he would not fail as he did last time. The priest might already be approaching the Ascuris Vault. He had no understanding of its true worth, but he would break into it for the sake of his holy visions and the glory of the discovery would fall to Taddeus and House Corval. Conquering the Blackstone was a chance Draik had never expected. This was his opportunity to prove his worth to his father, return to Terra and reclaim his place at the head of House Draik. And he would not let it be stolen from him.

			He strode back across the chamber towards the aqueduct.

			As he climbed the steps, he turned a dial on the strap, clicking it back a few notches until it started ticking. Then he fastened it to his wrist. He rushed towards the canal, breaking into a run, not giving himself a chance to rethink what he was doing. As he leapt, he triggered the device. Arcs of electricity lanced from his wrist to his heart.

			Pain jolted through him.

			He heard a muffled splash.
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			‘The lullaby again,’ growled Bullosus as he blundered through the shadows.

			His brothers were behind him. Aurick was carrying a grenade launcher almost as big as he was and Lothar had a lascarbine in one hand and the cage in the other. The toad-thing was wearing an expression of abject terror as it looked around at the Blackstone. The approach vector followed by Draik had looked far too dangerous, so Bullosus had been forced to land miles away at a different docking point. They had been travelling through the Blackstone for what seemed like weeks, and the journey had been brutal. The hired hands they had recruited at the Helmsman had been killed by a staggering menagerie of aliens. Only the three brothers and the singing alien had survived to get this far. Bullosus had a huge arc light strapped to his back, but even that only managed to drive the darkness back a few feet. The echoes of their footfalls made it sound as though they were crossing some kind of empty plateau, but it was impossible to be sure. After everything they had seen, the creature was too panicked by its surroundings to realise it was being addressed.

			‘Sing!’ bellowed Bullosus, glaring back at it.

			The bloated little creature flinched, then launched into song. Its voice was usually strong and resonant but here, in the abyss of the Blackstone, it could only manage a thin warble. The sound carried nonetheless, reverberating off unseen walls and echoing in hidden pits.

			Bullosus shook his head. The sound failed to calm him as well as it usually did. They had docked with the Blackstone at the same location they always used, but on this occasion the portal had decided to change its shape and Bullosus’ shuttle was now a smouldering wreck.

			‘How will we get back to Precipice?’ whispered Lothar, glancing back the way they had come.

			‘Audus will fly us,’ Bullosus grunted. ‘In the Terran’s ship.’

			‘Draik? He won’t let us set foot on his ship.’

			Bullosus nodded at the blade that had replaced his lower arm.

			Lothar raised an eyebrow. ‘Ah, of course.’

			Bullosus looked at the tracker he was holding in his one remaining hand. The tag he had bolted into Audus’ chest was giving out a strong, regular signal and, even more usefully than that, it showed the route she had taken. They would soon catch her up.

			As they hurried through the gloom, the surface underfoot began to change. Rather than a smooth, slate-like substance, it became fractured and crumbled, crunching under their boots like piles of soot. Pale lights began stretching across the floor towards them – long, grey fingers that grew stronger as they marched on. Soon, Bullosus could see that the light was leaking from around the edges of what looked like closed doors, but if they were doors they were absurdly tall, as though made for giants.

			‘Who built the fortress?’ said Lothar, raising his voice over the song of the caged alien.

			Bullosus said nothing, trudging on through the hall. The carpet of flakes became so deep he had to wade through great drifts. They billowed around him as he walked, glinting in the light from the doorways, churning and spiralling like a blizzard.

			‘There,’ said Lothar.

			Bullosus had already seen it. Up ahead of them was another doorway, leading directly to the route Audus had taken – and this one was open. The size of the doorways and the billowing clouds made it hard to gauge the distance, but he guessed half a mile.

			The blizzard grew more ferocious with every step and they were only halfway to the door when Bullosus began to struggle. The flakes had reached the top of his prodigious gut. It was like trying to wade through a lake of metal shavings. The flakes buckled and snapped under his weight, but they were landing around him all the time, sticking to his face and clogging his eyes.

			‘Wait,’ gasped Lothar.

			Bullosus looked back and saw that his brother was covered up to his chest and had ground to a halt. Aurick was the same. The amphibian had stopped singing, looking around in wide-eyed panic at the whirling banks of metal shards.

			‘Move!’ growled Bullosus.

			His brothers strained, their faces red with exertion, but however much they tried to push through they could not take a step. Bullosus was about to yell again, when the hall reverberated with the sound of metal pounding on metal. It sounded like someone had struck an enormous bell.

			The brothers and the creature all looked around in silence. The flakes were falling even faster now, but the sound was so ominous Bullosus forgot about everything else. It boomed again, metal pummelling metal, hitting with such force that the whole chamber shuddered.

			‘Something’s trying to get in,’ whispered Lothar, his face as grey as the drifts that were burying him.

			Boom. It struck again, with even more ferocity.

			Bullosus nodded. Whatever was hammering against the walls was huge.

			Boom.

			No, he realised. It wasn’t the walls.

			‘The door,’ he said, nodding at one of the towering portals.

			Lothar hissed a curse.

			The metal, or stone, or whatever the door was made of, was buckling.

			Boom. The door bowed towards them, starting to rip away from its hinges. The door was hundreds of feet tall, but whatever was behind it was even bigger.

			Lothar and Aurick began to splutter as the drifts rose across their chins and into their mouths. They angled their heads back, struggling to breathe, looking panicked. Bullosus tried to reach towards them, but the weight of the drifts was so great he could not move. The flakes had risen to his chest.

			Boom. The door was on the verge of collapsing.

			‘Draik!’ snarled Bullosus. If it wasn’t for that Terran dandy, he would already have left Precipice with Audus in his hold and his arm still intact. The thought of his injury reminded him of the radium scythe Orphis had grafted to his muscles.

			Boom. The door leant forwards.

			Bullosus flexed his muscles and triggered the scythe. Heat and smoke engulfed him as the blade tore through mounds of shavings, creating a clear space around the bounty hunter. He wrenched the scythe free, raised it, sparking, over his head, and punched it down. It ripped through the floor like paper.

			Bullosus wrenched the blade sideways. He had only meant to create a small opening, but the scythe was blazing with such ferocity that it whirled around him, creating a ragged, circular hole. Bullosus teetered on the edge, staring down into darkness. There was movement down there. Something liquid. Like an underground river.

			Boom. The doors ripped free of their hinges and fell.

			Bullosus shoved his brothers into the hole and jumped after them, cursing Draik again as he plummeted into the blackness.
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			They met in the outer precincts of the Imperial Palace. A warren of slums and crumbling ruins, crawling with the kind of human detritus the two young nobles had spent their lives avoiding. Draik had never ventured this far from the family estates unaccompanied. As he strode into the Basilica of Saint Scipios, sabre in hand, cloak flung back, he felt more alive than he had ever done before. The atrium soared above him, magnificent – even now, with its walls blackened and its roof gone. Through broken rafters he saw a mountainous heap of catacombs and huts, layer upon layer of city, the tides of history that had drowned this once noble structure beneath hovels, mines and wreckage-strewn landing pads. The air was barely breathable, so thick with fumes that Draik could almost imagine that the basilica was restored to its former glory, its isles and naves swimming with holy fumes, its statues the silhouettes of magnificent priests, blessing the devout legions who had battled their way to the Imperium’s blessed Throneworld.

			‘Beautiful,’ said Numa, striding through the fug, approaching from the far end of the nave. He was dressed as finely as Draik and had the same adrenaline gleam in his eyes. Numa was just a year older than Draik and his pale, angular features bore all the same hallmarks of nobility. He held himself with the poise and dignity of a dancer, trailing robes of silk and crushed velvet, intricately braided with the sigils of his house.

			Draik nodded, tearing his gaze from the blasted majesty overhead and approaching his friend. As they met in the centre of the basilica they bowed and shared the usual civilities, before drawing their blades and adopting en garde positions.

			‘Is it true?’ asked Draik. ‘That you spoke ill of my sister?’

			Numa nodded. ‘If I have caused injury to your family name, Janus, I apologise, but I stand by what I said. Thalia shows no respect for anything, least of all you. She has spread revolting rumours and lies. She seems determined to tarnish your good name.’

			Draik’s pulse was hammering and he could see beads of sweat glinting on Numa’s face.

			‘I cannot let such accusations go unchallenged,’ he said. ‘She is a daughter of House Draik.’

			Numa nodded.

			For the first time in his life, Draik felt like a man. His father’s words echoed round his head. Without your name, you are nothing. And without honour, you are not worthy of your name.

			‘No one must know,’ he said.

			Numa’s serious facade cracked for a moment. ‘My punishment would be as terrible as yours, Janus.’

			‘Then let us begin,’ said Draik.

			‘First blood?’

			‘First blood.’

			They circled through the ruins, stepping lightly over toppled columns and shattered flagstones.

			Numa made the first strike, a desultory overhand slash, more like another form of greeting than a genuine attack. Draik parried easily, disengaged, and struck with more fury, thrusting low and fast. Numa grinned as he parried, returning the strike with an equally furious one. The duellists’ blades clattered as they danced past archways and architraves, striking with ever-greater speed and ferocity, stirring up banks of dust as they leapt and rolled.

			Draik called on every skill he had learned in the training halls of the palace, tempering his violence with elegance and control. He had sparred with his friend many times – even as children they had enacted mock battles across the ballrooms and terraces of their family homes – but this was different. The reason for duelling was irrelevant. They both knew it. Draik took his family name seriously, as his father had ordered him to, but they would have found some other excuse to fight soon enough. The two youths were on the cusp of manhood. The time had come to test their prowess.

			The duel quickly became more serious than either of them had expected. What had started as little more than a game took on a deadly earnest. Their smiles faded and the humour vanished from their eyes.

			They had been lunging back and forth for nearly ten minutes when Draik stumbled, surprised, as Numa attacked with a move he had never seen before. He rolled, backwards, over a piece of masonry, landed on his feet and brought up his blade in time to parry the blow. Numa’s eyes were blank as he lunged again, incredibly fast.

			Draik parried again, but fell over another piece of shattered statue.

			Numa brought his blade round in a wide slash that was headed straight for Draik’s face.

			Draik realised, incredulously, that he was going to lose the duel. He hurled himself forwards, moving with wild desperation, his reserve shattered by the idea of defeat.

			Numa’s blade flashed across Draik’s face and pain exploded in his left eye.

			Blood flew from his face. Draik had lost the duel, but his momentum carried him forwards. His attack was too fast and clumsy for Numa to anticipate. Draik thudded into Numa and landed a thrust of his own. The two friends ended up face to face, their noses almost touching.

			A horrible sense of foreboding gripped Draik as Numa’s face twisted into a grimace.

			Draik loosed his sword and stepped back.

			The blade was embedded, hilt deep, in Numa’s chest.

			Numa’s seconds rushed forwards, crying out in alarm as Numa dropped to his knees, a dazed look on his face as he gripped the sword handle jutting from his breast, crimson bubbling between the fingers of his white gloves.

			‘Leave!’ hissed Draik’s seconds, grabbing him by the shoulders and pulling him away.

			Draik was so shocked that he did not think to object as they bundled him from the basilica.

			As they carried him off, Draik was barely aware of the pain in his eye. He felt as though Numa’s blood was washing him away, a crimson tide, hurling him towards damnation. He closed the eye that had not been blinded, giving in to the sensation of weightlessness.

			Then the reality of what he had done hit home. He had left his friend to die. Whatever the consequences, he could not simply flee.

			‘No!’ he cried, opening his eye.

			Rather than slum-crowded Terra, he saw a clear, star-filled sky. The kind of sky that had not been seen on Terra for millennia – dozens of shimmering constellations, turning slowly in a sable void. He was about to cry out for his seconds to halt, when he realised he was alone, lying flat on his back in the darkness, agony pulsing up from his wrist, through his shoulder and into his chest. His heart was hammering erratically, skipping and racing as the pain in his side grew.

			He tried to sit. The pain tripled and he vomited over his cuirass, groaning. It felt like someone had put a knife in his jugular. His heart stuttered and stopped, then raced and missed several more beats before finally settling into a steady rhythm.

			He reached down and felt the device at his wrist, still sparking the electric charge that had stopped and restarted his heart. As he touched it, he remembered everything. He was not on Terra, he was in the heart of the Blackstone Fortress. Despite the agony thrumming through his veins, he laughed.

			‘It worked.’ His voice was hoarse and strange.

			He managed to sit and look around. He was on a gridded platform, made of the same onyx-like material as the walls, and behind him was a smooth ramp leading back up to the aqueduct. Black liquid was crashing down behind him, vanishing through the holes of the grid.

			A few splashes were landing close to him, so, remembering the charred corpses, Draik dragged himself away from the weir, wincing as arcs of energy sparked down from his wrist and across his chest.

			When he was sure he was clear, he took a look around. The grid appeared to be floating in space. The platform ended a few feet away from him and from there on there were only stars, blinking at him from every direction. He unclasped the strap, took a deep breath and wrenched it free. Blood rushed from his wrist but the wounds were not deep. He took a bandage from a pouch on his belt and bound them. Then he climbed, unsteadily, to his feet. He was a mess. His coat and boots were charred and his cuirass was covered in vomit. His clothes were dark with blood and his heart was still skipping the odd beat. He wiped down his breastplate and took a few deep, slow breaths, trying to steady his pulse.

			Something had changed. His mind was not his own. Since landing on the Blackstone, he had felt an alien presence staring into his thoughts, but now it was in his thoughts, bound to his conscience. Thanks to the axial interrupter, he had been revived, but he also felt altered.

			He looked around again. The air was brittle and cold. Even now he could see frost glittering in the folds of his coat. But it was still air. If he were really out in the void, he would already be dead. This must just be another chamber in the Blackstone. He stepped to the edge of the platform and reached out. He was still holding the interrupter and he waved it back and forth. To his surprise, it collided with the stars, causing them to spark and blink. They were not distant, but tiny – a dazzling microcosm, clouds of miniature suns hovering in the air all around him.

			He knelt and reached down. His hand bashed against a hard surface. There was a floor, it was just polished to such a perfect sheen that it reflected the stars above.

			Carefully, he stepped from the platform. The mirrored floor took his weight but, as Draik stepped into the stars, they detonated against his clothes in a series of little explosions. They sounded like dead leaves – crunching underfoot, harmless and inconsequential – but each miniature supernova burned on his coat, scorching away the cloth and scattering little flames through the air.

			Now that he was standing amongst them, Draik could see that the star field was finite. There was a wall in the distance, a few hundred feet away and, if he squinted hard, he could make out the outline of a door. There was no way back, so his route was clear. He took a few steps, still unsteady from his recent resurrection, but sensing that he was moments away from his goal. He picked up his pace but quickly realised a problem. Every star he passed through died, blazing angrily against his face and clothes, and after a few minutes his coat was blistering and smouldering. The stars had even burned through to his skin in some places, leaving painful lesions.

			Draik paused. He was not even halfway across, but his coat was already starting to collapse and the shaven part of his head, either side of his topknot, was blistered and smoking as the embers ate into his skull. By the time he reached the other side he would look like a revenant, burned and bleeding, like one of those ruined devotees in the Helmsman. The constellations were more densely packed in the centre of the chamber and his skin was already raw with dozens of burns.

			You lack steel, he heard Thalia say. You will always fail.

			He gritted his teeth and strode on, ignoring the pain as dozens of little fires erupted over his clothes and face, scorching and smoking as they blistered his skin. The pain grew worse as he reached the centre of the chamber. His uniform was ablaze in several places now, and he could barely see through the cloud of fireballs igniting all around him.

			It occurred to him that he might die. The flames were crackling across his whole body. He felt as though he were in a storm of acid. An image of Pious Vorne entered his thoughts. He was still perturbed by the thought that she was willing to burn for her faith despite her perfectly rational fear of such a fate. If I burn, I burn, he thought. But I’m not turning back.

			He broke into a run, charging headlong through an exploding universe, trailing flames and sparks, a brilliant comet punching through the firmament.
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			A tongue lolled across the floor, sinuous and serpentine, reaching towards Glutt. It was leathery and black and trailing the heavy stink of rotting meat. He watched the tongue for a long time, hypnotised by its movements, before realising that it was his. He coiled it back into his mouth, tasting the cold, alien flavour of the Blackstone. Then he looked down at the rest of himself.

			As the daemon had promised, his feeble body was gone, replaced by something far more warlike. His legs were like slabs of cooled magma: dusty grey and covered in hard, overlapping ridges, like the plates of a crustacean’s shell, bristling with long, serrated spines. There were also more legs than there used to be – seven, to be exact, planted firmly on the ground and ending in blunt, ragged stumps. He reached down to tap one of them and saw that his arm was also changed. It unfolded with a series of clicks, extending dozens of joints. It was clad in the same ridged armour as his legs and, rather than a hand, it ended in a single, scythe-like talon.

			He was crouched in the darkness, at the edge of a pool. The pool was a ragged, puckered sore, marring the Blackstone’s smooth floor. Rather than water, it contained a thick, puce-coloured substance that was lapping, gently, against hundreds of white eggs.

			Glutt stood, his body creaking and groaning like an old door, and saw that he was surrounded by thousands of the eggs. They were all nestled in similar pools of dark red liquid, heaped in piles as far as he could see. He nodded in satisfaction. The daemon was a good teacher. It had patiently taught him the obscure rituals and complicated chemistry required to nurture the virus. In one of these eggs would be the plague that would ruin Commander Ortegal.

			Glutt studied the bizarre landscape in awe. His power was now so great that it had even transmuted the Blackstone Fortress. The walls and floor had split as the eggs multiplied, softening the hard-edged geometry of the space station, turning it into a lumpen, sagging garden. Where the red liquid had spilled from the sore-pools, it had summoned weird protuberances from the Blackstone’s floor, sending spirals of growth up into the air and draping the doorways with tendrils of fleshy, purple vines. The growths burned with a vivid luminescence, driving back the Blackstone’s darkness with pulsing, emerald spores. It was a glorious sight, made all the more delightful by the impotent fury of the Blackstone. He could hear it from here, pummelling the cage Fluxus called the cancrum, unable to break through as Glutt’s work took root.

			Glutt heard splashing and grunting as something stirred in the pool next to him. He assumed it was an egg hatching and crouched down to look, his tongue unfurling, forgotten, as it slapped down into the glistening mass. As he expected, one of the eggs was bulging and shifting. He plucked it from the pool with his talon and let it roll onto the floor. Rather than breaking, it started to grow, stretching over the shape that was trying to force its way out.

			Glutt had seen countless eggs hatch, but none of them had behaved like this. Perhaps, finally, this was the one.

			‘Fluxus!’ he cried.

			The egg continued stretching until it was nearly a foot wide. Its shape distorted and, as the shell stretched it grew thinner, it revealed the thing that was twisting and bulging beneath the surface. Glutt gasped as he saw that it was a face – a human male face, fat and jowly and grinning with excitement.

			‘Are you ready?’ the man cried, his voice muffled by the skin-like shell that was stretched over his mouth. ‘Are you ready to be judged?’

			Glutt recoiled, feeling a deep sense of unease, just as Fluxus came splashing through the pools towards him. Just like Glutt, the daemon had changed during its time in the cancrum. It was now a mountain of flesh – an olive-green sack of blubber and sores that waddled towards him on legs that were hidden beneath rolls of puckered fat.

			Fluxus loomed over the pool, its cavernous mouth hanging open as it watched the face in the egg.

			‘We’re close now!’ cried the face.

			Glutt knew, intuitively, what the man was talking about. Panic gripped him and he plunged one of his talons into the egg. It burst with a moist squelch, revealing heaps of wriggling grubs, but no sign of a face.

			‘You said nothing could reach us in here!’ said Glutt, turning to face the daemon.

			‘I said the Blackstone would not break through.’ Fluxus shook its head. ‘I did not say men would not break through.’

			Glutt looked past the daemon to the ranks of hooded soldiers that were trudging around the pools, watching for any sign of newcomers.

			‘Then I have to make sure they never get here. He said they were close, did you hear him?’

			Fluxus smiled. ‘We are prepared. Remember?’ He waved at the silent, shadowy figures dotted around the garden. They were hazed by the banks of flies and spores, but Glutt could still see that they were ready, guns loaded and gripped in their clammy fists. It was only now, as the plants bathed them in diffuse, pallid light, that he saw how numerous they were. There were hundreds of masked Guardsmen waiting beneath the dripping boughs.

			Glutt nodded. ‘No one must get close,’ he muttered.

			‘No one will,’ smiled the daemon.
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			Isola tried her vox-bead again, wincing at the screech that sliced into her ear. ‘Captain Draik,’ she called, ‘can you hear me?’

			The Blackstone answered. Its deafening, voiceless howl ripped through the bead, forcing Isola to deactivate the unit and slump back against the wall, gripping her ear. Taddeus had demanded a halt so that he and Pious Vorne could pray. Standing still in the Blackstone was lunacy but Isola had no option. What could she do without Taddeus as a guide?

			They were in a hexagonal antechamber, thirty feet across, pitch-dark and bitterly cold. Each of the six walls was built around an archway that opened onto rimy, confusing shadows, but the preacher was confident he knew which one to take. All Isola could do was sit and wait. They had placed a lumen at the centre of the room and it pierced the thick pall enough for her to see her companions. She had ordered the two remaining House Draik guards to watch the archways, lasguns at the ready. Taddeus and Vorne were kneeling at the centre of the chamber, their faces lit menacingly from beneath by the lumen as they read from Taddeus’ journal. Audus was pacing back and forth across the chamber, toying with her pistol and casting irritated glances at the priests. Her usual loutish sneer was gone, replaced with an anxious grimace. Isola could guess the reason. For the last hour or so, the whole group had become increasingly distracted. The psychic wards projected by the Navigator’s cawl were quickly wearing off. Without his presence, the madness was returning. One moment Isola would see Audus and the rest of the explorers, the next she would see figures from her past – parents, childhood friends, even long-dead enemies. She could see from the panic in Audus’ eyes that they had little time left.

			‘We have to move!’ snapped Audus, twitching and glaring at the kneeling priests. ‘The madness will only grow worse. Do you understand?’

			‘Do you understand?’ said Draik’s father, studying Isola across the polished walnut of his desk. They were separated by a galaxy of armillary spheres and star charts, but she could still see a warning in the old duke’s eyes.

			‘My lord?’ She hesitated at the doorway of his study, clutching the contracts he had just handed her.

			Even in his advanced years, Coronis Draik was a powerful man. His thick pewter hair had receded, but that only lent him a more imposing, scholarly air, with a heavy brow and an intense gaze. His muscular frame was draped in ducal finery, his uniform starched and hung with rows of medals and orders of merit, and his hand rested on a gilded cane, its grip cast in the shape of a dragon’s head, the symbol of House Draik.

			‘Janus must never know the full details of the agreements we brokered with House Numa.’

			Isola nodded, but she could tell from the duke’s uncomfortable manner that there was something specific he needed to tell her. She closed the door and walked back into the study, halting before his desk.

			‘They wanted his head, Isola. He murdered their most beloved son. It was all I could do to keep him alive.’

			She nodded. ‘Of course, I understand, Lord Draik. You have assured them that Janus’ Warrant of Trade will take him far from Terra. He will not attend the usual functions and he will not return to Terra unless–’

			‘He will not return to Terra,’ interrupted the duke, ‘at all.’ He grimaced, massaging his temples, then looked at Isola with pain in his eyes. In all her years of service, she had never seen him show such naked emotion. ‘If Janus Draik sets foot on Terra, our contracts with House Numa will all be cancelled – unless I hand him straight over to the Novator and let him avenge the death of his son. The matter is out of my hands. The Paternoval Envoy himself has made assurances to House Numa to that effect.’

			Suddenly, Isola understood the stilted, strained conversations she had observed between Draik and his father. ‘Janus does not know.’

			The duke shook his head, looking at the maps on his desk. ‘Nor must he.’

			She nodded. ‘It would kill him.’

			‘Quite, Isola.’ The duke was rigid with anger. ‘Quite.’ He was gripping the dragon’s head so hard it looked like he might crush the metal. ‘All I have ever taught him is that he will one day sit at this desk, commanding the Draik empire, ruling in my place when I am gone. Terra is in his blood, Isola. He must not know that he will never see it again.’ The old man’s voice was tight, strangled by his anger. ‘And that I will never see him again.’

			Isola could think of nothing to say. The sight of the old duke displaying such emotion unnerved her. She was keen to leave. ‘He will hear no such thing from me, my lord,’ she said finally.

			The duke nodded, took a deep breath and regained his usual, magisterial demeanour. ‘I will ensure that his contracts take him so far from here that he need never guess the truth. The galaxy is vast, Isola, and the warp is fickle.’

			She saluted and turned to leave.

			‘Isola,’ said the duke, and she halted at the door again. He was looking out of the window, his back to her. ‘Keep him alive.’

			‘My lord.’

			‘Let me go!’ howled Audus, jolting Isola back into the present.

			The pilot’s face was ashen and she had gripped her laspistol in both hands, pointing it at one of the House Draik guards.

			Both of the guards raised their lasguns and pointed them at Audus. Their expressions were as harried and panicked as hers.

			‘Stop!’ cried Isola, jumping to her feet. ‘Remember where you are! The Blackstone.’

			The soldiers glanced at her, confused and wary, but they held their fire.

			‘Audus!’ snapped Isola, rushing towards her. ‘What are you doing?’

			‘It’s a mistake!’ cried Audus, staring at her, wild-eyed. ‘Stop the bombing!’ She lowered her gun and grabbed Isola’s shoulder. ‘He lied! Save Sepus!’

			‘You’re on the Blackstone,’ whispered Isola, leaning close to her.

			Audus froze and stared at Isola.

			‘You were in the past,’ said Isola, still gripping her shoulder.

			The priests had halted their prayers. Everyone was staring at Audus.

			‘What did I say?’ she said, her face still horribly pale.

			‘You talked about someone called Sepus. Or a place called Sepus.’ Isola frowned, recognising the name. ‘There’s a Sepus Prime, isn’t there, in this sector? Is that where you come from?’

			Audus looked more horrified with every word Isola said. She shook her head, but she looked so anguished it was clear Isola was on the right track.

			Isola held up her hands. ‘It doesn’t matter now. I’m not interested in whatever crime you’re running from, but we need to stay in the present or we’ll all gun each other down.’

			Audus glowered. ‘The crime was not mine.’

			There was an awkward silence as the various members of the group considered whatever memory had just gripped them. Isola was still dazed by the vision of her final conversation with the duke. His one request had been that she keep his son alive. And now, if she managed to survive the expedition, she would have to contact Terra and inform them that she had failed.

			Taddeus slammed his book shut and the two priests stood.

			‘Hold true, my children.’ He tapped the cover of the book. ‘We have reached the holy fire. Soon we shall be bathed in the Emperor’s flame.’ He waved his mace at one of the archways. ‘One last antechamber, then we stand at the gates of deliverance.’ He looked at each of them in turn. ‘Be ready to bow, naked, before the God-Emperor’s gaze. Once humanity is cleansed of taint it can stand, unafraid, against the horrors of Old Night. Are you ready? Are you ready to be judged?’

			No one replied, but Taddeus did not seem to notice.

			‘To enlightenment!’ he roared, pounding his mace against his deep, barrel chest and striding off into the darkness.

			Vorne rushed after him, gripping her flamer, and the rest followed at a more cautious pace, weapons raised and swinging from side to side as they entered the passageway.

			The corridor was narrow to begin with, but gradually grew wider. After half an hour or so, they began to hear a low, oceanic crashing sound, like waves breaking against a cliff.

			‘This is it!’ gasped Taddeus. He was sweating, despite the cold, and he paused to wipe his eyes with his sleeve.

			‘What’s that?’ asked Audus, glancing back the way they had come.

			Isola listened. There was another sound, approaching from behind them. This one was not a colossal roar, but more like the crunch of grinding metal – like a vehicle being smashed to pieces. And there was something else: a voice raised in song, a gentle, simple melody – a child’s lullaby. It sounded utterly absurd in the bleak confines of the Blackstone.

			They all paused and peered back down the dark corridor, shocked as much by the music as the sound of rupturing metal. Flashes of light shimmered across the walls, like sparks from an angle grinder, tumbling through the air. Isola nodded to her guards and they pointed their lasguns at the clouds of embers.

			Then they all flinched as an explosion ripped through the wall. The air filled with flames and shattered fragments, and the guards were thrown from their feet. Isola helped them up and everyone raised their guns, trying to see through the smoke and flames.

			‘That was a grenade,’ cried Audus. ‘We need to go!’

			Taddeus nodded and rushed on, with Vorne hurrying after him.

			Isola hesitated, peering back into the fumes, intrigued to know who else had managed to get so deep into the Blackstone. Perhaps they had seen Draik.

			A trio of hulking silhouettes pounded through the blaze. Even through the smoke she could see that they were huge, built like pit-fighters and draped in bulky weapons. One of them had a cage on his shoulder and that was where the singing was coming from.

			‘Throne,’ muttered Audus behind her, backing away. ‘Bullosus.’

			One of the men paused and pointed a weapon. It was hard to see clearly, but the gun was so big he had to use both hands to lift it.

			‘Go,’ said Isola, waving the others down the corridor and then sprinting after them.

			There was another ear-splitting blast, close enough to lift Isola from her feet and hurl her through the air. Shrapnel clattered off the walls and whistled past her ears.

			She landed with a painful jolt and turned to fire, her las-pistol kicking in her hand as it spat a blind barrage into a wall of flame. Audus grabbed her by the shoulder and wrenched her to her feet. They sprinted off down the corridor, chasing the rest of the group.

			They emerged into a circular hall crowned with a domed ceiling, but Isola did not have time to study the details. The rest of the group had halted in the centre of the hall and raised their weapons as dozens of shapes rushed towards them from the shadows.

			‘Guardsmen?’ gasped Isola.

			The newcomers were human, and even half-hidden in the darkness she could make out the shapes of Astra Militarum uniforms and weapons. There was something odd about them though: they were shambling and lurching, as though drugged, and there was an odd, liquid hissing sound coming from them.

			Vorne spewed an arch of fire up into the air, lighting up the chamber.

			Isola grimaced as the light revealed the men staggering towards them. They were rotten husks, their flesh grey and mottled and sagging from their bones. They looked like old rags that had been soaked in water for so long they were disintegrating. Where their flesh was falling away it revealed nests of pale grubs, fidgeting and burrowing in their innards. Most of the men had hidden their heads in mouldering hoods, looking out through crudely ripped eyeholes, but a few of their faces were visible. Their eyes were blue-grey sacks and their mouths were toothless and drooling.

			Isola and Audus opened fire. The blasts sheared away chunks of the Guardsmen’s flak armour and ripped through their putrid muscles, but did nothing to stop their advance. They staggered slightly but otherwise showed no sign of noticing they had been shot. As they continued lurching forwards, they raised their guns and took aim.

			Taddeus raced at them, bringing his mace down into the face of the first one he reached. The Guardsman’s head became holy flame as the priest’s weapon burned a fierce, sapphire blue.

			The Guardsman fell and Taddeus crushed a second, creating another flash of blue flames. The holy fire caught, lighting up the sodden Guardsmen as if they were kindling. The front row reeled back, convulsing, engulfed in flames.

			Vorne rushed to her master’s side and fired, drenching the Guardsmen in rippling flames and sending more of them to the floor.

			More Guardsmen were flooding out of other doorways, approaching from every direction. Isola and Audus joined the priests and the House Draik guards and formed a circle, standing back to back as Guardsmen rushed at them from all sides.

			‘We need to reach that exit!’ cried Taddeus, pointing his mace at a doorway on the far side of the chamber.

			Vorne fired again, drowning the Guardsmen in more flames, but Audus had noticed something dreadful – their charred, blackened remains did not lie still when they fell. The burnt bodies rose and rejoined the fight, trailing smoke and ash as they lifted their lasguns and took aim.

			There was another blinding explosion, hurling pieces of Guardsmen through the air.

			Grub-infested meat landed all around Isola.

			‘Don’t touch it!’ cried Taddeus. ‘They are corrupted!’

			Another blast ripped through the crowd as the Bullosus brothers waded into the fray, hurling more grenades.

			Grusel Bullosus saw Audus and jabbed a finger at her. ‘Wait there!’ he roared, before lunging at the Guardsmen, swinging a blade that was attached to his elbow. The blade sliced through the undead as though they were not there, splitting them into ever-smaller pieces as Bullosus lunged and hacked. The blade burned with a cool, inner light, slicing through the Guardsmen so savagely that there was nothing left to rise – just mounds of butchered meat.

			As Bullosus chopped his way towards Audus, more of the shambling figures were pouring from the shadows, crowding the chamber and firing. Most of their shots were wild and untargeted, but a few hit home. One of the Bullosus brothers fell, hit through the neck, gasping as the mob fell on him and tore him down. Then one of the House Draik guards slammed into a wall, his chest torn open by a blast, blood arcing from the wound.

			Vorne filled the chamber with fire again, but the blackened figures just lurched on, dripping ash and flames, surging towards her.

			The last House Draik guard fell, a rusty blade embedded in his chest, and the Bullosus brother carrying the caged singer doubled over as Guardsmen fired repeatedly into his stomach, tearing him down and leaving only Grusel still standing. He howled and spun on his heel, firing as he turned, ripping the Guardsmen to shreds with a hail of gunfire and cutting others down with his scythe.

			‘Keep moving!’ cried Taddeus, pummelling his way towards the doorway.

			Bullosus had run out of ammunition and hurled his gun at the Guardsmen, but he was still hacking towards Audus with his scythe.

			As Isola fired back over her shoulder, she noticed that Bullosus’ blade did not just cut through the Guardsmen, but sliced through the Blackstone too, leaving great gouges in the floor. The lumbering bounty hunter was quickly catching up with them, flinging corpses aside and howling as he closed in on Audus. The pilot was too busy defending herself from the Guardsmen to do anything about Bullosus, though, firing into the lurching cadavers and trying to follow Taddeus.

			The priest had almost reached the doorway when a dull clanging sound filled the chamber. One by one, each of the doors were slamming shut.

			Taddeus cried out in alarm and powered on through the undead, punching and swinging his mace with even more ferocity, but before he reached the doorway it slammed down, trapping them in the chamber. Taddeus howled and whirled around, his back to the door, smashing corpses aside as they crowded round him.

			Audus and the others made it to the door and stood at his side, firing and punching as the crowd of undead soldiers flooded through the hall towards them. Bullosus was still visible, his pale bulk rearing up over the burnt Guardsmen as he slashed his way towards Audus. He was only a dozen feet away now, but he was trailing a mob of the soldiers – they were hanging from his arms and legs, trying to drag him down, slowing his headlong charge towards the pilot. The bounty hunter was cursing as he fought, glaring at the huge crowds of Guardsmen that now surrounded him.

			‘Bullosus’ scythe!’ gasped Isola, leaning towards Taddeus as they fought. ‘It cuts through the Blackstone!’

			The priest nodded. ‘Make him a path!’ he cried to Vorne.

			Vorne fired her flamer, ripping a channel through the undead and creating an opening for the bounty hunter.

			‘This way!’ cried Taddeus, waving Bullosus over.

			The bounty hunter lowered his head and charged, smashing through the flaming ranks and crashing into the door behind Taddeus.

			‘You’re mine!’ he roared, pointing the blazing scythe at Audus.

			She stepped back and pointed her pistol at his head.

			The Guardsmen surged forwards, forcing Audus and Bullosus to turn their weapons back on the mob.

			‘We’re all dead if we don’t get through this door!’ cried Isola, looking up at Bullosus. ‘Can you cut it down?’

			Bullosus was too busy fending off the Guardsmen to hear.

			‘Cut the door down!’ she cried again, grabbing his arm.

			He rounded on her with a snarl, but then seemed to register what she meant. He looked at his scythe, then at the door, then lashed out, nearly taking Isola’s head off in the process. The blade carved straight through the door, cutting a long, narrow channel but not helping them escape the teeming mass of Guardsmen.

			Audus cried out in pain and thudded into Isola, clutching the side of her head, haloed by a shower of blood. Isola gunned down the Guardsman that had shot Audus and several more at the same time.

			‘Get it down!’ she howled at Bullosus, hammering her fist against the door.

			He lunged again and again, thrusting the scythe back and forth, tearing great chunks from the door. It showed no sign of falling or opening, but Bullosus attacked it with such ferocity that he began to rip through its centre, splintering the thick plate and revealing a worrying glimpse of what lay on the other side.

			Audus was slumped against Isola, clutching her head wound, but Isola managed to twist and look through the hole Bullosus was making. ‘Throne,’ she muttered.

			There was an apocalypse taking place in the next chamber. Cathedral-sized slabs of wall were crashing into each other, detonating and shattering as they hit, filling the cavernous space with noise and violence. At the far end there was a blinding corona, a sphere of light that threw brutal, dramatic shadows through the mayhem. It looked like the Blackstone was ripping itself apart. It looked like the death throes of a star.

			‘The Emperor’s flame!’ cried Taddeus, slamming his mace into the surging crowds of Guardsmen. His face and robes were drenched in blood and filth, but he looked like an ecstatic saint, his eyes reflecting the light of the sphere.

			Bullosus hacked at the door a few more times, then stooped and stepped through the gap.

			The priests followed, then Isola, half carrying Audus through the hole.
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			There was no need to focus on the pain any more – Draik could feel little else. As he stumbled through chamber after chamber, every inch of his skin howled in complaint. The hall of stars had left his skin blackened and his uniform in tatters. He was in too much pain to examine the rooms that followed. He was vaguely aware of what might have been control panels, banks of raised platforms containing more pools of black liquid, but he made a straight line through every room. His head was bowed and his pistol was hanging loosely in his grip, but even without Taddeus Draik was sure of his route. He felt like a blood cell, racing back towards a heart. Emanating from somewhere up ahead was the grinding, creaking sound of the Blackstone’s core. It was the noise he had been hearing, on and off, since they first landed, but since his revival it had been even louder, making him flinch and twitch as he ran.

			Draik felt like a stranger in his own body. The change he had felt after his resurrection was growing more pronounced. The old certainties no longer seemed so certain. He had come to Precipice to raise himself from the mire – to regain his place at the head of House Draik and rule over lesser men. But now – now there was another will driving him on. He still carried a burning desire to reach the vault, but he was no longer sure it was his desire. He felt as though there were an invisible cord, dragging him through trial after trial, testing him with all the unyielding rigour that his father had done. Gauging his worth, but for what?

			Draik passed through a doorway and cried out in anguish. Ahead of him was the long gallery with the charred corpses and the aqueduct running down its length.

			‘You’re dead,’ said the same drukhari who had tormented him earlier.

			‘No,’ he gasped, his voice ragged from his exertions and his head pounding with the Blackstone’s pulse. For a moment, he almost faltered. He was a Draik – accepting defeat was as alien to him as the creature that was sprawled on the floor a few feet away. But this was too much. After everything he had endured, to be back here again, no closer to the vault, the same impassable route ahead of him.

			He could feel the Blackstone in his head, waiting to see his response; waiting to see if he would break.

			‘Never,’ he breathed.

			He silenced the alien with a headshot, killing it for a second time, then sprinted across the balcony, drawing out the axial interrupter, fastening it to his wrist and setting the timer as he ran.

			With a cry of defiance, he leapt out across the current and triggered the device.

			Pain.

			Darkness.

			The face of his father. The duke was stern and unyielding. This was before he had given up on his son. He was lunging harder and faster, quizzing him on Imperial governance, burying him under history books, reciting martial treatises and the intricacies of galactic trade.

			The face of his sister, bitter and hurt, willing him to fail.

			‘No!’ he howled, his heart thudding painfully back into life.

			Sparks flashed across his eye, blinding him.

			He rose, jittery and weak, and staggered away from the sluice into the next chamber.

			His heart had been violently stopped and brutally restarted and, incredibly, for a second time it had endured.

			‘You’re dead,’ said the drukhari as Draik stumbled into the same chamber for a third time: the charred bodies, the drukhari, the aqueduct – everything exactly as before.

			Draik dropped to his knees and clutched his head. His skull felt like it was being crushed, groaning and straining. His heart was stuttering wildly after being so ill-treated, and his whole body was jerking and twitching as lines of electricity flashed across his tattered uniform. The Blackstone’s presence bore down on him, peeling back the layers of his soul.

			‘What do you want?’ he demanded, his words little more than a whisper.

			The alien sniggered.

			Draik stood, leant against the wall to steady himself, and shot the drukhari for a third time. Then he tried to run across the room, making for the edge of the balcony and the aqueduct that stretched out from its centre.

			He weaved like a drunk, trembling and blinded by after-images.

			He almost missed the entrance to the aqueduct and toppled into the void below, but managed to correct himself at the last minute. He lacked the strength to jump, but before he fell into the rushing oil he triggered the axial interrupter.

			Killing himself. Again.
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			Something was picking at Draik’s skin, clawing and pecking. His eye was closed but he pictured Grekh leaning over him, placing mutilated insects in his mouth, preparing to eat his flesh.

			‘Get back!’ he cried, sitting up.

			Shapes fluttered away from him – carrion birds, filling the air with noise as they launched, thrashing their wings and screaming. A pale light was coming from somewhere and, as Draik’s vision cleared, he saw that they were not birds, but angular approximations of birds – flat, triangular plates of metal, joined together by blades of the same lustreless ore. Some of them were still on him, jamming their blades into his legs, and he waved his arm weakly, shooing them away.

			He looked down at his body and gasped. He looked worse than any of the wretches he had encountered in the Skeins: bloody, burned and covered in lesions. His heartbeat was less erratic but the grinding pulse in his head was louder, causing his teeth to clatter as though he were freezing.

			He probably was freezing. There was frost all over his exposed patches of skin and his breath escaped in glittering plumes.

			The bird-things had scattered, so he tried to sit up and look around. His arms were weak, but he managed to get upright and even stand, swaying slightly as he looked into the half-light.

			The Blackstone was playing tricks on him again. He was back where he very first started. Ahead of him was the broad, diamond-shaped plateau they had left the Vanguard on. He could not see the shuttle, but he knew that if he walked the half a mile or so to the exit he would see it, waiting patiently on the landing platform, his deck crew inside.

			For a moment, Draik wondered if all of his struggles had led him back to his own ship. Then he laughed in disbelief. On the far side of the chamber, a few hundred feet from where they had first entered the Blackstone, was a tall, narrow aperture. It had not been there when they first landed, he was sure of it. Even in the half-light he would have noticed such a specific design. He shook his head in wonder. The stones arrayed around the doorway were formed into a colourless mosaic, an image of a spherical cage, just like the one on the sketch he was carrying. It was a clear, deliberate signal that this was the route he needed. With more certainty than ever before, he felt the Blackstone speaking to him, guiding him, offering him a way in.

			He was about to rush across the chamber when he remembered what happened last time – his blood had triggered an avalanche of drones. He looked down at his ruined body. He was a wreck, but none of his wounds looked like they would spill much blood – just the small punctures where the winged creatures had been pecking him and the blisters where the electricity had burned through his skin. The more serious injuries, like the hole where Corval had shot him, had already been bound.

			At the thought of Corval his excitement faltered. He still felt shocked and wounded by the betrayal. Even now he could not understand it. What could have driven Corval to such an act? And what was he doing now? What might he do to Isola and the others?

			He shook his head. There was nothing he could do but keep going. The Blackstone had offered him a way to reach the vault and he could not go back. He had to seize this chance. Everything else would have to wait.

			He headed off through the shadows, struggling to walk in a straight line, keeping his gaze locked on the distant door. As he went, Draik noticed that the winged drones had returned in greater numbers, whirling overhead, clattering and screeching. Despite his exhaustion, he picked up his pace, trying to run as they swooped down towards him, letting out shrill scraping noises as he lashed out at them with his rapier. One of them latched on to the back of his neck, stabbing through his coat and tearing his skin.

			He sliced it in two, then fired off a few shots, kicking more of the drones from the air and dispersing the others. Before they recovered enough to attack again he sprinted on, reached the doorway and left the hall.

			The other side of the doorway was a wall of blackness so Draik did not notice the absence of a floor. He plummeted through the air and landed with a splash in another channel of black liquid.

			He had reached the source of the noise in his head. He was in an enormous valley – a smooth-sided chasm with a river of oil running down its centre. Up ahead of him, at the far end of the valley, was what looked like a fallen star, turning slowly in the air, spraying lines of silver through the darkness. It would have been a beautiful scene, if not for the ferocity of the destruction smashing through it. Walls and ceilings were collapsing everywhere he looked. It was an apocalypse to match the visions painted on Taddeus’ barge. The noise was no longer in his head, but all around him, tearing the air apart with its violence.

			The sphere of light was the Ascuris Vault, Draik had no doubt. He could see the spherical cage within the blaze. But there was no time to feel exultant. Slabs of the fortress were crashing down all around him, hurling him across the river on great surges of oil. It was clearly not sprung from the same source as the liquid in the canal, because it was harmless, but he was still likely to die if he didn’t find shelter quickly.

			He struck out across the liquid, swimming as fast as he could manage, and reached a column that had toppled into the whirling currents. It looked like a vast arm reaching into the depths. He clambered up onto it using his grappling hooks, then stumbled along its length, struggling not to fall as more tremors jolted through the chamber.

			At the top of the crevasse he turned and raced through the chaos, dodging and ducking as architecture thundered down all around him. He was making for the distant vault when he saw an incongruous flash of colour in the storm of black and grey: red cloth, embroidered with gold sigils. It looked familiar.

			Draik veered off course to investigate. As he got closer, a violent rage boiled up through him. It was Corval’s cloak. It was ripped and scorched but still intact, and it was stretching down into another, smaller chasm that had opened alongside the main one.

			The force of the avalanche was still growing, like a measure of Draik’s rage, as he rushed towards the fissure. He was a few feet away when the floor gave way, sundering with a sound like the crack of brittle bones. He tried to halt but his momentum was too great and he toppled into the crevice.

			Draik bounced painfully off ridges and jagged edges before managing to lash out with his grappling hook and halt his fall.

			He was hanging on to the hook by one hand, his feet dangling over a maelstrom and his head battered by a shower of falling debris. The hook began to slide, carving down through the wall as Draik grasped wildly with his other hand, trying to latch on to something.

			Before he could find a handhold, the hook gave way and he fell.

			Draik kicked hard against the wall, diving for a narrow ledge on the far side of the drop.

			He slammed hard against it, breath exploding from his lungs, but managed to hang on. He hauled himself up onto the ledge and cursed.

			He had reached Corval. The Navigator was a few feet below him, trapped and bleeding, but still alive. Corval was sitting at an awkward angle, pressed onto a narrow ledge with his legs trapped beneath a shard of fallen wall as more debris crashed down around him. The noise was growing louder all the time and it could not be long before they were both smashed into the abyss.

			Corval recoiled at the sight of Draik and reached for his pistol. His hand bashed uselessly against the slab pinning him to the ground. The pistol was strapped to his thigh, beyond his reach. Draik whipped out his own gun and pointed it at Corval, gripping the shuddering ledge with his other hand.

			His mouth was full of bile as he considered how Corval had brought him to this terrible situation, but before he fired, he cried out over the din: ‘Why?’

			Corval began to shake. Draik thought he was dying, but then he realised he was laughing.

			‘Did you think you could outrun your past forever, Janus?’

			‘What do you mean?’

			Corval stopped laughing and shook his head. He slumped against the ragged wall.

			‘What do you mean?’ cried Draik again. ‘What do you know of my past?’ The violence in the chamber ebbed slightly, as though the Blackstone were pausing to listen.

			‘Just kill me.’ Even through the mouth grille of Corval’s helmet, Draik could hear the dejection in his voice. ‘I’m a lie.’

			Corval reached up to his star-shaped helmet and flicked back the catches, pulling the faceplate away.

			Draik almost fell from his perch in shock. The Navigator’s face was gaunt, and unnaturally aged, but he recognised it instantly. ‘Numa?’

			The Navigator shook his head. ‘You killed Numa, Janus. Not in the way you thought, but you killed me all the same.’

			Draik lowered his pistol, dazed and horrified.

			Corval patted his chest. ‘The wound you gave me was deep, Janus, but my father would not let it take me. House Numa has resources. They pumped me full of drugs, then they pumped me full of things that have no right to exist.’ He grimaced, his eyes full of shame. ‘Unspeakable things.’

			‘They kept you alive?’ Draik’s mind was ablaze. His father had ordered him from Terra because he had murdered a noble, risking an ancient allegiance between two proud houses. But there was no murder.

			Corval’s voice was full of vitriol. ‘They did not keep me alive, Janus, they just gave me a more shameful death.’ He pounded his chest, his face contorted by hate. ‘Nature will not be denied. The cells of my body rebelled at their intervention.’ He touched the sash across his forehead. Like all Navigators, his third eye was always kept hidden – until he used it to pierce the veils of the warp. ‘We are a blessed family,’ he said. ‘Too blessed.’ His voice was full of agony and doubt. ‘House Numa is not all that it should be.’

			Draik shook his head, confused.

			‘I’m grotesque!’ cried Corval. ‘I am damned! The wound you gave me was clean, it would have given me a clean death, but under their care it festered. It became something else, something hateful.’ Corval’s voice was ragged with emotion. ‘You and my father made me a monster, Janus.’ He touched the sash. ‘I can no longer look into the warp. If I did, the result would be so violent it would destroy me. Do you understand? Do you understand what that means? A Navigator who can no longer see? You ruined me!’ He leant forwards, pointing an accusing finger at Draik. ‘So I came looking for you. My father wanted me to rot in his vaults, until I was too dangerous to live even there, but I will not die unavenged. So I abandoned Terra and abandoned my name. I stole and I lied and I became Corval. And I hunted you down, Janus. I refused to die until I saw you die.’

			Draik’s rage faded as he saw the ruin he had wrought on his friend. Then he thought about what this could mean for him.

			‘My father banished me because I killed you,’ Draik muttered. ‘If he knew the truth…’

			‘Oh, he knew,’ laughed Corval. ‘They have no secrets, your father and mine. They agreed that you would never return to Terra. You were too much of a risk. We were both too much of a risk. You were so desperate to be the perfect son that you became the opposite – all those needless duels and ill-considered deals – you were bringing House Draik into disrepute. And my father had to be rid of me because of…’ His voice faltered. ‘Because of what I became. Because of what I am now. Neither of us could be seen. Our fathers ruined us, Janus. And then they had to hide their wretched mistakes.’

			Draik pictured his father’s face the last time they met, recalling how he avoided meeting his eye. Corval was telling the truth. His father knew. More than anything the Blackstone had thrown at him, the revelation crushed him. His father had known Numa was alive, but let his own son leave Terra carrying the guilt for a non-existent murder. No, he realised, that was not true. He had killed his friend – the deed had just stretched across the decades, creating this wretched thing before him.

			‘How could he lie? I did everything he taught me,’ said Draik. ‘I was honourable. I was honest. I was noble.’

			Corval stopped laughing, his tone bleak. ‘Nobility. What does that even mean? Look where it got us, Janus.’

			There was a loud cracking sound as the ledge holding Draik started to split. Draik looked around for another handhold, but there were none. If he didn’t move soon, he would be as doomed as Corval.

			‘Go,’ muttered the Navigator. ‘But kill me first.’

			‘You hesitated,’ said Draik.

			‘What?’

			‘You could have killed me but you hesitated to shoot. After hunting me for so long.’

			Corval laughed again. ‘True. I failed even at that.’

			‘Maybe we’re better than them,’ said Draik.

			‘What do you mean? Who?’

			‘The liars who raised us. Maybe we’re better than our fathers.’

			Corval looked up at him, confused. Then he looked into the middle distance, considering what Draik had said. Slowly, the anguish faded from his eyes and something else flickered there. Draik could not place the emotion, but in it he recognised the friend he had lost all those years ago in the Basilica of Saint Scipios.

			‘Do you remember our credo?’ he asked.

			‘To strive, to seek, to find,’ said Corval, without hesitation.

			‘And not to yield,’ finished Draik. It was a fragment of an elegy by some forgotten versifier called Lord Tennson, a line of verse from prehistory – from the days before the High Lords and the Imperium, a relic of thought from Old Earth.

			‘To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.’ Corval quoted the line again. ‘What can I strive for now, Janus?’ he said, his voice barren. He touched the sash over his third eye again. ‘To die before I cause harm, nothing more than that.’

			Draik looked around at the ruined chamber. ‘We did not come here by chance.’

			Corval nodded. ‘I feel it too.’

			‘Then what does the Blackstone want with us?’ said Draik. ‘It led you to me and led us both to its heart. Why? Simply so that we can die? I don’t think so.’ He reached out across the drop, extending his hand to Corval.

			Corval looked up at him, shocked.

			‘Help me down,’ said Draik. ‘Let me get that thing off you. Our fathers may be liars, but we don’t have to be.’

			Corval shook his head but then, a moment later, he reached up.

			Draik grabbed his hand. ‘Can you take my weight?’

			Corval nodded.

			Draik hesitated. Corval had already tried to kill him. This could be a ruse. If the Navigator loosed his hand Draik would be smashed on the rocks below.

			They stared at each other.

			Then Draik stepped from the ledge and Corval held his weight, hauling him to his side.

			‘And not to yield,’ said Draik.

			Corval nodded.

			They grabbed the block on Corval’s lap and heaved it aside, sending it smashing into the darkness below. The chamber had begun attacking the vault again, and walls were falling all around them. Draik lifted Corval to his feet and found to his relief that the Navigator’s legs were not broken. As Corval replaced the mask of his cerebrum cowl, Draik slammed his hook into the wall and stepped up onto another ledge. Then he reached back and grabbed Corval’s hand and they began to climb, helping each other as they went.

			A few minutes later, they clambered up onto the floor of the chamber together and ran towards the blazing light.
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			Bullosus was waiting for them as they climbed through the hole in the door. He grabbed Audus and wrenched her away from Isola.

			Audus was barely conscious. One side of her head was slick with blood and there was an ugly wound just below her ear. Blood was rushing down her neck, and her face was a ghastly grey colour. Isola was not about to abandon their pilot so easily, but before she could react, the Guardsmen began hauling themselves through the hole in the door, reaching out for their prey with gargled, incoherent cries.

			Vorne answered with a jet of flame, turning the hole into an inferno.

			The undead soldiers thrashed and hissed, but continued trying to claw their way in.

			Vorne fired again, ripping them apart with more flames. Isola staggered back from the door, shielding her face from the heat, feeling the hairs on her skin shrivelling and burning. The more the Guardsmen tried to break in, the more flame Vorne poured into the hole, until the door was jammed with blackened, charred flesh. The Guardsmen were still clawing and pounding on the other side, but for the moment they were halted.

			Isola and the others all turned to face the devastation that was being wrought around them. They had emerged onto a long, flat platform, suspended above the chamber. It was sheltered by a roof, but beyond that the air was filled with spinning fragments of wall and floor. If Isola hadn’t known she was in a star fort, she would have thought she was witnessing an earthquake.

			Bullosus still had hold of Audus, but he was too dazed by the ruin that surrounded them to think of his prize. The pilot was dangling, insensate, from his meaty fist. Isola saw a chance to snatch her back, but Audus was one step ahead.

			Audus stood, quite calmly, and fired, blasting Bullosus from the outcrop and sending him plunging into the carnage below, blood spraying from a hole in his chest.

			‘If in doubt, play dead,’ she said with a grim laugh, glancing at Isola.

			Isola was stunned. She had thought Audus was unconscious, but it was a feint – she had just been biding her time until she could kill her pursuer. She nodded in respect.

			Audus shrugged. ‘If the dumb bastard hadn’t been so obsessed with me he could have left this place rich.’

			Taddeus did not even notice. He staggered ahead of them down the walkway, shaking his head and whispering prayers of thanks. ‘This is what I saw,’ he muttered. ‘This is what I saw!’ He turned to face them, tears glinting in his eyes. ‘Enter the light.’

			Isola followed, ducking and flinching as great tides of architecture toppled and fell. There was another noise, beneath the tearing of columns and walls – a crackling, humming sound, emanating from the sphere of light. It sounded like they were trapped inside a vast generator.

			‘How?’ she asked. ‘How would we get across there?’

			Everywhere she looked, the floor was splitting and shearing. There was a deep crevasse at the centre of the hall, with a channel of black oil rushing through it, but even that was being shattered and smashed, spraying ink-dark geysers up into the whirling dust clouds. As Isola stared in wonder at the destruction, she saw two distant figures staggering through the rubble, rushing towards the ball of light. They were silhouetted by the glare, but there was no mistaking Corval’s star-shaped helmet. She stared harder, trying to identify the other figure. It seemed too ragged and hunched to be the captain, but then she gasped as she saw that he was clutching a rapier.

			‘Draik!’ she cried, pointing to the two figures.

			‘It can’t be,’ gasped Audus, rushing to her side and peering through the dust clouds. ‘Throne, it is,’ she muttered, shaking her head in disbelief. ‘They really did survive.’

			Behind them, the Guardsmen were still pummelling the doorway. Vorne fired again, melting more of the blackened lumps, like she was cauterising a wound. ‘Burn!’ she howled, the fire blazing in her streaming eyes.

			‘How do we get down?’ cried Taddeus, peering over the side of the walkway.

			Isola rushed to the end and looked down over the edge. ‘Steps,’ she called, waving the others over and starting to climb down into the shifting rocks.

			‘Are you insane?’ cried Audus looking at the forest of black towers that was falling all across the chamber.

			Isola waved at the scorched door behind them. ‘What choice do we have?’ Then she paused to look at the wound on the side of Audus’ head. ‘You should bind that.’

			Audus shrugged. ‘If I live long enough to bleed to death we’ll have done well.’

			The combination of Audus’ deadpan tone and the savage destruction taking place below dragged an unexpected laugh from Isola. Audus looked back at her, surprised, then laughed too. Then Taddeus and Vorne clambered over the ledge and the four of them began climbing down.

			They reached the floor and Taddeus led the way again, picking out a route through the mayhem. They were halfway across the hall when smaller explosions started kicking up around them. Isola snatched a look back and saw that the Guardsmen had appeared on the walkway and were firing. More were stumbling into view and some were already starting to climb down the steps.

			‘This way!’ cried Taddeus, leaping over a crevice and scrambling up the side of a fallen archway.

			It was only as they approached the sphere of light that Isola realised just how vast it was. It loomed over them like the prow of a void ship, hundreds of feet tall and simmering with power. The noise was ear-splitting and currents of energy rippled through her uniform. Then, with a cry of delight, she saw the two figures just up ahead, standing at the foot of the sphere.

			Her elation faded as she saw what had become of Draik. He looked like one of the undead Guardsmen. His usually immaculate uniform was in tatters, ripped and burned and revealing the ruin that had been wrought on his body. He was covered in blood and scars, and there were terrible burn marks all over him. His face was corpse-grey and gaunt, as though he had somehow starved in the few hours since she last saw him.

			‘Captain!’ she cried, running towards him.

			Draik and Corval turned, hearing her determined cry even over the roar of the sphere. Draik was swaying, unsteady on his feet, and his usual aura of cool self-possession had been replaced with a feral snarl. At the sight of Isola, his face became even more contorted and he raised his pistol, taking aim at her head.

			‘Father!’ he cried, as he pulled the trigger. ‘You lied!’
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			Draik fired into the whirling clouds, crying out with every shot. The ground bucked and rolled beneath him and he stumbled, his shots going wild. How was the old man here, on the Blackstone? He had clearly seen his father’s pompous, self-satisfied face looming through the explosions, leading Audus and the priests towards him. Had he come to apologise? To beg forgiveness? It was too late for that.

			Pain sliced through his skull, causing him to lower his pistol and grab his head. A presence battled its way into his already crowded thoughts.

			‘Focus on my voice,’ yelled Corval, grabbing him by the shoulders. ‘Remember where you are. The Blackstone is still confusing you.’

			Draik looked back at the figures rushing towards them. Somehow, he had mistaken Isola for his father. Thankfully his shots had gone wide. She was still battling through the chaos.

			He glanced at Corval, who nodded.

			‘I’ll try to shield you but it’s hard, so near the…’ His voice trailed off as he looked up at the sphere of light.

			Isola, Audus and the priests stumbled towards them.

			‘Captain!’ cried Isola, grabbing Draik’s arm, unable to hide her relief that he was still alive.

			He returned the gesture, gripping her arm. He had to shout to be heard. ‘Forgive me. I saw something different. The Blackstone was in my mind.’

			She shook her head and yelled back. ‘I understand!’

			Draik looked at Audus and grimaced at her wound.

			She laughed. ‘You look worse.’

			Draik turned to Taddeus. Both of the priests had fallen to their knees and clasped their hands over their heads, mouthing prayers.

			‘How do we get in?’ cried Draik, staggering towards them, struggling to stay upright as the ground jolted beneath him.

			Taddeus’ prayers faltered. The elation faded from his eyes. He tried to walk towards the light, but it was too fierce; the heat forced him back. Overhead, the walls of the chamber were trying the same thing, whipping against the blaze, failing to break through.

			‘My visions showed a gate!’ cried Taddeus. ‘An open gate!’

			The colour drained from his face as he studied the sphere, taking in its flawless, unbroken surface. He tried again to approach, but the heat was incredible, driving him back. He took out his journal and stared at his notes, flicking the pages back and forth with increasing dismay, shaking his head.

			Taddeus closed the book and looked at Draik with dawning horror. ‘An open gate,’ he muttered.
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			Grekh leapt between falling blocks and spinning shards, his rifle gripped in both hands as he vaulted a crevice and landed on a crumbling slope. The chamber was collapsing all around him, filling the air with a bewildering array of sounds and smells, but the trail was still clear. The Blackstone was speaking to him, its voice raised above the din, leading him on through the carnage. He jumped again as another gap opened before him, then sprinted across an open space, flinching and weaving as walls landed all around him.

			Finally, as he passed between the splintered stumps of two columns, he saw his prey.

			Bullosus was dead, slumped awkwardly across a broken arch, blood rushing from his pale, blubbery chest. Grekh salivated as he approached. The bounty hunter was a fearless warrior. His meat would be a rich source of inspiration. But Bullosus was not his prey. Through the drones, the Blackstone had given Grekh a clear purpose, a clear prize, and it was hanging from the bounty hunter’s elbow. Grekh dodged another explosion, then edged closer to the scythe. It looked as inert as its owner, but Grekh’s stomach told him the truth.

			He leant over Bullosus’ corpse and reached for the blade.

			Bullosus howled and attacked. The scythe blazed into life as it rushed towards Grekh’s chest.

			Grekh sidestepped the blow and the blade slipped across his oily hide, slicing into a wall. Had Bullosus been fit, he would have decapitated Grekh, but he was sluggish and dazed. As he wrenched the blade free, Grekh had already stepped back and begun firing. The slugs thudded into Bullosus’ chest and hurled him back across the floor. Incredibly, he managed to rise again, vomiting blood, launching himself at the kroot. Grekh kept stepping backwards, firing until his rifle was empty.

			Bullosus collapsed and finally lay still, ripped apart by dozens of shots.

			Grekh calmly reloaded his rifle and fired again, just to be sure. Then he took out a hunting knife, dropped to his knees and hacked at the bounty hunter’s arm. Beneath all his layers of fat, Bullosus was clad in thick, toughened muscle. Grekh struggled for several minutes before finally wrenching the scythe free from its augmetic brace. He cleared away the slop of bloody ligaments and uncovered the handle, depressing a button to see if the weapon still worked.

			It jolted in his hand, glimmering with power.

			The trail had died with Bullosus, but Grekh had no doubts about where to head next. He turned to the blazing sphere – the vision that had haunted his dreams since he first reached the Blackstone. He fastened the scythe to his belt and rushed back through the madness.

			He had only been running for a few minutes when he saw the rest of the explorers, hunkered low in a jumble of fallen walls, locked in a desperate firefight with what looked to be human soldiers.

			Grekh paused, confused.

			Then he ducked, readied his rifle and stalked through the dust clouds, keeping half an eye on the battle up ahead and half an eye on the tectonic collisions taking place overhead. He clambered up a slope and peered through the spiralling fumes, trying to see who had survived to reach the vault. Draik was there, covered in wounds but alive. There was something else, though – he looked changed. The arrogance was gone. At this distance, Grekh could not be sure, but he sensed that there was more to it than that. It looked like the Blackstone had finally reached Captain Draik.

			The rest of the group were there too, but Grekh was only interested in Draik. The more he tasted the Blackstone’s sentience, the more he knew that Draik was the key. Draik was not here to achieve whatever selfish goal he had set himself; he was here to do the Blackstone’s will.

			Draik and the others were looking around the rubble desperately as they fired at the soldiers. They can’t get in, thought Grekh. They’re trapped. It was only then that he understood why the Blackstone had led him to Bullosus. He looked at the scythe tucked into his belt and nodded. At every turn of the journey, the Blackstone had been ahead of him.

			He leant on the top of the slope, took careful aim and fired, picking off several of the soldiers, then leapt from his perch and raced towards Draik.
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			‘They’ll die soon enough,’ gurgled Fluxus. The daemon had merged with one of the larger pools, a bank of gurgling meat draped around the mounds of eggs, covering the birthing liquid like a shawl, its face elongated and distorted. It was becoming one with the garden, mingling with the spore stacks and the streaming sores.

			‘You said that before,’ muttered Glutt, scuttling back and forth, shaking his head frantically. ‘And now here they are – at the gates of the cancrum.’

			‘But what can they do?’ Fluxus sounded utterly unconcerned. ‘There is so much of our warp fire sewn into the cancrum. No human weapon could break through. They’ll be trapped there until your Guardsmen finish them off. How many of them are there?’

			Glutt crouched over the pool and unfolded one of his chitinous limbs, slicing open a bloated egg. He could use the eggs at will now, like gelatinous scrying stones. Spores spiralled up before him and he wafted them into the shape he required – the scene outside the cancrum.

			‘Six.’

			‘And how are they faring?’

			‘They’re trapped,’ admitted Glutt. ‘They’ve got no way in. They’re firing at the Guardsmen.’ He felt a flush of relief. ‘But the Guardsmen will not be stopped.’

			‘Of course they won’t. I’ve no idea how humans got so deep into Old Unfathomable. Perhaps she’s so focused on us she overlooked them. But they won’t last long against an enemy they can’t kill. And there’s no way they can break through this shell.’

			‘I should go out, to be sure.’

			‘No!’ The daemon looked up from the eggs, abandoning its work to give him a warning glare. ‘In here, we’re safe, but beyond the cancrum Old Unfathomable would crush us. We must stay here until the virus is complete.’ The daemon smiled. ‘Then, it won’t matter. She can do whatever she likes to us once the virus has spread and your commander is presiding over a cataclysm.’

			‘But when will it be done?’ demanded Glutt, staring at the eggs.

			‘Soon,’ murmured the daemon, using its long nails to split egg after egg, carefully examining the twitching contents, before stirring them together. ‘Each mutation brings us closer, but I’m seeking a combination so potent it will escape the confines of this alien tomb and survive even in the void, passing from ship to ship, infesting every corner of the sector.’

			Glutt looked back at the spore-cloud he had woven in the air. The explorers were pinned down by las-fire but one of them, a priest, was trying to approach the wall of the cancrum. He tried unsuccessfully to break through until the heat drove him back. Glutt nodded, satisfied, and crouched back down over the pool, joining the daemon in its painstaking work.
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			‘Wait!’ cried Isola. ‘What’s that?’

			Draik peered through the dust. A familiar shape bounded past the Guardsmen, dodging shots and landslides, racing towards the sphere.

			‘Grekh!’ cried Draik. ‘Give him covering fire!’

			They rose from their barricade, launching another barrage of shots, filling the air with las-beams and flame.

			Grekh moved with incredible speed, hurdled the ledge and crashed down beside Draik, breathing heavily but other-wise looking exactly as he did when they had first met in the Skeins.

			Corval stepped between them, his pistol pointed at Grekh. The Navigator had been trembling and convulsing since Draik helped him from the fissure. His hand was shaking so badly it looked like he might shoot the kroot even if he didn’t intend to.

			‘Wait,’ said Draik placing his hand over the barrel of Corval’s pistol. He stared at the Navigator. ‘We have both been wrong about many things. Maybe we were wrong about this too?’

			Corval shook his head but lowered the pistol.

			‘They’re charging!’ cried Vorne, unleashing another wall of flame.

			Isola and Audus rushed to her side, adding their shots to hers, but Draik and Corval continued looking at Grekh.

			‘How did you find us?’ asked Draik, shouting to be heard over the deafening sphere.

			‘The Blackstone. It led me to you,’ said Grekh.

			Draik shook his head. He was no longer prepared to dismiss the creature’s outlandish claims – they no longer even seemed outlandish – but he could not understand how Grekh had navigated such complex, ever-changing routes and arrived here, just as the rest of them had.

			‘Did you see visions, like the priests?’

			Grekh clicked and whistled, looking around, clearly made uncomfortable by the question. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I am not like you, or the priests. I see a different truth. I gain insights.’ He grabbed one of the insect cages strung across his chest, whispering an oath. ‘But I cannot…’ He seemed pained even saying this much. ‘We do not share our secrets.’

			Shots landed on the ruins behind them, filling the air with more dust and shards.

			When the air cleared, Draik studied Grekh. The creature was wearing that same calm expression he had been intrigued by before. Draik finally recognised what it was: nobility. Not the contrived, conspicuous nobility of his father, and all those powdered aristocrats on Terra, but a quiet, unspoken nobility of spirit.

			‘I understand,’ he replied, ashamed to think how badly he had misjudged the creature. He had already thought about Grekh’s strange behaviour – his seemingly barbaric need to consume and taste – and begun to form an idea of the creature’s methods. But he would let Grekh keep his secrets. ‘When we met, I swore to let you help me,’ he said. ‘I would be honoured to continue our partnership.’

			The fighting was growing fiercer and Corval had to turn away to join the others, firing into the wall of Guardsmen.

			Grekh ignored the las-fire, still staring at Draik. ‘I….’ He hesitated, shaking his head, causing his crest of quills to rattle around his long, hawk-like head. ‘The Blackstone brought us together.’

			Draik turned and looked up at the sphere. ‘Have your “insights” told you how we can enter?’

			Grekh nodded, holding up the scythe he took from Bullosus. ‘This comes from the same minds as the Blackstone. It can form and reform anything.’ He looked up at the sphere. ‘Even this.’

			‘There’s a way in?’ bellowed Taddeus, wading towards them, sweat pouring from his face and his cheeks blazing red. He looked from Draik to Grekh, frowning. ‘What did the alien say?’

			Draik looked at Grekh. ‘What do we do?’

			Grekh was still looking at the sphere. ‘There are gaps. If I reach one I can cut.’

			Taddeus stared at the scythe, noticing it for the first time. He flicked frantically through the pages of his journal, then held it open towards them. Among the columns of tightly packed script and scenes of fiery revelation, there was a drawing of a scythe, very similar to the one Grekh was holding.

			‘I have seen this!’ cried Taddeus, as if he were addressing a congregation. ‘Twelve years ago! I drew this picture twelve years ago from a dream! The God-Emperor is with us, friends! He was with me then and He is with me now!’

			‘It wasn’t made by your Emperor,’ said Grekh. ‘It is the–’

			‘No time,’ interrupted Draik. ‘We have to move.’

			The Guardsmen had crested the wall. The fight had descended into a hand-to-hand frenzy. Audus was alternating between shooting her pistol and using it as a club. Corval was bludgeoning Guardsmen with his cane, trailing sparks of energy from its gemstone head. Vorne had unslung a chainsword from her back and turned the air crimson, cutting soldiers down with a torrent of howled prayers.

			Grekh nodded and bounded away from them, reaching out into the ball of light, sampling its ferocity, plunging and withdrawing his hand, trailing tendrils of energy.

			Dozens more Guardsmen poured over the breach.

			Vorne fell to her knees, slashing her chainsword from side to side as the others staggered back towards the light.

			‘Grekh!’ howled Draik, drawing his rapier and leaping into the fray, triggering the blade’s powercell and decapitating a Guardsman.

			‘Here!’ cried the kroot, rushing into the light, the scythe held over his head. ‘Now!’

			They turned and sprinted after him, plunging into the wall of light.

			Draik saw Grekh’s silhouette in the blaze, swinging the scythe, then he was gone, replaced by a vivid column of blackness.

			Draik had a moment of doubt, but it was too late to stop. The black rectangle rushed forwards, engulfing him.

			Then silence.

			Pure nothingness.

			Draik could neither see nor hear anything.

			Then, up ahead, he saw a shimmer of flame. It grew quickly larger and brighter, rushing towards him as the black rectangle had done. As the light enveloped Draik, he heard a loud tearing sound, as though the air itself were being ripped open. He stumbled forwards, feeling ground beneath his feet, then the world flooded back into view.

			But it was not the world he expected. For what seemed like days, all he had seen were harsh, geometric angles – grey-black polyhedrons, all wrought of the same cold, featureless ore. But now he found himself in an explosion of colour and growth. Towering clouds of flies crossed a mustard-yellow sky, drifting over hazy, stagnant pools and swarming through drooping, wet fronds. The plants were bulbous, pitted hulks. It was a landslide of polyps and tumour-sacks, all of them spewing spores and veined with lights. It was a carnival of grotesque shapes. An explosion of eye-watering colour, made all the more shocking by the monochromatic bleakness that had come before.

			He only had a moment to take all this in.

			The head-splitting tearing grew louder and a cold blast washed over the back of his neck.

			Dull black columns rushed overhead from behind him, smashing in through the opening Grekh had cut, tearing it wider and allowing the violence outside to finally break into the sphere.

			Draik and the others dropped to their knees, cradling their heads as arms of darkness roared past, smashing into the fungal garden. Spore sacs detonated, sponges ripped and tumours popped. The Blackstone was skewering the garden with a rain of black spears. The ripping sound grew louder and Draik clamped his hands over his ears, trying to block it out. The others were just as overcome, falling into the wet, pulpy moss. Red, viscous mud oozed up from the turf as Draik sank into it, howling incoherently.

			‘Draik!’ cried someone nearby, barely audible over the din.

			It was Isola, dragging herself through the slop, her face twisted in pain. She was pointing to something up ahead.

			He turned to see a shape rushing towards him. It looked like an insect, but grotesquely enlarged to the height of a man. It was clad in a plated carapace and it was scuttling across the ground on six twitching legs. There was a human face sunk deep in its abdomen, pale and grinning, laughing hysterically.

			Draik stood, firing through the whirling clouds. The needles thudded into the creature’s shell but showed no sign of stopping it. There was a flash of light over to the creature’s left and it stumbled, thrown off track, its legs scrambling furiously beneath its armoured bulk.

			Grekh lurched into view gripping a smoking rifle.

			More columns ripped through the air, each bigger than the last. The canopy of leaves collapsed, dropping branches and pale, ugly cankers, filling the air with spores. The black beams were all targeted at one specific point. It was hard to see clearly through the miasma, but Draik could just make out a pallid heap of flesh, like a vast, labouring heart, trying to rise and reach out, spawning limbs and mouths. The black spars smashed into it. All of the fortress’ will was bent on its destruction. This was the cause of the violence. This was the malignant interloper the Blackstone was trying to repel. Draik felt sick as he tried to look at it. Even from here, half glimpsed through the spore-clouds, he knew what it was. Such an abomination could only have come from one place: the warp.

			The insect creature near Draik stopped laughing. It turned away from Draik and tried to rush back towards the struggling heap of flesh. Draik saw his chance. He ran through clouds of flies, drew his rapier and leapt at the malformed creature.

			The monster saw him coming and raised a barbed limb, blocking his thrust, but Draik had depressed the rapier’s powercell. Fire flashed down the blade and sheared through the limb. The face in its the abdomen tried to speak, but its tongue was so mangled and stretched that it thrashed, incoherently, across the ground. The monster lunged, punching a taloned limb at Draik’s chest.

			He parried, disengaged and struck again, his movements as fluid and controlled as they had been in the training halls of the Draik villa. Draik severed another limb, but as the monster staggered back, leaking black blood, it screeched a curse. Flame-bright pus spat from its eyes, blasting Draik from his feet and bathing his nerves in agony.

			He crashed onto his back, but as the pain threatened to send him into unconsciousness, the blast was interrupted.

			Corval strode forwards, his cane held before him, deflecting the monster’s blast and surrounding the Navigator in a wreath of hissing acid. The creature screamed and more pus jolted from its head, emerging vomit-like from its gaping mouth. The acid punched into Corval’s stomach and hurled him backwards. He ripped through the surface of a tree-sized puffball and vanished in a cloud of spores.

			Grekh fired again, spinning the monster around. Isola rose from the acid-green slop, firing into the monster’s face, causing it to stagger back. Vorne was trying to haul Taddeus from a seething pool and Audus had managed to stand, swaying like a drunk as she tried to reload her pistol.

			As Draik and the others battled with the insect creature, the Blackstone waged war on the leviathan in the distance. The limbs of rock outside had taken the hole Grekh cut and wrenched it into an opening like the gates of a city. It was now big enough to show the chamber outside the sphere. It was heaving and imploding, but the Guardsmen were still shambling over the crooked slopes, rushing into the garden with their guns raised.

			Shots whined through the air.

			‘Hold them back!’ cried Draik, waving everyone back towards the Guardsmen as he ran on towards the monster.

			They did as he ordered, halting the Guardsmen with a blinding salvo, shredding their rotten flesh.

			Draik reached the insect monster and leapt, swinging his rapier and plunging it into the creature’s face. The monster barely noticed, batting Draik aside and sending him flipping through the air. It loomed over him, swinging back one of its limbs like an axe, preparing to behead him. Then it staggered, hit by dozens of shots.

			Audus strode into view, covered in filth and spitting curses as she fired into the monster’s face. It reeled from the impacts, then steadied itself and clubbed her down, smashing her into a seething pool. Then it whirled around and gripped Draik with one of its claws, forcing him down into the scarlet mud.

			The monster pressed all of its weight down on him and Draik sank beneath the mire, thick, bloody liquid rushing over his face. He thrashed and spluttered, but the creature was incredibly heavy and its grip was unbreakable. Draik sank deeper, his lungs burning, liquid filling his mouth and nose. His struggles grew weaker and darkness spread from the corners of his eyes, leaving only a blurred image of the monster’s face, giggling as it held him under.

			Draik’s consciousness faded. Rather than a rush of memories or a final, death-throes revelation, his thoughts settled on the last mechanical functions of his body: his heart slowing and failing; his fingers stiffening, coldness radiating from his chest. He was vaguely aware that the hysterical creature was reaching forwards, clutching a pale grub. As it came closer he saw that it was a worm. The monster was holding it out towards his chest. The worm was straining and uncoiling, stretching for him.

			Then a flame erupted from the shadows, bathing everything in light. Was this the afterlife? Was this the God-Emperor, calling him to the Golden Throne?

			The light grew brighter and the monster’s expression changed from glee to fear. Its face began to run and slide, like a painting, washed away by rain. The iron-hard grip around Draik’s arms loosened and the monster fell back, dropping the worm into the mud. With a desperate effort, Draik shoved himself up, breaking the surface with a choking gasp.

			His oxygen-starved brain struggled to comprehend what he saw.

			The monster was staggering away from him, claws raised, its carapace dissolving in a beam of blue-white fire.

			Corval stumbled into view. Draik was seeing him from behind, but he could tell that he had removed his helmet and dropped his weapons. His robes were torn and ragged and he had raised his arms, as though in prayer. Livid, dazzling light was blazing from his forehead, ripping into the monster, tearing it apart, molecule by molecule.

			No, thought Draik, horrified, realising that Corval must have opened his third eye – the one thing he told Draik he must never do. It will destroy him. Draik tried to rise, to go to him, but he was too weak. His lungs were full of liquid. He fell back, spluttering and gasping.

			Corval kept walking, more determined with each step. More lines of fire sprayed from his head, crowning him with a blinding halo. While the first beam tore the monster apart, the others sliced into the undead Guardsmen, transforming them into firebrands, engulfing them in colourless flame.

			There were hundreds of the Guardsmen and, as they ignited, they raised their arms, mirroring Corval’s agony. It looked like a holy vision – a host of damned souls, sundered and cleansed by heavenly fire. With a jolt, Draik realised that it looked like a specific holy scene – the one painted on Taddeus’ walls and books.

			There was thunderclap as the monster and every one of the Guardsmen detonated. Burnt meat and shattered chitin whistled through the air. The light vanished and Corval crumpled into the mud.

			Draik crawled towards him, hauling himself over mounds of blackened fungus. As he hauled himself up a sodden ridge he saw the pale, mountainous shape he had glimpsed earlier. It was pierced by spars of black ore. Skewered by the Blackstone.

			The tearing sound grew louder.

			Draik howled.

			As he cried out, the Blackstone wrenched its limbs free, ripping it apart, creating another volcanic bang, filling the air with spores and blubber. The garden began to collapse, toppling and tearing, revealing the cold, colourless walls of the Blackstone.

			Draik stumbled over to Corval as the garden fell apart around him.

			The Navigator was clearly dead, lying in a hideously unnatural position, half of his cranium replaced by a blackened mess. Draik took Corval’s cold, lifeless hand, whispering something no one else would hear.

			‘And not to yield.’
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			‘The flames will hear no plea ‘til the faithless soul burns free, ’til the truth is burned in thee, ’til the blind have learned to see.’

			Draik heard the words but ignored them. He could think of nothing but Corval – Numa, his friend – dying so far from home, sacrificing himself to save the man who had ruined his life.

			‘We have to go,’ said someone else, and a hand gripped his shoulder.

			He dragged his gaze from the dead Navigator and looked up into the concerned eyes of Isola.

			‘The vault is collapsing,’ she said.

			She was not shouting. The tearing sound had finally ceased. He could still hear its echo, roaring in his ears, but the noise was gone. He looked around the garden and saw that it was a garden no longer. In just a few short seconds the Blackstone had reclaimed its heart, burying the marshes beneath tons of leaden, night-black ore. The violence was not over, though. The walls were rotating and twisting, dismantling the vault, carving it into something new. If he stayed by Corval’s corpse for much longer, he would be crushed.

			He nodded and took Isola’s hand, letting her help him to his feet.

			The rest of the group had also gathered around the corpse. Taddeus and Vorne were staring at it in awe, hands clasped together, repeating their prayer over and over: ‘The flames will hear no plea ’til the faithless soul burns free, ’til the truth is burned in thee, ’til the blind have learned to see.’

			Audus was stood a few feet back from them. There was no rapture in her eyes. She was not even looking at the corpse. She just looked dazed and exhausted. Grekh was at her side, staring at the tectonic collisions taking place all around them.

			‘We have to go,’ said Isola, gripping his arm harder.

			‘I failed,’ said Draik. ‘We found the vault and…’ He shook his head, not exactly sure what he had found. Whatever it was, it was quickly vanishing.

			‘Failed?’ Grekh shook his head.

			Draik massaged his temples, frowning. ‘Then tell me,’ he said, looking at Grekh. ‘What have we achieved?’

			‘The Blackstone brought us here for this,’ said Grekh, pointing his rifle at the sundering walls. ‘We were never here for the reasons we thought. Whatever was happening here, the Blackstone needed to stop it. But it could not. Do you see? It needed us to do this – to break through where it could not. To let it back in.’

			Draik shook his head, but the kroot was only saying things he already felt in his soul. He had been so wrong. This was all fated. No, not even fated – engineered by the fortress. It had summoned them to perform this act of surgery, to rid it of this vile cancer.

			They all staggered backwards as the ground shifted into a new angle, hurling them down a slope.

			They landed in a jumble of struggling limbs in a narrow gulley and Grekh began running, waving for them to follow. They came to a fork and Grekh turned down a path without hesitation.

			‘Wait!’ cried Draik.

			In the other direction, the death throes of the vault were still visible, a titanic struggle of crashing peaks. A chasm had opened and Corval’s corpse was still visible as it slid into the hole, flames rippling from its ruined skull. They were about to move on when the furthest wall in the vault opened, swinging out like gates, revealing another soaring edifice in the shadows beyond.

			There, in the deepest chamber of the Blackstone, sculpted from the darkness, Draik saw the symbol of House Draik, a proud serpent, glowering down at him.

			Draik ignored Grekh and raced towards the statue, but before he had taken even a few steps the Blackstone rethought itself, slamming down another featureless edifice, then more, until the vision vanished and even the path vanished, forcing Draik back towards the others and leaving him facing a sheer, impenetrable wall.

			He pounded it with his fists, desperate and confused. What was the Blackstone trying to tell him? What did it know of House Draik?

			Then the floor shifted and reformed. Angular shapes jolted beneath their feet, folding and snapping. Crystalline spurs clicked together, forming long, sharpened limbs.

			‘Drones!’ cried Isola, grabbing Draik and hauling him after Grekh.

			Grekh rushed through a small antechamber and out onto the diamond-shaped platform they crossed when they first landed. The Vanguard was there, its landing lights still glimmering and movement visible on the bridge.

			Drones flooded from every corner of the hall, filling the air with the sound of their scraping, knife-blade limbs.

			‘Ready the engines!’ cried Draik, recovering his composure and rushing towards the ship.

			The landing ramp clattered down as the drones scuttled across the platform. Draik waved everyone on board then turned to look back. Beyond the swarms of drones, he could see the way back to the vault, the way back to the vision he had seen – the symbol of his own house, stranded in the heart of this ancient, alien structure.

			‘Captain!’ cried Isola, a few feet above him on the ramp.

			The first of the drones had almost reached him. He stalled them with a few shots then ran into the ship. ‘Go!’ he cried as the ramp slammed shut behind him.

			The deck crew stared in shock as he ran onto the bridge, drenched in blood and trailing the remains of his uniform. He dashed to a seat, strapped himself in and nodded to Audus, who had already grabbed the flight controls.

			The chamber filled with noise and light as the Vanguard leapt from the platform, banking hard as it screamed out into the stars.

		

	
		
			 

			AFTER

			Corval looked down at the mob, stern and proud, his starhelm gleaming in the shifting light.

			‘Numa,’ said Draik, raising his cup to the pict capture, downing his drink. He grimaced. ‘How can Gatto serve this bilge water?’

			Isola was beside him at the bar, looking up at the menacing slab of Blackstone, studying the portraits plastered across its base. ‘Numa?’ She sipped her drink with a grimace identical to Draik’s. ‘You mean Corval?’

			Draik nodded, then shrugged, raising his cup again. ‘Let’s drink to all of them.’

			The Helmsman had become even more riotous since their last visit. The bloodbirds were whirling through the flickering light, fluttering around the sweating crowds and clicking their lenses. The roar of drunken voices reverberated off the ramshackle walls, mingling with snatches of song and furious, drink-fuelled arguments. Draik didn’t hear any of it. It was nearly a week since Corval’s death and it still dominated his thoughts. He had lost friends before, close ones, but never twice. He felt like his past had died.

			‘Why are we back here?’ asked Isola, leaning towards him as the drinkers next to her starting shoving each other, sending cups clattering across the bar.

			‘I’m not going,’ said Draik, lighting his lho-stick and taking a drag, his eye reflecting the light.

			Isola frowned. ‘You’re not going where?’

			‘Back to the Curensis Cluster. To the Tann-Karr. I’m going to stay here and see this thing through.’

			She shook her head. ‘His lordship was clear. The trade routes are set. If we don’t meet with the House Draik agents on Mysia Four, you’ll be in breach of your contract.’

			‘Contract!’ laughed Draik, dragging on his lho-stick. ‘What kind of family is held together by contracts?’

			‘Don’t play games with him. You know he could cancel your stipend.’

			Draik shrugged. ‘I have my Warrant of Trade. I have investments in my own name. Besides, whatever else it is, the Blackstone is a treasure trove. I won’t starve.’

			‘He could disinherit you – strike your name from the family rolls.’

			Draik nodded, calmly sipping his drink. ‘He could.’

			Isola shook her head. ‘Everything you’ve worked for, all those battles and sacrifices, all so that you could reclaim your place in the family. If you disobey your father so blatantly, it will have been for nothing.’

			Draik leant close, as though sharing a secret. ‘It always was for nothing though, wasn’t it?’

			Isola flushed, struggling to maintain her usual, icy demeanour.

			Draik laughed and leant back, waving his lho-stick in a dismissive gesture. ‘Don’t worry, you haven’t revealed anything you shouldn’t. I learned it from another source. I know my father was never going to let me set foot back on Terra.’ He could not entirely suppress the bitterness in his voice. ‘I’ve been racing around like a fool, trying to impress someone who despaired of me long ago.’

			‘It wasn’t like that, captain. Your father was not–’

			‘It doesn’t matter. I don’t care anymore. What is there back there for me? Let my sister take the wretched crown. She’s far more suitable. Power plays and politics. What good does any of it do?’ He waved at the crush of figures barging past them – a bewildering mix of explorers, frontiersmen and dead-eyed killers. ‘This is the crucible, Isola, out here. I see it now. This is where mankind will be forged, or die in the attempt. Not in some gilded stateroom full of pompous, gout-ridden worthies.’

			Isola had regained her reserved demeanour. ‘What did you see in there? When you looked back into the vault – you saw something. What was it?’

			‘I saw a vision, Isola. Laugh if you like, but I know what I saw. And I know, now, that the Blackstone brought me here. I didn’t believe it before, but now I know it’s true. The kroot was right. I thought he was a fool, but he was right. The Blackstone was part of my life long before I even heard of it. I may have no future on Terra but I do have one here. I’m going back in.’

			She licked her lips, looking uncomfortable, but not quite as shocked as he had expected. Perhaps he was easier to read than he liked to think. He wondered what she was thinking. What would she do?

			He picked up his drink and left the bar, waving for her to follow.

			They pushed through the crowds and he led her towards a gloomy, lamp-lit alcove.

			They were almost there when she grabbed him by the arm. ‘But look at the state you’re in, captain.’ She nodded to his impressive collection of wounds. ‘You need to rest – to recover.’

			He raised an amused eyebrow. ‘Rest?’

			‘And who would go with you,’ she said, sounding exasperated, ‘if you went back?’

			Draik smiled and nodded at the alcove. A circle of familiar faces was waiting for them, hunched over the table, lit by a rusty, sparking glowglobe: Audus, Grekh, Taddeus and Vorne.

			Isola halted, shocked, looking at each of them in turn. ‘Why? Why would you go back in?’ She sat down and looked at the two priests. They both looked horrified by their surroundings, sitting rigidly in their seats and clutching their weapons as though they would rather torch the place than stay for another minute. ‘You never found your relic. Why go back? After everything we saw?’

			‘We found it, child,’ said Taddeus. ‘The Eye of Hermius. And it was far grander and more powerful than I imagined. I had not grasped the scale of the Emperor’s vision.’ The priest waved her closer, breathless with excitement. ‘Everything I saw, everything I recorded, it all came to pass.’ He opened his journal, pointing to the image of a priest, light blazing from his head, scourging the damned. ‘Corval was the prophet. These images show it clearly – the moment of his ascension – his transition to sainthood. It all makes sense now. In that moment, the moment of his death, I saw everything.’

			He pointed at the picture again. Behind the saintly, light-radiating figure, there was an eclipse, another kind of halo, a black circle.

			‘I thought this purely decorative, but Corval showed me the truth. We have found the Eye of Hermius. It’s the Blackstone. Do you see? The Blackstone! The kroot is right. The Blackstone brought us here. It tested us, seeing if we could cleanse it of that taint, and we proved ourselves worthy. Now we must return and return and return until we find the key to its secrets…’ he paused for breath, almost hyperventilating. ‘…because they are the secrets of the Emperor. The Blackstone was sent to us so that we can defeat the Ruinous Powers, to return His light to the Dark Imperium and to cleanse the Great Rift. Here, finally, is the proof that all those heretics are wrong to talk of Him as a corpse-god. The God-Emperor has sent us this weapon. And we must master it!’ He collapsed back in his seat, staring at Isola, awed by his own words. Vorne had her head bowed, praying furiously.

			Isola stared at him for a moment, incredulous. Then she nodded and looked at Grekh.

			Grekh looked almost as uncomfortable in the Helmsman as the priests. ‘I have to return. I have gained many insights.’ He looked at Draik. ‘The Blackstone brought us together. There is something greater than relics here. A greater purpose.’

			Isola looked at Audus. The pilot was leaning away from the light, her face hidden beneath a hood, but her large, powerful frame was unmistakable. Before Isola could ask her anything, the pilot held up a hand. ‘I’m still owed my ten per cent. I’m going nowhere without it.’

			Isola looked at Draik with a disbelieving expression. He smiled. He knew what Isola was thinking because he thought the same: Audus’ cynicism was an affectation. There was more to her than she was prepared to reveal.

			‘And what about you?’ said Audus, leaning into the light, staring at Isola.

			‘Me?’

			‘I told them you work for my father,’ explained Draik. ‘I told them I was unsure what you would do if I stayed here – if I break my contract.’

			Isola sipped her drink and looked at him. Then she nodded at the crowds of mercenaries and adventurers that surrounded them. They all had the same desperate, rapacious look in their eyes.

			‘You know what you’ve become, don’t you? One of them. A devotee. It’s insane. Every attempt we make is worse than the last. You nearly died last time. And the Ascuris Vault has been destroyed. It wasn’t the key to the transportation chambers. So where would we look? What would we look for? What hope would we have if we return?’

			Draik noticed that she had said ‘if we return’. He extinguished his lho-stick and took something from his pocket, spreading it on the table. It was a ragged piece of human skin, the one he had taken from the xenos by the aqueduct. There was something scribbled on it – spirals of text, all written in a cursive, alien script. He smiled, tapping the numbers and runes.

			‘This time I have something, Isola, I know it.’
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			BEFORE

			Vorne had not come this far to be intimidated by screams. She had heard worse. 

			‘Do not be afraid,’ she said, her voice chiming through her faceplate. ‘I have come here to save you.’ She peered into the darkness, listening for movement. ‘I understand your fear. And your anger. Your talismans were fakes. Your spells are powerless. Your utopia was a lie. But the Emperor is real. He will scour your sin. He will bring you truth.’

			There was no answer but, after a brief pause, Vorne heard a shuffling sound from the lower steps. 

			She pulled the flamer’s trigger. The promethium tanks were empty but the weapon had other ways to elevate the faithless. Sparks billowed as the underslung chainsword rattled into life. She glimpsed mutated flesh, a face of lipless mouths, then the teeth bit home, glittering the darkness with blood. The heretic tried to aim a stubber but she wrenched the chainsword free, severed his arm and kicked him down the steps. She followed and lunged again, hacking twice, finishing the baptism with a whispered prayer.

			A metallic chorus swelled around her, filling the shadows. The voice of the Blackstone. Near the Crucible it was hungry and eager. This was the very heart of the fortress. Tinny shrieks and whistles assailed Vorne from every direction. It was like a mockery of birdsong, trills and warbles woven into a scream. It rose to a crescendo, gripping her shaven scalp, resonating in her skull. Vorne sneered, amused that the Blackstone thought she could be so easily cowed.

			‘Vorne?’ called Taddeus.

			‘I’m fine, eminence,’ she replied, staring down the blackness. ‘It’s nothing. Your false gods have deceived you,’ she said, addressing the shadows again. ‘They do not care if you live or die, because they are illusions, conjured madness. By turning your back on the God-Emperor, you have ensured that your souls will–’

			There was another rustle of combat fatigues and she lunged, triggering the chainsword. 

			The teeth screamed, rattling uselessly against colourless rock, scattering sparks. A piece of the Blackstone had risen from the floor and formed itself into a mockery of the divine human form. Vorne cursed as her weapon kicked and bucked, sending painful tremors through her arms. She backed away and, before the sparks died, the column tumbled back down into steps, folding into faceted blackness. 

			This was new. She had seen the fortress assume many shapes and forms, but nothing that looked like a man. The Blackstone Fortress was becoming progressively less stable, and on this latest expedition it was so erratic that it had been almost impossible to traverse. Taddeus had warned her that this would be the case. The Chaos cults had triggered something momentous with their blood rites. The fortress was preparing to ascend. Soon it would begin the next stage of its development. 

			Soon it would be reborn. 

			There was more noise and she triggered the chainsword again. Another step had risen up and become a rotating column, almost human in shape. This time, she managed to hold her blade back and avoid blunting its teeth. She caught her reflection in the column’s shifting surface. She was pleased by the savagery of her appearance. The lower half of her face had been burned away on the day she met Taddeus and he had grafted an iron mask over the scars. She looked as merciless as she felt. 

			The column of polygons fell away as she stepped closer, crashing down the steps like spilled coins. She followed them, using the last shreds of light to reach the passageway at the bottom of the steps. She was effectively blind, but she could feel shapes moving all around her, forming and reforming.

			‘What is this?’ she muttered, edging through the blackness, slowly feeling her way with her iron-soled boots. Light glimmered up ahead, revealing shapes all around her, human-sized, but more like architecture than people – chiselled columns, bent and crooked, built of black geometric blocks. The sounds of the fortress grew louder, and Vorne had the strange sensation that she was passing through stone boughs. There was no sign of movement, and she was thinking again of turning back when a voice rang out over the whistling noise.

			‘Vorne.’ 

			‘Raus?’ she replied, guessing it was one of the abhuman runts who had led them to the Crucible. She had seen them fall down a shaft, but perhaps they had survived. ‘Rein? Is that you?’

			‘Here,’ said the voice.

			Vorne hesitated. The voice was familiar, but it was not one of the ratlings. She glanced back in the direction of Taddeus and, for reasons she could not explain, her hands began to shake, her gauntlets knocking against the flamer. 

			A column moved towards her, coalescing as it approached. The light flared brighter, and Vorne saw a face.

			‘Mother?’ 

			How could it be? But it was. It was her. She looked unchanged, and as she loomed out of the darkness she reached out towards Vorne. Vorne lowered her flamer, shaking her head, and reached out to take her hand.

			‘Traitor,’ said Vorne’s mother, striking her hard across the face.

			Vorne stumbled back and tripped over the bottom step, landing painfully. Her mother walked after her and booted the side of her skull, snapping Vorne’s head back so hard it slammed against the steps. She tried to rise, blood filling her mouth, but her mother kicked her again, harder, in the guts. 

			Vorne curled into a ball, winded, unable to stand.

			‘You betrayed us.’ Her mother’s voice was cold with hate. ‘To an off-worlder.’

			Blood filled Vorne’s eyes as a metal-capped boot cracked her cheek, splitting the skin and sending her tumbling down the steps. Shock had slowed her reactions, but Vorne had stopped taking beatings from her mother when she was nine years old. And she was not about to turn back the clock. 

			As her mother rushed at her again, drawing back her fist, Vorne rolled clear, letting the woman’s knuckles crack against the steps. Her mother cursed and reeled away, clutching her bloody fist, then fell back into the dark, headless and trailing blood. As the decapitated body hit the ground Vorne stood over it, her chainsword spraying gore. Then she released the trigger and silenced the weapon. She staggered back onto the steps. Her legs buckled, and she sat heavily on the cold floor. 

			The corpse juddered. 

			Vorne lurched to her feet, but then her mother vanished, leaving a mound of black polygons. 

			Had she ever been there? Vorne laughed at the absurdity of the question. Of course not. Her mother had died years ago, burned by Taddeus with all the other wretched sinners from her clan. How could she be here, now, looking just as she did when Vorne was a teenager? How could she be on the Blackstone? The fortress was trying to confuse her. Or the heretics had employed their dark arts against her. Something had reached into her mind and plucked out her greatest fear. 

			She climbed stiffly to her feet, her head still light on her shoulders and her legs trembling. Her greatest fear? Is that what her mother was? 

			She looked at the black shape. The light was fading again. This happened a lot in the Blackstone. Lights came and went without logic. As darkness swallowed her, Vorne thought about her mother. A driven woman, dragged into idolatry believing it would be a way out of Gethsemane Hive. Cruel and relentless. So driven she had almost dragged Vorne into damnation. But not worthy of fear. Certainly not now, so many years after her death. Since Vorne had pledged her allegiance to Taddeus, she had seen true horrors. And that had been before Taddeus brought her to the Blackstone Fortress. 

			She looked around, using the last few shreds of light to study the shapes at the foot of the stairs. There was no more movement. The Blackstone had played its trick and then fallen back into its fathomless slumber. She wanted to sneer but she could not. Her mother’s thin, resolute face filled her thoughts. The fortress had guessed correctly that it would shake her resolve, but why? Why did she care? 

			She tried to hurry back up the steps but then she had a thought so dreadful, so painful, that she thought she might vomit. What if she had been wrong about her mother’s guilt? She had not handed her mother to Taddeus, but she had known that her evidence would lead the priest to her mother’s door. What if her thinking had been clouded by hate? All those years of cruelty and beatings might have confused her. Vorne was not worried that she had wronged her mother; she was worried that she had wronged the Emperor. 

			‘No,’ she hissed, heading back to the steps. She knew what this was. She had strayed too far from Taddeus. Without his fierce soul to ward her, her mind often played tricks on itself, roaming avenues best left unexplored. One word from him would set her straight.

			‘Your eminence?’ she called.

			There was no reply.

			Her head pounded where she had fallen and she had to wipe more blood from her eyes. Pain lanced through her broken cheekbone, but the break was not serious. Her mask had taken the brunt of the kick. 

			She climbed awkwardly back up the steps, keeping the flamer raised as she followed the trail of charred heretics she had left behind. Using the bodies as a guide, she eventually saw a pool of light and the hunched shape of Taddeus, still poring over the Liber Eudoxus. Even a glimpse of him was enough to banish her doubts. The Blackstone had distorted her memories, that was all. Taddeus believed in her. Which meant the Emperor believed in her.

			Taddeus did not look up as she approached. He had removed the tall mitre he usually wore. Vorne had never seen her master without his elaborate headgear. Taddeus wore his holy vestments at all times, even into battle. There was something shocking about seeing his gleaming, tonsured head. He was pawing furiously at his scalp as he stared at the Liber Eudoxus, the holy text that had led him across half the galaxy to the Western Reaches and the Blackstone Fortress. He was looking at the same page he always looked at. It showed a simple picture of a square on a faded pattern of triangles.

			‘It’s not me,’ he said. His voice was uncharacteristically quiet. Taddeus was usually a booming, confident man, perpetually mid-sermon. 

			Vorne hurried to his side, wiping blood from her face so as not to trouble Taddeus with her fall. ‘Your eminence?’ 

			One of Taddeus’ servo-skulls was drifting above his head, shining a lumen on his pate and on the pages of his book. The picture of the square was heavily annotated, surrounded by Taddeus’ florid script. He jabbed his finger at the drawing then hurled the book at the wall.

			‘Eminence!’ Vorne was unable to disguise her shock. ‘It is holy!’

			‘It’s a lie!’ He hauled his massive bulk upright and slammed his mace into the cover. The servo-skull had to bank away to avoid being smashed, and light flashed drunkenly around Taddeus as he pummelled the ancient book.

			Vorne rushed to Taddeus and tried to stop him, but he hurled her back towards the steps with such violence that she barely stopped herself from falling. Taddeus raised his mace, glaring at her, then paused, a flicker of recognition in his eyes. 

			‘Forgive me,’ he said, lowering the mace and helping her back to her feet.

			‘No need,’ she said, but she was shaking. ‘What happened?’ she asked, glancing at the ruined book. Its cover had torn and the spine was broken, spilling pages across the floor.

			Taddeus stared at her. ‘I am not the Anointed.’

			‘Of course you are. The abhumans have led us to the Crucible. Just as you prophesied.’ She waved her flamer at a light in the distance, glinting and flashing. ‘We have come through the Aberration. You found the entrance, exactly as you said you would.’

			Taddeus shook his head and headed over to the tattered remnants of the book, glaring at it. ‘But I could not get in, Vorne. It would not admit me. None of the prayers worked. I am not the one.’

			‘Your eminence, you must be. It is what you’ve always known. How could you have managed to come this far if you were not the Emperor’s chosen? No one else has made it through the Blackstone’s storms.’

			He glanced around, still gripping his mace tightly. For a moment, she thought he might attack the walls, but he looked at the distant light instead. 

			‘I tried to get in, Vorne, while you were purging the unclean. I tried and I was denied. It would not admit me.’ He drew the shape of a square in the air. ‘All these years, I thought my mission was clear – to reach the Crucible and claim it in the Emperor’s name, but I’m wrong. I could not enter. I am not the one.’

			‘Then this is just not the right time,’ said Vorne. ‘This is not the moment. We can return to Precipice and pray for more guidance. The Emperor will speak to you, as He always has done.’

			Taddeus waved his mace at the shadows. ‘Not the moment, Vorne? This is the only moment. The fortress is changing. Being reborn. This is the ascension that was foretold by Saint Corval, by the Idumaen Prophecy, by the Scrolls of Varros, by every sacred text we have studied. The Blackstone is about to become unstoppable. And the Anointed must enter its heart! Cleanse its darkness with fire! Steel its soul against Chaos!’ 

			His face turned purple with fervour and his eyes flashed. Then he halted and shook his head. ‘But it is not me. I reached the Crucible and I could not enter.’ His voice was desolate. ‘I was blessed with a message from the Emperor Himself, and in my hubris I misunderstood it. I did not listen hard enough.’ His head was trembling. ‘I am worse than heretical. Trusted with a great duty and too blinded by pride to perform it.’ 

			A clamour was rising in Vorne’s head – not the din of the Blackstone, but the voices of her own victims. Hundreds of them, burned on the orders of the man who was now saying he had made a mistake. 

			‘You are not wrong.’ She dropped to her knees and started collecting the pages of the book. ‘Read it again.’

			She was about to rise when the floor shifted beneath them and the symphony of shrieks swelled in volume. Taddeus thudded against the wall, while Vorne stayed on her knees until the tremor passed. 

			‘More light!’ cried Vorne and the servo-skull obeyed, revealing the broad, octagonal chamber at the stop of the steps.

			They had learned to use lumens sparingly. Bright light sometimes triggered the Blackstone’s defence mechanisms. But here there was no option and, as the light reached the far side of the room, Vorne saw that the walls were crumbling, collapsing as quickly as Taddeus, who was now babbling to himself. The sheer black surfaces had fragmented like shattered crystal, and the pieces were flooding across the floor. As they landed they clumped together like metal filings drawn to a magnet, creating dark, blocky mounds that quivered as they rose. 

			‘Time to leave,’ she muttered. 

			But the steps had gone. The slope was still there, but the steps had become a torrent of glinting shards. Taddeus was still staring at the light and he did not seem to hear.

			‘Your eminence!’ she snapped, grabbing his arm. ‘We have to go.’

			He turned to her with flat, lifeless eyes. Vorne was almost as shocked as she had been on seeing her mother. She had never seen Taddeus like this. The zeal was gone. The fire was out. He looked like a normal man. 

			‘I am not the one,’ he said, oblivious to the flakes of black ore whirling around them.

			‘You are everything,’ said Vorne, gripping his arm tighter. ‘Do not…’ She lowered her voice, trying to stem the rage burning through her throat. ‘Do not fail me.’

			He grabbed his mitre from the shifting floor, placing it back above his jowly face. 

			There was a noise like a landslide and the walls folded away from them, revealing the endless dark beyond. Even at full brightness the servo-skull’s lumen could not penetrate more than a dozen feet in any direction. With the walls gone it looked like Vorne and Taddeus were standing on the peak of an undersea mountain, surrounded by ink-dark leagues. Colossal shapes churned in the depths, impossible to make out, and a brittle breeze whipped into the two priests. 

			The mounds created by the toppled walls were growing and reforming. Some were as tall as Vorne, and they were taking on the same shape as the structures Vorne had seen earlier – tall, columnar crystals that glinted as they turned and grew. Some of them were gripping blades of black ore, and blocks that were forming into guns. Some of the slabs were falling away and sliding down the churning slopes like abandoned sledges, rattling into the darkness.

			There was a grinding roar as something swelled up from beneath the shifting slopes. It looked like an anvil carved from bone and it was the size of a tank. It was armoured like a tank, too, with rows of gun muzzles at its sides. It climbed from the tumult on three spindly, arachnid legs and towered over the landslide. A drone, like others they had fought earlier, but built on an even larger scale. The darkness shook as it pounded up the slope towards them, turning its T-shaped head to take aim.

			Vorne pointed her flamer, then cursed as she remembered she was out of fuel.

			‘This is a punishment,’ said Taddeus, staring at the mountainous automaton. 

			‘No!’ cried Vorne, looking around the summit they were now standing on. ‘This is the Blackstone.’ She knew she had no chance of escaping alive while Taddeus was so dazed. And without him, she would be… 

			The thought was too dreadful to pursue. She had to rouse him.

			‘Your eminence,’ she said. ‘Think about what we have seen. The fortress is overrun with Chaos cultists. Despite everything we have done to drive them out. They are everywhere. If the Blackstone is becoming a weapon, it must be our weapon.’

			Taddeus nodded. ‘Yes. You are right. Of course you are right. We have to make sure they are not the ones who claim it. We have to seize control, just as it was written. But I am not the Anointed.’ Taddeus was clearly still dazed by this revelation. ‘It is not me.’

			‘Then what do we do?’ demanded Vorne as the drone thudded up the slope towards them. ‘The Emperor must have a plan.’

			Taddeus stared at her. ‘But what is it?’ He snatched the torn pages of the book from her hand, peering at his notes. 

			‘If we die here, we have no chance of finding the answer,’ she said. ‘We have to make it back to the lander and return to Precipice. The rest of the crew will be waiting. If we find a–’

			‘Wait!’ He snapped his fingers eagerly, looking closer at the picture of the square.

			Vorne whispered a prayer of relief. The holy rage was back in his eyes. 

			He smiled grimly. ‘I see what happened. I have been so focused on driving Chaos from the Blackstone that I turned a blind eye to the heresy in our own ranks. The heresy on Precipice. That is why my visions have been clouded. I need to turn the Emperor’s vengeance on them.’

			Behind her mask, Vorne’s ruined mouth spread into a grin. This was the Taddeus she had sworn to serve. This was the fiery prophet who would lead her to deliverance. 

			‘Then you are the Anointed?’ 

			‘Perhaps.’ He gripped her shoulder so tight her armour creaked in his grip. ‘Or perhaps not. It matters not. I see my mistake now. I was sent here to cleanse Precipice as much as the Blackstone.’ He looked around at the looming shadows. ‘I was beguiled. I lost my way. I must purify Precipice. And then, as the ashes fill the air, the Emperor will show me my path. Perhaps it is to come back here or perhaps it will be to send another, but,’ he raised his mace into the air, shaking with passion, ‘either way, I will fulfil the mission I was born to–’

			The ground exploded beneath Vorne’s feet and she fell onto the seething rubble. She rolled clear and staggered back to her feet in time to see the drone’s guns flashing. She crouched and wrapped her arms around her head as the ground detonated again. More slabs of wall collapsed and hurtled down the slopes, leaving no trace of cover.

			Taddeus lurched to his feet, mace held aloft, and howled prayers at the drone. The machine was only a few dozen feet away now and it was turning its triangular head in his direction, aiming guns at his billowing robes. Vorne sprinted across the heaving ground and barrelled into him, sending them both flying through the air onto one of the pieces of toppled wall.

			The ground where Taddeus had been standing exploded, hurling shards in every direction, but the two priests were already gone. Their weight had dislodged the slab of wall and sent it sliding down the steep slope. 

			The drone swivelled its head, still firing, slashing the air with blue-white energy, but the wall hurtled clear and Taddeus and Vorne plunged into the abyss.
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			Quintus had spent half an hour in Janus Draik’s company and he was already confident the man was insane. He had encountered rogue traders before and always found them to be arrogant. They thought their precious Warrant of Trade elevated them above the plebeian hordes. So much wealth. So much freedom. It did something to their minds. But Quintus had never met anyone quite as deluded as Draik.

			‘It’s falling apart,’ said Draik. He had his back to Quintus, standing before the viewport on the far side of the Vanguard’s luxurious stateroom with one hand behind his back and the other near his face, dangling a smouldering lho-stick. Outside, Precipice was indeed in a state of collapse. Chaos forces were massing again on the Blackstone, rebuilding their black shrines, but there was a new threat that some said was nothing to do with heretics. Geomagnetic storms had lashed Precipice for weeks, battering moored void ships and ripping anchorages from tangled spars. Precipice had always looked like a wreck. Now it looked like a wreck that would struggle to survive the next few hours. 

			And Draik sounded indifferent. He discussed the madness outside as though it were inclement weather. He seemed oblivious to the fact that Precipice’s dream had become a nightmare. 

			The cabin shook violently, rocked by one of the tremors that hit Precipice several times an hour. Quintus had heard that the larger booms were the Blackstone’s weapon systems coming online, firing into the void as they searched for a target. Quintus flinched and grabbed the back of a chair, trying to steady himself as ornaments toppled and books thudded across the polished floor. Draik continued smoking, gazing blithely at the mayhem. The only sign he had noticed the tremor was when he absent-mindedly brushed some plaster from his sleeve. He turned away from the viewport and looked at the papers scattered across his desk, sketches of xenos life forms, from what Quintus could make out.

			Quintus was being paid handsomely to get this close to Draik and he would not ruin everything by letting his nerves show. He had spent a long time forging his letters of recommendation, letters Draik had not even bothered to look at. Quintus touched the patch of bone at his wrist, stroking its smooth surface, wondering if his employer might contact him soon. The idea unnerved him, but he needed to know what was expected. He could feel the growth under his skin, larger than before, forcing the veins aside. He cut the thought short, not wishing to recall the voice that had been giving him sleepless nights. This was the best deal he had been offered, but also the most troubling. 

			‘The void-storms will only get worse, sir,’ he said. ‘I was staying in the Helmsman before I joined you and–’

			‘The Helmsman?’ Draik finally deigned him worthy of consideration, turning from the drawings to look his way. His chin was raised and he studied Quintus down the length of his nose. ‘Nothing of import was ever uttered in that pit. I do not expect you to frequent it again. Not unless I expressly order it. It would not do, do you understand, now that you are in my employ. You, sir, are a servant of House Draik. The Helmsman is entirely unsuitable for a gentleman’s valet.’ 

			Quintus dug his nails into his palms. ‘Of course, sir.’

			Draik crossed the room towards him, treading silently across debris-strewn rugs and keeping his chin raised. ‘You’re from the Rhegium System?’

			Quintus nodded, resisting the urge to pull at his collar. His new uniform was so starched and braided he felt mummified. 

			‘Isola tells me your references were very impressive.’

			Quintus nodded again. Draik’s attaché had shown far more interest in his credentials than her master. She had studiously picked at every part of his story. ‘I have been honoured to serve in the household of lords Needus and Thruce, sir,’ he said, lying with practised ease. ‘Whatever skills I have to offer are entirely due to their tutelage.’ 

			Draik only had one eye. In lieu of the other he wore an antique, gilded augmetic, an ocular implant ringed with notched brass. It was probably worth more money than Quintus would earn in his whole life. The lens whirred and clicked as Draik focused it on Quintus. ‘Thruce is a damned fine fencer. I met him once. In the Ultima Sector. Is he still a sportsman?’

			Quintus struggled not to smile. Draik was trying to catch him out. ‘I’m afraid not. He was injured during the early stages of the Indomitus Crusade.’

			Draik stared at him, taking in his tall, gangly body. ‘Have you ever been trained,’ he said, frowning, ‘in any military capacity?’ 

			Quintus nodded, aware of how his youth and physical appearance made that seem unlikely. ‘To some extent, sir.’

			Draik frowned at him a moment longer, then he shrugged and sauntered over to a couch. Like all of the furniture, it was covered in pieces of broken plaster, but he brushed them aside without comment and sat down. Precipice swayed and shook again, groaning pitifully. Quintus held the chair tighter as it started to rattle across the room, trying to escape his grip. Pictures dropped from the walls, cracking their frames and scattering glass.

			‘I breakfast at ten,’ said Draik, nodding to a silver-framed chronograph on the wall, ‘ship’s time. So you will begin my toilet at eight. I have my moustaches waxed in the Terran style, using prisren wax, and you will see to it that I have a freshly laundered uniform each day. Standards matter, even here. Especially here. The more culturally impoverished one’s neighbours, the more one must display good breeding. It is the duty of the fortunate to elevate the unfortunate.’

			Draik leafed idly through some sheaves of paper on his couch. They were more sketches of alien creatures, carefully labelled and annotated. The rogue trader muttered as he studied them, scribbling extra comments and amending the illustrations. The walls were crowded with ferocious specimens and Draik clearly fancied himself as something of a xenologist. He looked like he was relaxing in the lounge of a gentleman’s club or a scientific society. Everyone else on Precipice was looking for a way to survive the place, but Janus Draik was making studies of the local fauna. Quintus struggled not to sneer. This man was the perfect embodiment of everything that was wrong with the Imperium: pompous beyond belief and utterly removed from reality. He had been bred to believe that the galaxy was his playground and that there was nothing in it that could harm him.

			‘You may shave me,’ said Draik, discarding his work and tilting his head back. 

			Quintus looked at the razor rattling on a silver tray. Even in the subdued light, he could see how keen its edge was. Trying to shave someone in these conditions could only result in bloodshed. He wondered, not for the first time, if he should have taken on this particular commission. It should at least be brief. He would gather information, as requested, then leave fools like Draik to their fate on Precipice while he left to build a new life.

			He crossed the room, his eyes fixed on the razor, then remembered why he had come. ‘Sir,’ he said. ‘A bulk hauler docked at Celsumgate a few hours ago.’

			‘Really?’ yawned Draik.

			‘It arrived carrying communiqués and parcels from beyond the Oort cloud, sir. One of them was addressed to you.’

			Draik frowned and extinguished his lho-stick. Quintus took a crystal tube from his pocket and carried it over to him.

			‘Correspondence can usually wait until after breakfast,’ said Draik, opening the tube, snapping the wax seal and unrolling the parchment. ‘I prefer to digest bad news on a full stomach. But it is unusual for me to receive handwritten letters out here in this…’

			His words trailed off as he read and reread the scroll in silence. Quintus noticed a Draik crest in the watermark. 

			‘Amasec,’ said Draik, still staring at the scroll. Quintus crossed the room to a drinks cabinet and carefully poured a shot, wondering what could have roused Draik from his nonchalance.

			Draik kept reading the scroll as he drank the amasec. There was more silence.

			As the moments passed, Quintus looked around the cabin. One of the illustrations next to Draik caught his eye. It looked strangely familiar. It was a xenos weapon of some kind – a pistol, maybe – but it looked to be made of bone and its shape was similar to the organic, shell-like whirl lodged in his wrist. He leant closer, trying to read the small handwriting. He made out the words ‘Symbiotic? Parasitic? Bio-tech?’ and then, lower down, ‘Encountered during seventh expedition. Taragonna? Abusir? Zoat? Aenos? Tyranid? Masqueraded as ally until treachery was revealed. Motives unclear. Highly dangerous xenos predator.’

			Quintus backed away, unnerved. Highly dangerous? He had never seen his employer face to face. The word ‘parasitic’ echoed through his thoughts.

			Draik tightened his fist and the glass he was holding shattered. Blood and amasec pattered through his fingers and onto the rug. He continued studying the scroll as he calmly held out his bleeding hand to Quintus.

			Quintus rushed to grab a cloth from the drinks cabinet and, after picking splinters of glass from Draik’s palm, he tied the cloth around his hand. He tried to discreetly look at the message, but Draik re-rolled it before he could decipher the flowing script. The rogue trader maintained his cool demeanour, ignoring the fact that the bandage around his hand was turning crimson. He waved his uninjured hand at the door. 

			‘See that Isola joins me for breakfast. And the alien.’ He glanced at the scroll. 

			‘It would appear that I am ruined.’
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			Quintus had encountered dozens of xenos creatures since reaching Precipice. The space port did not conform to any normal rules of decency. Men crossed paths with aliens but refrained from gunning them down. It was a strained, edgy truce, maintained only through a mutual understanding that no one had the upper hand. If fighting broke out it would never stop. And they had all risked too much reaching Precipice to let it turn into a bloodbath. The ever-present Blackstone loomed over the orbital platform, both warning and lure, reminding them why they had come. And what they had to gain by holding fire.

			The fragile peace was governed by a loose confederation of captains and pilots, some of whom gave themselves the pompous title of ‘proctor’. They kept their rules simple. Fighting on Precipice was punishable by death without trial, with the dead criminal’s belongings distributed among the proctors as recompense for the disruption. As a result, the incredible became commonplace. Willowy xenos rangers could be seen drinking next to red-robed tech-priests from Mars, and flak-armoured abhumans shared cabins with species they had previously only observed through crosshairs.

			Despite this, Quintus had not yet grown accustomed to associating with creatures that Imperial doctrine rightfully designated an abomination. He hesitated as he entered the Vanguard’s dining room, unnerved by the sight of the creature seated at Draik’s side. The kroot was repulsive – a seven-foot giant with long, rangy limbs, barbed skin and a crest of quills rattling above its oversized skull. Its head was a mixture of avian and humanoid, with a brutal, hooked beak dominating the lower half of its face. The creature was laden with barbaric weaponry and it was fidgeting constantly, tapping at tiny cages that dangled from its chest, sniffing the air and watching the dust motes drifting through the room, its head jerking and nodding as though it were about to attack them. As it turned to face Quintus the quills on its head rattled, responding to his arrival. The creature sniffed, studying him with black, inhuman eyes. 

			‘Have you informed Isola?’ said Draik, breaking from his conversation with the alien to look at Quintus. 

			‘She is on her way, sir. I explained that you have news from Terra.’

			Draik glanced at the scroll lying on the table in front of him and raised an eyebrow. 

			Quintus had already sent word to his employer that something was afoot on the Vanguard, but until he could speak with them, he could do nothing but observe. He busied himself with the breakfast things and felt his stomach tighten as wonderful smells filled the chamber. There was quiet music drifting through hidden emitters and he felt like he was in a Terran palace, rather than a crumbling shanty town orbiting a heretic-infested hell. 

			The kroot opened its beak slightly and produced a series of whistles and clicks that Quintus guessed was a method of communication. Then, to Quintus’ shock, the alien formed intelligible words. Its voice was a disjointed rasp, but still a reasonable approximation of Gothic. 

			‘What of Audus?’

			Draik looked pained but nodded. He waved to Quintus. ‘Fetch the pilot too.’

			Quintus addressed a vox-caster in the doorframe, relaying Draik’s order. 

			The two women arrived together a few minutes later and they could not have made a more contrasting pair. Draik’s attaché, Isola, was neat-looking, with perfectly bobbed hair and a wide, boyish face. She was small, compact and precise. She was dressed in a smart Naval uniform almost identical to Draik’s, with braided epaulettes and starched collars. The slovenly environs of Precipice had failed to blunt her edge. She nodded briskly at Draik and took a seat.

			Audus, meanwhile, was a heavy-set slouch, almost as tall as the alien, clad in a scruffy old flight suit and wearing an incredulous sneer. Her head was shaven and her blocky face was covered in scars. She looked like she’d be more at home in a pit-fight than Draik’s grandiose ship. Quintus wondered how she had come to be in such a genteel environment. Then he remembered how rich Draik was. 

			Audus looked Quintus up and down as she passed and winked. Then she slumped heavily into a chair, grabbed a piece of fruit, rocked back on her seat and slammed her boots on the table.

			Draik looked at her.

			She rolled her eyes and took her feet off the table.

			Draik passed the scroll to Isola. ‘You were right. The old man has reached the end of his patience.’

			‘Old man?’ said Audus, picking fruit from her teeth. 

			Draik’s lip curled. ‘My father. He did not approve of my decision to remain on Precipice and make further forays into the Blackstone. He thinks my time would be better spent fawning over ambassadors at governors’ balls. I had a suspicion he might cancel my stipend but he has deemed my transgression more serious than that. He has finally done what he always wanted to. He has disowned me.’

			Audus shrugged.

			‘Which means,’ continued Draik, ‘I will no longer collect tithes or dividends. Not even from estates, companies and enterprises that I established. Also, at my father’s request, my sources of credit have been withdrawn. And, to ensure the message is clear, I will have no more access to the Draik House Guard.’

			‘The Draikstar,’ muttered Isola, reading the scroll.

			Draik laughed. ‘Oh yes, and my father has also requisitioned my ship.’ 

			Isola’s neutral expression wavered. ‘No ship, captain?’

			‘Correct. And you can dispense with the “captain”. I have been stripped of my rank.’ Draik spoke calmly but Quintus noticed that his bandaged hand was clenching and unclenching, as though itching to break another glass.

			Audus rocked back in her chair and whistled. ‘So the great Janus Draik is on his uppers.’ She looked around the room. The walls were hung with crooked portraits and hunting trophies. ‘Maybe you should start clearing out some heirlooms? You could probably buy passage to the next habitable system. If you slept in a cargo crate.’

			Quintus could feel the tension in the room. Audus’ humour was strained. Whatever their pretence at civility, these people knew how dire the situation on Precipice had become. Every few minutes there was a distant rumble as more of the station collapsed or tumbled off into the stars. And the two women had clearly pinned their hopes on Draik. They and the alien were all watching the rogue trader closely. Even on such a regally appointed ship, there was no escaping the truth: Precipice was at the point of collapse and the Blackstone was firmly in the grip of enemy hands. Frontiersman spirit had been replaced by survivalist frenzy.

			Draik nodded. ‘I can no longer afford to pay you a retainer, Audus, so you are free to leave.’ He hesitated and softened his tone. ‘Good luck.’

			Colour flushed into Audus’ cheeks and her sneer faltered.

			Draik turned to Isola. ‘As you saw from his note, my father now considers you tainted goods and has terminated your position. It is a measure of his monumental ignorance that he has robbed himself of your skills simply because of your association with me. House Draik will be poorer for your absence. But I fear a recommendation from me is unlikely to help. So you, too, are free to leave. You are no longer my keeper.’

			The two women glanced at each other, clearly shocked. 

			Quintus could not understand why either of them was still in the room. Draik was obviously unhinged. They should be glad to escape him. Then a worrying thought occurred to him. The Archivist had been clear on what would happen to him if he did not stay close to the rogue trader. What if Draik decided to dismiss him? He backed away, glad that, for the moment at least, he seemed to have been forgotten.

			‘And what about you?’ asked Audus, frowning at Draik. ‘What will you do?’

			Draik held her gaze.

			Isola sipped some water and spoke to the table. ‘He will return to the Blackstone, of course. After everything that has happened he will go back down there. Even though the place has ruined him.’

			Audus waved at the breakfast. ‘How can he be ruined with such a well-provisioned table?’ Her joke was half-hearted and she was watching Draik closely. 

			Isola kept looking at the table. ‘Grekh has convinced him he can “conquer” the Blackstone. That’s right, isn’t it? That’s what you’re still trying to do.’

			‘It’s not a mountain,’ said Audus. ‘You can’t plant a flag on it.’

			‘Draik is linked to the Blackstone,’ said Grekh. ‘She summoned him here.’

			‘She!’ Audus’ smirk returned. She leant across the table towards Grekh and patted his arm. ‘Bless you, Grekh, for your endless faith in that place. Even now that it’s tearing itself apart. You might need to find another lump of rock to worship. Surely you’ve repaid your debt to Draik? I know he saved your life, but every time we go to the Blackstone you protect him from one horror or another.’

			Grekh clicked his beak, as though chewing, then tapped one of his claws against the rags on his chest armour. ‘The debt remains. I have yet to restore the balance.’

			Audus gave him a quizzical look and seemed on the verge of making another joke, but she held it back. She shrugged and looked at Draik. 

			‘To be fair, former-captain, it’s all pretty academic now.’ She waved to a viewport at the far end of the dining room. Scraps of Precipice were hurtling past as the storm grew worse. ‘You’ve heard what they’re saying in the Helmsman. The heretics on the Blackstone are only half the problem. The disturbances up here are nothing to the ones down there. Even landing at the Stygian Aperture is no longer safe. And even if you got past the heretics in the outer chambers, you’d end up in some kind of constant mutation loop.’

			Isola was watching Draik closely. ‘Audus is right. The old routes have been fortified by heretics. And the deeper regions are in flux. Nothing is stable.’

			Audus nodded. ‘Try speaking to Gatto at the Helmsman. It’s his dream come true. Anyone who survives an attempt on the Blackstone has returned ruined. Gatto has had to extend his bar to cater for all the new drunks. And half of them went down there with the same idea as you – that they could conquer the place and cover themselves in glory.’

			Draik shook his head. ‘Conquering the fortress is no longer my objective.’

			Isola looked shocked.

			‘Really?’ said Audus.

			Grekh shifted in his seat, rattling his quills. ‘Then what is your objective?’

			‘I have to admit,’ said Draik, looking at his bandaged hand, ‘I am irked by this message from my father. I had hoped for…’ He closed his eye and drummed his fingers on the table. ‘I hoped for something else, but now I’ve had time to reflect on things, I see that this is all exactly as it should be.’

			‘Because the Blackstone willed you to be here,’ said Grekh. 

			Draik waved his hand. ‘Perhaps it did, perhaps it didn’t. That’s not what I’m referring to. What I mean is this family schism. It is overdue. I have felt the indignity of my position for a long time. What respectable man lives off a father who despises him?’

			‘He does not despise you,’ said Isola. ‘He never despised you. He merely wants–’

			Draik held up a hand. ‘I do not want his money. And, what’s more, I do not need it. I ridiculed those who scoured the Blackstone for hidden treasures, I mocked them for being ignorant of the fortress’ true worth, but I see now that I have been naive. I was intrigued by Grekh’s mysticism. But this letter has brought me to my senses. My goal is simple. A man must forge his own path, by whatever means. Perhaps I was “summoned” here to conquer that place, but I will not conquer anything without funds. I don’t care what the drunks in the Helmsman say. The Blackstone is the size of a small planet. There will still be archeotech and relics down there, waiting for someone strong-willed enough to take them. Someone who isn’t deterred by a few cosmic squalls. Or scared of malnourished deserters with stars daubed on their uniforms.’ 

			He leant forward in his seat, his brows bristling. 

			‘For whatever reason, I am exactly where I need to be. Janus Draik does not need to be supported. I will take an expedition down there and bring back a haul more valuable than anything those oafs in the Helmsman could dream of.’

			Audus smiled at him, clearly impressed, but Isola’s expression hardened.

			‘So you’re just a treasure hunter now – a scavenger, like all the rest.’ 

			‘I’m a rogue trader. What use is my Warrant of Trade if I have nothing to trade?’

			Isola looked away, but Quintus could see by the set of her shoulders that she was angry. 

			‘It’s worse than ever down there, now,’ said Audus, grabbing another piece of fruit and crunching into it. ‘Are you sure you know what you’re getting into? Forget the heretics, the whole place is unstable. The drunks say it’s moving and changing into something new. Even you must have heard people talking about it. They give it different names, the Seethe or the Aberration or the Eye of the Storm, but they all mean the same thing – the Blackstone is in flux and no one can reach the deeper chambers.’

			‘Rot.’ Draik shook his head. ‘There is always a way.’

			Audus laughed. ‘Ah, indefatigable Draik. But who would guide you? No one really goes down there any more. And if they do, they certainly don’t come back. The gold rush is over.’

			‘Rein and Raus.’ It took Quintus a moment to realise the words came from the kroot.

			Draik frowned at Grekh. ‘Rein and Raus? Remind me.’

			‘The abhumans,’ said Isola, still not looking at him. 

			‘The small, dirty abhumans,’ clarified Audus.

			Draik grimaced. ‘The ratlings. I remember. Drunkards. Are they still alive?’ 

			‘Taddeus the Purifier employed them recently,’ said Grekh. ‘He is still seeking a way to fulfil the prophecies that brought him here. Rein and Raus led him past the cults and the outer vaults and on into unclaimed regions of the fortress.’

			Audus laughed. ‘The mad priest? He’s still not given up? If he was employing Rein and Raus I suggest you keep well away.’

			‘They found him a route to an unopened vault,’ said Grekh. ‘He believes it is the sacred location he has been seeking since he came to Precipice. He believes he will ascend if he reaches it.’

			Draik nodded. ‘Everyone out here is so determined. I have never seen anything quite like it. They will not relinquish their dreams. Even now. Even after all they have been through.’ 

			‘How do you know all this?’ asked Isola, looking at Grekh.

			‘Rein and Raus frequent the Helmsman. While there they drink alcohol. They have weak constitutions. And loud voices.’

			Audus snorted. 

			Grekh frowned at her, then continued. ‘Gatto’s pets hear everything that is said in the Helmsman and he confides in me.’

			‘How would you pay the ratlings?’ asked Audus. ‘You said you’ve lost everything.’

			Draik was about to reply when Grekh reached up to his chest and snapped something from his body armour. As far as Quintus could make out, it was a bundle of struggling insects bound by strands of hair. Grekh snapped the hair with his talons and several beetles scuttled across the table or whirred off across the room. Once the insects were gone, the kroot gave Draik a knowing look.

			Audus smirked. Grekh looked intently at Draik. 

			‘What?’ said Draik as a beetle landed on his plate.

			‘You look without seeing. The meaning is clear – Rein and Raus will not need paying.’

			‘Rubbish,’ said Audus. ‘They do nothing for free. They’re not on a holy mission. They’re not like Taddeus. Getting paid is the only thing they’re interested in.’

			Grekh nodded. ‘That is usually true. But this time they need protection. They want to reach the same location as Taddeus, at the heart of the fortress, the place called the Aberration, and they agreed to travel with Taddeus and his missionaries if the priests kept them alive.’

			‘I can imagine how well that went,’ said Audus. ‘They might need some convincing before they’ll consider trying it again.’

			Draik ignored her. ‘Then I will find the ratlings and accompany them into this so-called Aberration. I have no faith in Taddeus’ visions, but a region like that will still hold treasures. I will bring back what I can and then,’ he tapped his augmetic eye, ‘once I have recorded the ratlings’ route, I will be able to make repeated visits. Then I will sell my finds in the Dromeplatz.’ He looked at Isola. ‘And this is how trade dynasties are begun. It may seem like undignified “treasure hunting” but a few small gains invested wisely will fund more ambitious endeavours. Within a matter of months I will be recruiting my own House Guard and buying void ships. Within a few years I will have a trade empire.’ He gazed out at the stars. ‘There will be a new House Draik. Built on valour and determination, rather than handouts and inheritance.’

			Draik’s guests fell silent, digesting what he had said. The two women looked at each other again and Quintus sensed that each was waiting to see how the other would respond. Neither of them seemed to understand how absurd Draik was being, talking of trade empires while Precipice collapsed around him.

			Draik nodded at Quintus, indicating that he would like another glass of amasec. As he sipped the drink he studied the women over the rim of the glass.

			They remained silent.

			‘My financial difficulties will be brief,’ said Draik. ‘And once I have made my first deals in the Dromeplatz I will be looking to employ appropriate staff. People with the wit and gumption to establish an empire.’

			Isola looked intensely at the table, shaking her head.

			Draik raised his chin. ‘Do you doubt me?’

			‘Of course not. If anyone can still make a fortune out here, it’s you. If we manage to get off Precipice alive I’m sure you will build your empire. But I am not interested in being your employee.’

			‘You saw the letter. You are no longer employed by my father. You have no means of your own. How will you live?’

			Isola looked at Audus, then back at Draik. ‘I have been bound to your family my whole life. I was born into service. But out here…’ She hesitated, as though regretting her candour, then scowled and continued. ‘Out here I have seen people make their own way.’ Her words were stiff but her eyes glittered. ‘I’m tired of being an employee. Tired of being beholden. Forge an empire, Janus, but if that is your only purpose, I have no interest in helping you.

			‘I have made contacts of my own,’ she said, holding his gaze. ‘If all we’re doing out here is empire building, I can build my own.’

			Draik shook his head. ‘Why? I will be going to the Blackstone. With those inebriates, Rein and Raus, admittedly, but I will make a fortune, you know I will. Why not join me?’

			She sighed and leant back in her seat. ‘Join you in what capacity?’

			‘As my attaché, of course, as you have always been.’ He shrugged and held up his hands. ‘Or something else. Chief steward? Whatever you like.’

			She looked at him with the same weary expression.

			Draik slumped back in his chair, shaking his head. ‘What, then? What do you want?’ 

			Isola sat rigid, her hands folded neatly on her lap. ‘If all you’re doing is hunting for wealth, then make me your partner. Let it be our trade empire.’

			Audus laughed and slammed her hand on the table. ‘Yes! The worm turns!’ She waved for Quintus to bring her some amasec. ‘I always liked you, Isola.’

			There was no trace of emotion on Isola’s face, and she ignored Audus. ‘I have learned far more in the Helmsman than you, Janus. I have made enough connections in Gatto’s bar to establish deals right across the Western Reaches. As a partner, I could help you establish a trade empire that would match your father’s business interests within a few years. As a competitor…’ She shrugged.

			‘Just to be clear, Draik,’ said Audus, downing her drink. ‘I think this is a wonderful idea but I have no interest in business empires. Give me the same cut as last time and I’ll fly you anywhere.’

			Draik nodded and looked back at Isola. ‘I know how valuable you are, Isola. Why else would I ask you to join me? But partners? Think of what you’re suggesting. Think of the impropriety.’

			Audus laughed. ‘You’re not on Terra any more. No one bloody cares. All people will care about is how well informed Isola is. Precipice is unique.’

			Isola nodded. ‘Precipice is an anomaly, and a useful one. I have met people from worlds that are crying out for people like us. People who can supply their needs. But why should I make you rich, Janus, when I could make myself rich?’

			‘Since when do you care about wealth?’

			‘I care about survival. The galaxy is in tatters. You’ve heard the news from the Helmsman. It’s not just Precipice that’s collapsing. Wars are breaking out in every subsector with no sign of Imperial fleets to stem the bloodshed. Ships can’t even find safe passage through the warp. Entire worlds are vanishing, whole systems.’ Isola looked at the pictures on the walls. ‘And only one thing will buy safety – money. I don’t have blind faith like Taddeus. And neither do I place any stock in the Senatorum Imperialis. The Lords of Terra have clearly lost control of the galaxy. When did anyone hear news from Terra? The Imperial Palace could be in ruins for all we know. Any drunk in the Helmsman will tell you that the Imperium is on its knees. The old rules are meaningless. But maybe Precipice is the beginning of something – of races working together to survive, with money as the only religion that matters. Currency is the only currency now, and I won’t get that working for someone.’ She said these final words with such force that, when she had finished, she dusted down her jacket and reached for a glass of water to steady her nerves.

			Draik stared at her. Then he frowned and looked at Grekh. The kroot was picking at the grubs on his armour. He shrugged.

			‘I was never your servant. I will repay my debt.’

			Draik nodded and sipped his drink. 

			‘But,’ continued Grekh, ‘your time is almost at an end, if you wish to brave the Blackstone again.’

			‘Why? I have already been disinherited. What else could my father do to me? I have all the time I want out here.’

			Grekh shook his head and held up the grub he had been toying with. 

			Quintus strolled casually across the dining room, trying to get a better look. The creature looked like a wriggling pupa but, when he got closer, Quintus saw that it was a string of black gemstones. It looked like living jewellery. It writhed on the kroot’s claw, morphing and re-forming, changing from a tube to a sphere, and then a chain of blocks.

			‘The Aberration is part of the Blackstone’s life cycle,’ said Grekh. ‘And the change is accelerating. When we were last on the fortress I acquired knowledge regarding it.’

			At the words ‘acquired knowledge’, Isola looked away. Quintus had heard rumours about Draik’s pet alien, rumours that his method of asking questions was to consume people he wished to interrogate. Quintus had dismissed the stories as fanciful but Isola’s reaction made him wonder. He moved back down the table, putting as much distance between himself and Grekh as he could without drawing undue attention.

			‘The fortress is being reborn,’ said Grekh, showing everyone the crystalline shape winding around his claw. ‘And once it changes, there will be no way in. It may not even remain in this system.’

			Audus raised her glass to Grekh. ‘You always have such a great knack of making bad situations seem worse. I don’t think it’s being reborn. I think it’s being trashed by heretics, like the rest of the galaxy.’

			Draik scowled. ‘Either way, I have no time for debating notions of equality. Grekh is right about the need to move quickly. I will find the ratlings and, if they are sober enough, I will leave for the Blackstone this very day.’ He looked round the table. ‘Who is with me?’

			Audus gave him a mock salute. ‘You can count on me, Former-Captain Draik.’

			Grekh nodded. 

			Isola shook her head. ‘If all we’re doing is getting rich, I will make my own money.’

			Draik was about to reply when she held up a hand and continued. 

			‘But, actually, I suppose I will need capital to get me started, even if it’s just to buy passage out of here. Give me the same cut as Audus and I will make this last expedition with you, in a freelance capacity. Once I have my share, I will use it to make sure I never have to be an employee ever again.’

			Annoyance flashed in Draik’s eye and Quintus thought he was about to refuse, but then the rogue trader seemed to reconsider and nodded slowly. 

			‘Have contracts drawn up immediately. We leave as soon as I lay my hands on those knee-high dolts.’
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			‘I’m standing in someone,’ said Rein.

			‘This is not the time to start making friends,’ muttered Raus, staggering on through the darkness. The only illumination was coming from a stab-light on Raus’ gun. It flicked over the bulkheads of the ship they had just broken into, revealing mounds of what Raus had just told Rein were sacks. Troubled by his brother’s comment, Raus pointed the light at one of the sacks to examine it more closely.

			‘Unusual to see a bag with a face,’ he admitted.

			‘And all the other bits of a person,’ replied Rein.

			‘But not arranged in the traditional shape,’ said Raus. He stared at what he had to accept was a brutalised corpse. ‘Do you think all those innards are his? Seems like an unnecessary amount of plumbing.’

			‘Whose ship did you say this is, Raus?’ asked Rein, as they both realised they were surrounded by dozens of dismembered bodies.

			‘I didn’t say, Rein,’ said Raus, ‘on account of not knowing.’

			He tracked the light over a large cargo crate at the far end of the hold. It was covered in slender, barbed symbols.

			‘They do look a little bit like drukhari runes, though,’ he said, with a sinking feeling.

			There was a strained silence and Raus felt Rein staring intently at the side of his face. A door slammed somewhere overhead and the sound reverberated through the hull of the ship, followed by the unmistakable stamp of running feet.

			‘Now then, Rein,’ said Raus, casting the lumen around and trying to keep it from revealing any more bodies. ‘We both agreed that this looked like a good ship to ransack. Gurning at me won’t help. Perhaps there might still be a–’

			‘Moron!’ whispered Rein, sprinting back the way they had come.

			‘Unnecessary,’ muttered Raus, racing after him.

			They reached the access hatch just as light flooded the hold. The two ratlings clambered quickly up the metal ladder towards the hatch. Shapes whistled through the air and clanged into the bulkhead as Rein and Raus leapt out into Precipice’s sweltering smog.

			They emerged onto Celsumgate, one of the busiest mooring spars in Precipice. Mounds of space junk had been welded together in imitation of a transitway and there were landers of every class docked to its jumble of anchorage points. So many ships had come to Precipice that they were stacked in a teetering heap, looming over the spar like crowded hab-blocks and throwing everything below into fitful shadow. It was an oppressive, chaotic scene. Raus felt as though he had stumbled into a smouldering, mechanised hell. The Blackstone Fortress was visible through the shimmer of the void screen but the rest of the galaxy was obscured by fumes: thick, oily clouds that spilled from every heat pipe and turbine.

			The walkways were as crowded as ever, clogged with every form of humanity from hollow-eyed wretches in Militarum fatigues to scuttling, spider-like acolytes of the Machine-God, hiding their blessed mechadendrites beneath red, rune-stitched cloth. And the variation stretched far beyond deviations of the human form. Lumbering xenos waded by with no fear of attack, knowing that, in Precipice, everyone had a right to skulk through the filth – even slender, black-clad murderers of the kind that were currently sprinting after Rein and Raus.

			The two ratlings had perfected running away to a fine art. They used their diminutive forms to their advantage, racing between the figures, losing themselves in the profusion of limbs and weapons.

			‘This way!’ cried Raus, waving Rein onto a piece of shattered hull that had been turned into an awning. ‘They won’t dare shoot. They know the rules.’

			Projectiles whistled past.

			‘I don’t think they know the rules,’ gasped Rein, rolling clear and dropping down onto another abandoned ship.

			Raus cursed, putting his finger through a new hole that had just appeared in his flak jacket. ‘I’ll be damned,’ he grunted, tumbling after Rein.

			As they clambered over skeletal salvage, an explosion of shouts and curses filled the transitway. Raus and Rein did not stop to see what had happened. They dropped down onto the next walkway, barged through a huddle of arguing traders, leapt down onto another walkway and then rushed under the towering landing gear of a macro hauler.

			The shots kept coming, pinging and clanging across the hull of the ship. 

			‘This way!’ cried Raus, spotting a broken access hatch that led down to another level of the platform.

			They dropped onto the hull of another ship, dashed through a wall of hissing steam and then Raus howled as he fell into nothingness. His breath exploded from his lungs as he landed on a hard surface with a thud. There was a curse as Rein crashed down beside him.

			‘Halt!’ cried a shrill voice. ‘Don’t move!’

			Raus’ hand strayed to his pistol but the voice cried out again, even more panicked.

			‘I’ll kill you!’

			As the steam cleared, Raus saw that they had landed in a crowded cargo hold, filled with fuel canisters, many of which looked to still be full. Crouched in front of one of the fuel tanks was youth of around fourteen years old. He was dressed in a flight suit that was far too big for him and gripping a lasgun that probably weighed as much as he did. He was thin almost to the point of starvation, his huge, wild eyes staring from a grubby, skeletal face, but he glared at Raus with fierce determination. Behind him, huddled in the shadows, were a group of children clutching ratchets and lengths of pipe with equally belligerent expressions, despite the fact that some of them were only three or four years old.

			‘Get out quickly and I might not shoot,’ snapped the youth with the gun, edging closer and jabbing the weapon at them.

			Raus raised his hands. ‘Wait! We fell, lad. We didn’t mean to come in here. We’ve got no interest in your…’ He glanced around at all the rusted canisters, grimacing. ‘Highly unstable promethium tanks.’

			The boy licked his lips and looked even more furious.

			‘Is this the best place to be hiding out?’ asked Rein, stepping to Raus’ side, his hands raised. 

			‘What does it matter to you?’ growled the boy, his hands shaking as he struggled to hold the lasgun.

			Raus gave Rein a furious glare. ‘We will happily leave you in peace, won’t we, Rein?’

			‘Of course,’ Rein said, revealing his blackened teeth in an attempt at a comforting grin. ‘We’re more than happy to go. If you could just show us to the door.’

			The boy waved his gun at a gap between the canisters. Raus nodded in thanks and turned to leave.

			‘Our father is coming back,’ said the boy, answering a question no one had asked.

			The other children looked at their older brother and nodded eagerly. As Raus paused to look back at them, he felt an infuriating tug at his conscience. 

			‘Where did he go, lad?’ asked Raus, his hand resting on the door as he looked back at the youth. 

			‘Down to the Blackstone Fortress,’ said the boy proudly, lowering the gun. ‘When he returns, he will have enough money to buy his own ship.’

			Raus could sense Rein grimacing, but he ignored him. As the boy talked, Raus noticed that he had a nasty gash running down his arm that looked to be infected. He stepped back towards the youth, but the boy immediately tensed and raised the gun again.

			Boots clanged across the hull.

			‘That could be them,’ whispered Rein. ‘The drukhari. We don’t want to bring them down here. I’m not having that on my head.’

			Raus sighed and nodded. Precipice was crowded with little tragedies like this. ‘I’m sure your father will make it back,’ he muttered, turning to go. Then he paused, thinking of the boy’s arm. He took a medi-pack out of his flak jacket.

			‘Raus,’ whispered Rein. ‘We have no more.’

			Raus rolled his eyes. ‘We can get more, brother. Look at them.’

			Rein looked at the emaciated youths and nodded. Then he rummaged in his jacket and took out a ration pack. It was Raus’ turn to be shocked. 

			‘Food, brother?’

			Rein hesitated, looking pained, then nodded. They placed the objects on a crate and Raus looked at the boy, gesturing to the medi-pack. 

			‘Did your father ever show you how to use one of these?’

			The boy nodded, some of the fury fading from his eyes.

			Raus muttered a curse and added a combat knife to the pile. ‘And I presume you know what to do with this.’

			The boots moved across the hull again, coming closer.

			‘We’d better go,’ hissed Rein.

			Raus nodded, giving the boy one last look. ‘Pick a better hideout, eh, lad? If these storms keep getting worse these barrels are liable to explode, do you understand?’

			The boy nodded, looking fierce again. ‘Our father will repay you when he hears of this.’

			‘Of course he will,’ muttered Raus, opening the blast door and heading back out onto the mooring spar.

			They emerged beneath the fuselage of another ship and paused to get their bearings. 

			‘Raus,’ said Rein. ‘What if the drukhari do follow our route into that cargo hold? Have we just put those kids in danger?’

			Shots strafed across the fuselage, kicking up shrapnel and causing them both to duck.

			‘I think they’re still with us, brother!’ cried Raus as they both sprinted off again.

			‘Anyone would think we were trying to rob them,’ gasped Rein.

			Raus shook his head. ‘Everyone’s a damned cynic, these days, Rein. The galaxy is a hard place for simple, honest folk like us.’

			They dashed along a gantry and Raus grinned as he saw a familiar ledge. ‘We’re almost at the Helmsman!’ he cried, changing direction as more shots whistled past. ‘Even drukhari won’t open fire in there. No one messes with Gatto.’

			They leapt into what looked like a bottomless pit and plunged through a cloud of exhaust fumes. Raus had remembered the route correctly and they landed with a splat in what could either have been an open sewer or an abandoned food store. The ratlings scrambled from the filth and ran into a small opening between moored ships. 

			‘Present arms, soldier!’ howled a deep voice.

			The command was yelled with such force that the ratlings forgot themselves and leapt to attention. Almost immediately, Raus realised the absurdity of what he was doing and dropped back into a battle crouch, pistol raised. 

			A man marched out of the fumes towards them, dressed in the uniform of an Astra Militarum officer. Raus could not recognise his regimental markings but he was clearly a veteran sergeant – a big, powerful-looking man with huge, mutton-chop sideburns and a chest full of medals. Years of parade ground drills made it impossible for the ratlings not to salute the man as he strode imperiously towards them.

			‘Eyes front, Guardsmen!’ snapped the sergeant, glaring at them, his face flushed.

			‘Sir!’ they snapped.

			He strolled around them, then nodded. ‘At ease.’

			The ratlings gave each other puzzled looks, unsure how to proceed.

			‘You!’ snapped the sergeant, pointing his drill cane at the rolling fumes. ‘Shoulders back, man!’

			There was no one standing where the sergeant was pointing and Raus glanced at Rein, shaking his head. The sergeant caught the movement and looked back at them. His rigid expression faltered and his eyes cleared for a moment.

			‘Auxilla? You’re not from my regiment.’

			‘No, sir,’ replied Raus, wondering how long it would be before the drukhari arrived and gunned the three of them down. He wanted to run on to the Helmsman, but the sergeant was armed and had a worryingly distracted look about him. He did not seem to have noticed that both Raus and Rein had stripped their regimental badges from their uniforms.

			‘No matter,’ snapped the sergeant. ‘You look hungry.’ He waved his cane at an open landing ramp. ‘Join the others. Grab yourself some rations before you go.’

			‘Rations?’ said Rein eagerly, looking over at the ramp.

			Raus could hear no sign of the drukhari so he nodded. ‘Just a quick snack, brother. We need to keep moving.’

			Raus knew it was a mistake before they reached the top of the ramp. A cloud of flies rushed out to greet them, accompanied by a dreadful smell, familiar to anyone who had fought in military campaigns. The ratlings slowed as they reached the opening and raised their hands to their faces. The ship’s hold was full of Militarum troops, but none of them had eaten anything for a long time. They were all dead, some so decayed they were barely recognisable, consumed by the plagues that had ravaged Precipice.

			The ratlings backed down the ramp and looked at the sergeant, who saluted, then continued marching round the small enclosure.

			‘Sergeant…?’ began Raus, unsure what to say. 

			Rein grabbed Raus by the arm and whispered in his ear. ‘Let him be, Raus. We need to move.’ He shrugged. ‘Besides, he seems happier than most of the people in this dump.’

			Raus had to agree that the sergeant had a pleasing air of confidence about him. Not many people on Precipice still looked so sure of themselves.

			‘Thank you for the rations, sir,’ he said, saluting.

			‘Good luck, soldiers,’ nodded the sergeant, giving them a brisk nod. ‘Not long now, before the relief force arrives. We’ll have this place whipped into shape before you know it.’ He narrowed his eyes and stepped closer. ‘I don’t doubt there will be some medals in it for you boys. You’ve done the regiment proud, all of you.’

			They saluted again, and even though he knew the man was utterly insane, Raus felt a rush of pride.

			‘We’re proud to serve, sir,’ he replied as they moved off. ‘Proud to serve.’ 

			The ratlings headed back out onto the main walkway and, after checking there was no sign of the drukhari, they strode cheerfully through the doors of Precipice’s longest-surviving drinking den, the Helmsman. 

			The bar was thick with smoke and crowds. Vertical shafts of light hung from the crooked ceiling, hiding more than they revealed. The faces that flickered in and out of view were haggard and desperate. There was a time when the Helmsman had radiated desperate hope, but now it felt more like a wake – a wake in a salvage yard attended by mourners who despised each other and had drunk too much. 

			‘Quite the party,’ said Rein.

			Raus grimaced, looking at the rows of dour, ruddy faces. ‘I’d forgotten how miserable this place has become.’ He gestured towards one of the alcoves that lined the walls.

			The ratlings weaved between the legs of staggering drunks and flopped heavily onto a couch hammered out of an old heating duct. They sat there for a while, slumped against each other, trying to catch their breath. Raus looked back towards the door. 

			‘I didn’t see anyone follow us in, did you?’

			Rein was still grimacing at the drunks. ‘Don’t think so, Raus.’

			‘I’ve never seen it this full in here,’ said Raus once he had managed to steady his breathing.

			Rein nodded. ‘It’s a tragedy, Raus. No one dares go down to the Blackstone any more. They’ve come all this way, navigated miles of space junk and now they can’t do anything but sit in here and drink themselves to death. It was bad enough going down there when it was just the fortress trying to kill you – now there are all those drooling cultists. Everyone’s too afraid. And fear always reveals the true nature of people. Look at them. They’re too scared to go down there so they spend all their time trying to screw each other over in here. Lowlifes, the lot of ’em.’

			Raus nodded, reached past someone’s legs and stole a drink from the next table. ‘Wise words, Rein.’ He downed the drink. ‘Wise words.’ He looked around for another drink to steal. ‘They are lowlifes. I’m starting to think we would have been better off clearing out of here. Precipice has become all risk and no reward.’

			Rein fished some dried meat from a passer-by’s pocket and chewed on it thoughtfully. ‘It’s not a good time to leave, Raus. Not since the Blackstone’s guns came online. Remember what Gatto said. Half the ships that disembark get blown apart before they get past the first drifting hulk. Those brainless heretics down on the Blackstone have triggered its defence systems. It can only be a matter of time before Precipice gets targeted.’

			Raus puffed out his chest. ‘Well, brother of mine, it’s times like this that we always come into our own. That sergeant may have been slightly confused, but he was damned right about us deserving medals. Think about how bravely we led those priests down to the Blackstone. All these other cowards hid up here, shaking in their boots, while we–’

			The door of the Helmsman flew open and the ratlings quickly hid under the table.

			‘What can you see?’ whispered Rein.

			‘Arses,’ replied Raus. He edged a little way out from under the table to try and get a better view. Then he sighed and climbed back up on the chair. ‘Just some traders from the Dromeplatz.’

			The two ratlings nursed their stolen drinks and stared at the rusty surface of the table. There were still markings on the paintwork and Raus recognised the heraldry of an Imperial lander. He thought of how proud he had felt when the lunatic sergeant praised him. 

			‘Maybe we should never have done a runner,’ he muttered.

			‘Now then,’ said Rein, ‘there’s no need for that kind of talk. We’re not finished yet, Raus. As you just said, we managed to get down there and survive. We even got those priests pretty close to their… What did they call it? A crucible?’

			‘We lost the bone machine, Rein.’ Despite the sweat dripping down the walls, Raus grew cold as he remembered the creature that had given it to them. ‘He won’t be pleased.’

			Rein took a deep swig of his drink, looking grim. ‘What could we do? The whole place started moving. I’ve not seen anything like that, even on the Blackstone. It was like it was melting, or…’ He frowned and shook his head. ‘It was like it was turning into a painting of itself. A painting made of food that was being eaten while the plate was melting. And while it was on fire. But black fire. Do you know what I mean?’

			Raus stared at him. ‘I don’t remember any food, Rein.’

			‘My point, Raus, is that things got weird and we can’t be blamed for losing the bone machine. Besides, we did get it close to the Crucible. Maybe that will be good enough?’

			Raus felt a flicker of hope. ‘Maybe. In which case, maybe we could still get paid.’

			They looked at each other for a moment, then the lustre faded from their eyes and they shook their heads.

			‘He was pretty clear on what we had to do,’ said Rein. ‘Besides, I was hoping we would get into the Crucible ourselves. If the priests wanted to get inside, I bet it’s crammed with holy relics. You know what the Blackstone’s like.’

			Raus muttered and reached for his drink, wondering what to do next. Before his fingers could close on it, he slammed, face first, into the table.

			Then he wasn’t wondering about anything any more.

			Raus opened his eyes to be dazzled by a fierce strip-lumen hanging a few feet above his face. He gasped and tried to turn his head, but he was securely restrained. 

			‘What was in that drink?’ he groaned.

			‘Raus! I thought you were dead.’ 

			Raus could tell by the tone of Rein’s voice that his brother was in the same troubling situation. 

			‘I don’t feel dead,’ he replied. ‘You?’

			‘I see four of everything. Is that right? That doesn’t seem right.’

			A figure loomed over Raus. He was too blinded by the light to make out any details, but he caught a glimpse of a hood and heard the sound of whirring augmetics. There was also the distinctive smell of unguents and hydraulic fluids that he associated with tech-priests. He was about to ask for an explanation when he felt a sharp pain at his wrist.

			‘Throne!’ he yelled. ‘What are you doing?’

			Nobody answered but Raus would have struggled to listen even if they did. His head was suddenly full of low, guttural sounds. He seemed to have a zoo in his head.

			‘Do you hear that, Rein?’ he gasped.

			‘Hear what, Raus?’

			‘Animals.’

			‘I only hear you, brother.’

			Raus panicked as the sounds grew louder. Even before asking Rein, he had suspected that the noises were only in his head. Like hounds or bears, snarling and growing more frantic with every snort. He strained against his bonds, desperate to escape the noise. The dissonance grew as all the sounds competed with each other, overlapping and drowning each out. Then, with a hoarse growl, they formed into a single, ragged voice that resonated through his body.

			+You failed.+

			Raus had never spoken directly to his employer, but he had no doubt who was in his head.

			‘We got close, sir!’ he cried, wondering what the pain in his wrist meant. He had been tortured before. The subtle techniques were usually the worst.

			‘I know,’ replied Rein, confused, and Raus realised that his brother was not hearing the voice. It was reaching him by a route other than his ears.

			+Then you came close to surviving.+ 

			The pain in Raus’ wrist exploded.

			‘We got the priests to their Crucible,’ he managed to gasp through gritted teeth.

			+I have no interest in Taddeus. The priests were just there to keep you alive. Taddeus is not the one. I am the one.+

			‘We placed your bone machine near the entrance,’ said Raus. ‘It might be close enough.’

			+Placed it?+

			‘Ah, yes… Well… To be honest, sir, things were moving fast by that point. “Threw” might be a better description.’

			The voice became more feral. +You have made my situation difficult. You assured me that you were capable of placing the teleporter at the entrance to the Crucible.+ There was a brief pause, then the voice continued, but seemed to be addressing someone else. +Make it hurt. I want them to suffer.+

			Raus heard the scrape of heavy footsteps thudding away from him, as though a large animal were leaving. Then he smelled the engine aroma of the tech-priest again.

			White-hot agony flooded his veins, racing from his wrist, up his arm and across his chest, causing his body to shake so violently that even the restraint harnesses could not entirely hold him down.

			‘Wait!’ he howled. ‘We can make it up to you! Let us make amends! We can steal anything you like if you just–’

			The pain increased and Raus screamed.

			‘Forgive me, Rein,’ he tried to say but his head was shaking so furiously that he struggled to form intelligible words. He wanted to plead for his brother’s life, to explain that Rein was not to blame, but his jaw was locked shut. The agony built to a terrible crescendo and Raus could think of nothing else. 

			Then the pain stopped as suddenly as it had begun.

			+Can you still visualise the information I shared with you?+

			Raus panted furiously, trying to catch his breath, unable to speak. ‘I do!’ he said eventually. ‘Of course I can!’ He hesitated. ‘What information?’

			+The map.+

			‘You mean the routes through the Blackstone? Yes, I do still see them. We both do, don’t we, Rein?’ 

			Rein moaned enthusiastically.

			Raus felt a rush of hope. ‘Why? Why does that matter?’

			The heavy footfalls approached again. Raus sensed something large looming over him, blocking the light. His vision was blurred with pain and tears, but he had the sensation of being prey, scrutinised by a predatory beast. 

			+You might be redeemable.+

			‘There’s no need for name calling. We did everything we could to–’ 

			+Silence.+

			There was a long pause. Raus could hear heavy, deep breathing.

			+The teleporter is still active. When you abandoned it, it did not break. I am still receiving a signal. It is weak but it is there. If you still have the routes lodged in your hippocampus it should be possible to reach the teleporter and complete your errand.+

			‘We would need the full fee,’ said Raus. ‘As promised.’

			+I would pay you with your lives.+ 

			Agony flared at Raus’ wrist again. ‘We can certainly work with that,’ he gasped. ‘We are very attached to the being alive aspect of our lives.’
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			There was a dull crunch as the Vanguard’s landing ramp thudded down into a corpse. Draik strode out into Precipice’s acrid fumes, ignored the bodies strewn across the mooring spar and lit his lho-stick, gazing indifferently across the carnage. Isola, Audus, Grekh and Quintus gathered behind him on the ramp, peering out through the crimson haze.

			Isola shook her head as she stepped past him. ‘Listen. That sounds like autoweapons.’

			Draik ignored the perpetual groan of Precipice’s gravity engines and picked out the sound Isola was referring to – a brittle clatter echoing through the battered hulls. Draik was careful not to show it, but he found the noise troubling. Open combat had never been tolerated in Precipice. If people were gunning each other down without fear of the consequences, the situation had worsened.

			A group of crewmen ran past, their flight suits scorched and torn. They were bloodstained and limping and they did not reply when Draik called out to them, rushing off down a walkway between two moored landers. Through the void screen, Draik saw pieces of Precipice break loose and spin off into the debris cloud, and below the screen the smog was twisting into violent eddies, crackling with electric charge.

			‘I didn’t think this place could get any uglier,’ said Audus.

			Grekh loped off down the ramp and crouched next to the corpse trapped underneath.

			Draik had become more tolerant of the creature’s habits, but he had no wish to observe them at close quarters.

			‘To the Helmsman,’ he snapped, waving Grekh to his feet and leading the rest of the group on as he marched out onto the walkway and began picking his way through the piles of abandoned salvage. In Precipice’s early days, there had been an attempt to create something resembling a true space station but, in recent weeks, the place had reverted to its original form – a knot of buckled space debris, orbiting the Blackstone like something discarded rather than contrived.

			The gunfire grew more distant as they approached the Dromeplatz – the dome-shaped trading auditorium at Precipice’s heart. The structure was dilapidated but still stable enough to contain several embarkation points, and there were landers banking around it as Draik and the others approached. The structure was as jerry-built as the rest of the station, but its mounds of rocket boosters, nose cones and cargo bays somehow conspired to resemble something magnificent. Perhaps it was simply the scale of the building, but it almost resembled the grand cathedra and manufactoria of an Imperial world.

			‘There should be more people out here,’ said Audus, looking suspiciously at the empty walkways.

			Draik stopped to look around. There were far more people in Precipice than the space station could comfortably hold, and it was usually hard to walk more than a few feet without bumping into someone or something, but Audus was right. The place looked deserted. 

			‘There’s plenty of noise coming from the auditorium,’ said Isola.

			Draik nodded. ‘And that’s the only route to the Helmsman.’ He patted the xenos pistol he always carried, checking it was at his belt, then continued down the walkway. 

			People were reeling out of the Dromeplatz by the time they reached its doors. They were followed by clouds of what looked to be more smog. It was only as he reached the doors that Draik realised it was smoke. Before Isola could suggest a more sensible option, he extinguished his lho-stick and entered the Dromeplatz.

			Even by the standards of Precipice, the heat was dreadful. He staggered to a halt, waving embers away. 

			‘Looks like we’ve found everyone,’ gasped Audus, as silhouetted figures barged into and around them, yelling and cursing. 

			As the smoke billowed and danced, Draik got a clearer picture of the scene in the marketplace. Crates and vehicles had been overturned and there were fires everywhere, but after a few seconds, Draik realised that there was no fighting taking place. People were firing the occasional shot into the air, but not at each other.

			A group of heavily armoured abhumans waded through the crush – huge, hulking ogryns carrying wrist-mounted grenade launchers. They charged into the flames, raising slab-shields as they advanced. Jets of fire rushed out to meet them and Draik squinted as the giants were engulfed, staggering like drunks as the flames washed over their tank-tread armour. They tried to rise but more fire washed over them until they became charred husks.

			‘We should get to the Helmsman,’ said Audus. ‘And leave these idiots to cook each other.’

			Draik was tempted to agree, but he yielded to his better instincts. ‘If Precipice is under attack,’ he said, ‘I will be needed. Janus Draik is not the kind of man to–’

			‘Let’s move then,’ interrupted Isola, giving him an impatient look as she broke cover and strode into the waves of smoke.

			Draik was about to hurl an order at her back when he remembered that he was no longer her superior. He drew his splinter pistol and marched after her. All around him, Precipice’s crewmen and mercenaries were firing weapons and tearing down stalls. They seemed deranged. The air was a ripple of heat haze but Draik could see a building of some kind, erected right in the centre of the trade hall. 

			A dazzling shaft of fire ripped through the smoke, dripping burning promethium as it rushed towards him. Draik ducked and rolled across the floor, shielding his head as the fire roared past. 

			He rolled back onto his feet and staggered to a halt. ‘Isola?’ he called, but he was surrounded by unfamiliar faces.

			‘That way,’ said Grekh, rushing to his side. The alien always carried a tatty-looking rifle with a hooked blade on the barrel and he pointed it at the structure Draik had just been studying. 

			Audus caught up with them, her face flushed and her expression grim. ‘We should go.’

			Draik looked around and realised that the whole structure was groaning and buckling in the heat. All around him, people were either fleeing, or howling excitedly.

			He shook his head. ‘I must find out what’s happening. Precipice is the property of the Imperial Navy and these people are under the aegis of the Senatorum Imperialis. Whoever dares–’

			They all ducked as another bolt of flames ripped through the crowds, momentarily blinding Draik. 

			Once his vision cleared, he saw that almost everyone was now retreating. He dusted ash from his epaulettes and strode into the heat, his splinter pistol raised before him like he was stalking prey. Grekh padded silently at his side, rifle raised to his shoulder and, after cursing, Audus stomped after him, slamming a cartridge into the bulky autogun she was carrying. As they got nearer to the silhouetted structure Draik heard a voice booming through the smoke. It was amplified to such an extent that it was distorted and he struggled to make sense of the words, but it sounded deranged, like a lunatic screaming at imagined tormentors. 

			There was a crowd of people gathered around the structure in a circle and, as he got closer, Draik saw that they were all gripping flamers and chainswords. 

			‘Zealots,’ he muttered, lowering his pistol. ‘Ecclesiarchy.’ 

			They were all draped in the holy symbols of the Adeptus Ministorum and most of them had shaved their heads. They were chanting along to the amplified voice ringing out over their heads. 

			‘But there are so many of them.’ He realised that there were too many to have reached Precipice with Taddeus. These were new converts. Fear was driving people to shave their heads and throw in their lot with fanatics.

			Draik approached cautiously and saw what the huge shape was. The zealots had torn down a large section of the hall’s superstructure and welded the metal into a crude approximation of an Imperial aquila. Standing on the eagle’s back, legs apart and head thrown back, was Taddeus the Purifier. He had his ceremonial mace raised to the whirling smoke, and embers were dancing around him. The flames licking across the giant eagle lit his face from beneath, giving him an infernal majesty as he preached to the smouldering wreckage, his jowls shaking with passion. Pious Vorne was at his side, her flamer raised over her head like a trophy and her eyes closed. 

			He began to catch some of Taddeus’ words. The preacher was calling on his congregation to tear down the vile abomination that was Precipice, to set light to their ships and possessions. To put their faith in the Emperor rather than gravity engines and void shields.

			‘Keep back,’ he said. ‘I doubt Taddeus would even recognise us while he’s in that state. If he orders these fools to open fire we’ll be incinerated.’

			Isola nodded, and they gathered at a safe distance. Draik squinted up at Taddeus. The priest looked triumphant as he roared through the emitters attached to his armoured vestments. 

			‘Why would he do this?’ said Audus. ‘Surely he knows what a mess we’re already in?’

			‘He doesn’t know anything that isn’t written in his holy book,’ said Draik. ‘It sounds like he’s seeking guidance. He thinks that stoking up all this madness is going to gain him a vision.’

			‘Can you hear him?’ said Audus, shaking her head. ‘Sounds like barking to me.’ 

			‘I hear enough. He thinks the changes in the Blackstone stem from a holy shrine.’

			‘A holy shrine?’ laughed Audus. ‘The only shrines on the Blackstone were built by heretics.’

			The smoke was clearing and some of the zealots looked their way, eyes rolling as they gripped their weapons. 

			Draik waved everyone further back. ‘Taddeus sees everything through the lens of his faith. He thinks the Blackstone was put out here by the Emperor – or at least put out here for the Emperor.’ 

			The word ‘lens’ reminded him of something. The last time they’d travelled with Taddeus, he had taken pict captures of the priest’s holy book with his eyepiece, recording each page while Taddeus prayed. It was clearly a relic of great importance, so Draik had considered it his duty to keep a record of its contents. 

			‘Did he just say “crucible”?’ he asked Isola.

			‘Yes. I think so.’

			As Taddeus continued ranting at the growing crowd, Draik used his augmetic eyepiece to skim through data files until he found the images of the priest’s holy text. ‘Yes, the Crucible,’ he said, finding the relevant pages. ‘That would make sense. One of Taddeus’ prophecies talks about a prophet who harnesses something called the Crucible – and then uses it as a weapon for the Emperor.’

			Isola and Audus were both staring at him.

			‘How do you know that?’ asked Audus.

			Draik shrugged. ‘I remember things.’ 

			He looked back at Taddeus. The priest and Vorne both knew him well, but they were too lost in prayer to register anything, spitting words at their adoring crowd. The Dromeplatz was filling with more wild-eyed converts but as Draik considered his next move, another group of bullgryns charged through the fumes and opened fire. Heavy rounds smashed into Taddeus’ acolytes, flinging bodies and shrapnel.

			Draik and the others backed even further away as the priests retaliated, unleashing a wall of fire at the lumbering soldiers.

			‘Did he have this many followers before?’ said Audus, shielding her face from the glare.

			Draik shook his head. ‘Fear breeds faith. He has their undivided attention.’

			‘And what’s he doing with their attention?’ asked Audus. ‘What’s he telling them?’

			‘The usual,’ said Isola. ‘That salvation comes through unswerving devotion.’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘Which probably means burning anyone who isn’t following Taddeus.’

			Draik gave her a warning glance. ‘Taddeus is an ordained preacher of the Adeptus Ministorum and a representative of the Holy Synod. A senior one, at that.’ 

			‘Well, Former-Captain Draik,’ said Audus. ‘What do you propose? You said you were duty-bound to stop this attack.’

			‘It’s not an attack.’ He looked up at Taddeus. ‘It’s damned annoying, but I’m not going to climb that scaffold and accost him. What would be the point? There’s little to gain in challenging his beliefs now, other than a place on his pyre.’

			‘If we don’t stop this, innocent people will get hurt,’ said Isola.

			Draik shook his head. ‘Proctors will put a stop to it.’

			‘You’re scared of him,’ said Audus. 

			‘Don’t be absurd. What do you suggest? I attack a representative of the Holy Synod?’ He looked back at the exit. Defeated-looking wretches were scrambling out onto the gantries and walkways, grabbing abandoned salvage as they went. ‘I will continue as planned. I will find those ratling reprobates in the Helmsman and navigate my route through the Blackstone.’ 

			Audus waved at the figures baying at Taddeus. ‘How much interest do you think these people will have in buying what you find down there?’

			‘Then I won’t stay here,’ he replied. ‘I will take the Vanguard out of Precipice, get through the Oort cloud and buy passage out of the system on a larger ship. There are some very wealthy systems in the Western Reaches. There will be plenty of buyers out there.’ He waved at the hazy outline of the Blackstone Fortress, just visible through the dome overhead. ‘Besides, someone needs to warn the wider Imperium of what’s happening out here. If the Blackstone really has fallen under the control of heretics, the whole galaxy could be at risk. The place is a weapon.’

			Isola was about to snap back another retort, but then she sighed and looked up at the Blackstone. ‘We do need to get word out, but how? The Blackstone’s weapons are online. They’re firing randomly, but they’re still firing. You’ve seen what happens when people try and fly out of here. Most of them get blown apart before they reach the debris cloud.’

			Audus grinned. ‘None of those ships had me as a pilot.’

			Draik nodded at her.

			Isola pursed her lips and looked up at the Blackstone again. ‘We have enough fuel to get the Vanguard across this system. There are Imperial outposts at the Marianus Cluster and at Rimini Point. We could reach the officers in charge and have word relayed from there.’

			Smoke whirled around Draik as he glared at Isola. ‘And what then? Join the teeming ranks of poor and the nameless? Should I work in the manufactoria or the refineries, do you think?’ He slapped the family crest on his breastplate. ‘Is that a suitable end for a Draik? Is that a suitable end for you?’

			Draik kept his tone neutral, but it was hard. He could feel how close he was to that fate – to becoming one of the downtrodden wretches he had spent his whole life pitying. He saw a flicker of emotion in Isola’s eyes. Was it fear or pride? She had a great skill for masking her thoughts. It was one of the reasons she had always been so useful. 

			The conversation was tiresome so he headed back the way they had come, waving for the others to follow. ‘Raus and Rein rarely drag their noses out of their drinks,’ he said, ‘so the Helmsman should still be a safe bet.’

			As they left the Dromeplatz, more crowds were gathering around Taddeus, but no one was attempting to attack him any more. They were raising their voices in prayer, waving their weapons in tribute rather than in threat. Draik shook his head. He had studied Taddeus’ Liber Eudoxus at length, and whatever he said openly about the priest, he knew the man was deranged. 

			If Taddeus was Precipice’s only hope, it really was time to leave. 
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			Drinkers were spilling out of the Helmsman as Draik and the others approached. With no chance of plundering the Blackstone and no way to do anything else, the good souls of Precipice had elected to get drunk. It was a violent mess. Draik doubted these people even realised what was taking place over in the Dromeplatz. They were too busy vomiting, fighting or sleeping on scrap. 

			The tenuous peace that had lasted all this time was quickly disappearing. Not all of the bodies strewn across the wreckage were merely unconscious. Draik stepped carefully over dark pools, unsure if they were wine or blood. There were people from right across the galaxy’s Western Reaches, and even further – cultures so different from each other they might as well be alien. And alongside these strange bedfellows were actual xenos, creatures with an entirely different biology and intellect. And yet, as Draik stood watching them roll, spew and punch, he realised what a great leveller desperation was. They all now looked the same, whatever colour, size or shape they were. Fear had turned them into savages.

			Reaching the door took a lot of shoving and shouting and, finally, several brutal swipes with the butt of Grekh’s rifle. Then the four of them stumbled into the main bar. It was a low, circular chamber built of salvaged heat shields and fuel pipes, and so crowded with sweaty figures that it resembled the enginarium deck of a void ship.

			The owner, Gatto, kept a flock of void creatures he called bloodbirds, and they were wheeling over the crowds, fluttering and screeching as the drinkers reeled into each other. Draik and the others barged through the crush, making for the bar. Gatto was there, a rusting lump of augmetics whose rage-flushed head was the only relic of his humanity. Draik called out to him as he struggled to reach him through the sweaty crowd, but Gatto was too busy slamming someone’s head on the bar to notice. Gatto had such a forest of mechanical limbs that, even as he pummelled the man into unconsciousness, he was serving drinks down the length of the bar, slopping overpriced liquor towards the slumped wrecks of former captains.

			‘Draik,’ said Audus, grabbing his shoulder and pointing to one of the booths that lined the walls. ‘I see them.’

			The ratlings were hunched over their table, half-hidden in the gloom and whispering furiously to each other. Draik shoved his way over to them, gesturing for Audus and Isola to follow. 

			‘Gentlemen,’ he said as he reached the table. 

			Even by the standards of Precipice, Rein and Raus stretched the definition of ‘gentlemen’. They were sanctioned mutants, barely waist-high on Draik, covered in lank hair and dressed in scraps of Astra Militarum uniform with the regimental markings torn off. They had no doubt deserted at some point prior to reaching Precipice. Draik struggled to drag the next words from his throat. 

			‘I am looking for passage into the deeper regions of the Blackstone and I am led to believe that you have knowledge of a safe route.’

			The abhumans looked up at him with bleary eyes, wiping their mouths with the back of their sleeves. Then they sat up and tried to make themselves presentable, licking the palms of their hands and trying to plaster down their muck-splattered hair.

			‘Captain Draik!’ they cried simultaneously, standing and saluting.

			‘We know that place inside out, don’t we, Rein?’ said Raus. 

			Draik waved them back into their seats. Something troubled him about their response but he could not quite place it. His mind was too crowded with images of Taddeus and Vorne. 

			‘I hear that you were employed by Taddeus the Purifier,’ he said, taking a seat.

			Raus grinned and offered him a drink. The glass was greasy and filled with pieces of whatever Raus was eating. Draik stared at the food, unable to tell if it was scraps of meat, or flakes Raus had picked from his head. 

			He waved it away.

			Raus shrugged and glugged it down thirstily as his brother reached over and grabbed a handful of the indeterminate foodstuff scattered across the table.

			‘We have taken His Magnificence to various locations on the Blackstone,’ said Raus, attempting to emulate Draik’s refined speech. ‘It is always an honour and a privilege to assist such a tarragon of…’ Raus waved his hand, revealing nails that were an inch long and caked in grime. ‘Such a tarragon of virtue and wisdom and things of that ilk.’ He raised his chin and glanced at his brother. ‘You might say we’re his personal advisors when it comes to matters of scouting and locating, isn’t that right, Rein?’

			‘Personal advisors,’ nodded Rein. ‘I recall him using that very term when we led him to the Sacred Holy Crucible.’

			Draik glanced around the bar, wondering if anyone of quality was observing his liaison with these wretched clowns. Half the glowglobes were broken and it was hard to make anyone out clearly. He could tell there was no one of his social rank watching, but he had learned to hold most of Precipice’s inhabitants in high regard. They were such a fearless, tenacious breed that, in a peculiar way, he almost considered them his equals. 

			‘The Crucible?’ he said, recalling the name Taddeus had used in his sermon. ‘Is that the most recent location you led them to?’

			Raus nodded eagerly. ‘Very important it is too, Captain Draik. Which is why he came seeking our expert guidance. The Sacred Crucible of the Holy Emperor of Mankind, I think they called it.’ He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper and leant across the table. ‘His Holiness means to enter it and seize control of Blackstone Fortress.’ He glanced at his brother, who was still investigating scabs. ‘Isn’t that right, Rein?’

			‘Right, Raus. His Majesty is going to enter the Crucible and fulfil his ambition of burning all the heretics.’

			‘All. Of. Them,’ asserted Raus, tapping the table. ‘Once he’s in that Crucible he will clear the way for honest, Emperor-fearing folk like us to finish our job of salvaging relics for the glory of the Imperium.’

			‘For the glory of the Imperium,’ intoned Rein, closing his eyes.

			As the ratlings babbled enthusiastically, inflated by an absurd sense of self-importance, Draik realised what had seemed odd about their initial words. No one in Precipice was daring to enter the Blackstone any more, but they had not seemed surprised when he approached them to discuss an expedition. It was as if they had been waiting for him.

			‘Were you expecting to see me here?’ he asked, leaning back to try and escape the ratlings’ aroma. 

			Their smiles froze. Rein resumed picking at the pile of scabs and looked away and Raus took a long, hard swig of his cloudy drink. 

			‘Well, we was just saying,’ he said, wiping his mouth on his sleeve again, ‘that if anyone has enough class to get down there and get round those heretics, it would be Captain Janus Draik. Ain’t that right, Rein?’

			‘Right, Raus. We was kind of expecting you, captain. On account of the fact that matters have become so dire and there has been no word from you for days. We assumed you would be working on a plan.’

			Raus grinned again, waving his drink at Isola and Audus. ‘You and your servants have been down there so many times, we knew all these black shrines and magnet storms wouldn’t deter you any more than it deterred His Gloriousness.’

			‘We’re not Draik’s servants,’ said Audus, smirking at Isola. Isola said nothing, studying the ratlings with, if anything, even more distaste than Draik.

			Raus shrugged. ‘All bets are off. No one has the balls to go down there any more. They think all the good stuff is out of reach. But we had a route map to the Crucible, in our heads. And once you get beyond those doors you’re in undiscovered territory. His Holiness was very clear on that. Those regions of the Blackstone have yet to be broken into.’

			‘By anyone,’ said Rein.

			‘By anyone,’ agreed Raus. ‘So all the good stuff will still be out there.’

			‘What about the Seethe?’ asked Isola. 

			Their grins froze again. Draik remembered this from the last time he had dealt with them. Every time they encountered a new concept, the ratlings’ haggard little faces fell slack. It was as if they lacked the intellect to process new information and control their facial muscles. 

			Isola sighed. ‘I mean the violent changes that are taking place down there. Some people call it the Seethe. Perhaps you give it another name. I mean the transformation that has made all the old landing points unsafe.’

			‘Ah,’ laughed Raus. ‘The Aberration. That’s what the priests called it.’ He grimaced, making his face even more rodent-like. ‘It is even more of a nightmare down there now, to be honest. None of the walls hold for more than a minute and the floors turn to liquid or gas when you try and stand on them. It’s all mutating and twisting and bubbling and crashing.’ He waved his hand with a flourish. ‘And things of that ilk.’

			‘Bubbling and crashing,’ muttered Rein, shaking his head.

			‘But you managed to get Taddeus and his followers to this Crucible?’ asked Isola, casting Draik a sideways glance. ‘How? If everything is in flux down there, how did you manage to reach unexplored regions?’

			The ratlings smiled proudly. ‘We have a map,’ said Raus, tapping his greasy locks. ‘In our heads.’

			‘A map that you acquired where?’ asked Draik.

			‘Come now!’ exclaimed Raus, raising his hands. ‘We’re gentlemen of business. I hardly need remind you that the confidentiality of a source must be respected.’

			Rein shook his head, looking appalled. ‘We would never devolve the identity of a source, Captain Draik.’

			Draik felt like he was wading through treacle. The ratlings were even more absurd than he remembered from their last encounter. ‘So,’ he persevered, ‘you have a map, in your minds, that allows you to navigate the constantly shifting environs of the Blackstone Fortress.’ 

			‘Constantly shifting,’ nodded Raus.

			‘Environs,’ agreed Rein.

			Draik stared at them in disbelief. ‘Did you really escort Taddeus to his destination?’

			‘They did,’ replied Grekh, before the ratlings could answer. The kroot was looming over the table, leaning on the butt of his rifle. ‘I gained insights regarding their mission when I was–’

			Draik held up a warning hand and shook his head. Then he looked back at the ratlings, who were both beaming at him. Raus took another piece of unrecognisable food from his flak jacket and offered it around the table. Everyone declined apart from Rein, who tore a piece off with an eager gleam in his eyes.

			‘If you escorted the priests to their destination,’ said Draik, ‘how is it that they are currently preaching in the Dromeplatz?’

			‘Ah,’ said Raus. ‘A bad business that. It turns out that the rulers of Precipice–’

			‘Some of the rulers of Precipice,’ interrupted Rein.

			Raus nodded, looking around anxiously before continuing. ‘Some of the rulers of Precipice were involved in bad goings-on. They were not–’

			‘At least, His Magnificence said,’ interrupted Rein.

			Raus nodded. ‘His Explicitness decided that some of the lawmakers were part of the problem. He said that he would not be able to enter the Crucible until he had dealt with the heresy back here on Precipice. He needed to do his holy work here and then go back.’

			‘Charity begins at home, you might say,’ grinned Rein.

			‘Perfectly put, brother,’ replied Raus. Then he lowered his voice to a whisper again. ‘I’m not sure I fully understand everything the priests told me, but we don’t need to worry about them. If we hotfoot it down to the Blackstone, we can get rich quicker than a–’

			‘Bring glory to the Imperium,’ interrupted Rein.

			‘Exactly that,’ agreed Raus. ‘Once we have found the Blackstone’s most hidden treasures we can bring them back to Precipice and keep them safe until the correct authorities can instruct us further.’

			A tremor rocked through the Helmsman, causing drinkers to fall as heat shielding crashed onto the bar. There was a brief, tense silence as everyone checked to see if they were harmed, then Gatto bellowed obscenities at the door, as though he could berate the Blackstone’s guns into silence. 

			‘You’ll need to bring plenty of guards, mind,’ said Raus, once the dust had settled. 

			Draik shook his head. ‘You said you have a route past all the problem spots.’

			‘Ah, well… It’s not quite that simple, is it, Rein?’ said Raus.

			‘Nothing is ever simple,’ replied Rein. 

			Raus nodded philosophically and seemed to lose his thread.

			‘Why is it not simple?’ said Draik, battling the urge to slam their heads together.

			‘Heretics,’ said Raus. ‘We can lead you around the changes in the Blackstone, but we can’t predict where heretics might pop up.’

			‘And they pop up everywhere,’ muttered Rein.

			Raus nodded. ‘You’ll need plenty of your House Draik Guardsmen if we’re going to reach anywhere interesting. The heretics think the place is theirs for the keeping. You can’t get two feet without meeting someone who wants to use your head as bunting.’

			Draik sat back and drummed his fingers on the table. He had Grekh, Isola, Audus and a dim-witted valet. Not exactly an impressive fighting force.

			‘Is there a problem?’ asked Raus, scratching furiously at his neck.

			‘No,’ muttered Draik, considering his next move. He needed time to think. ‘Meet me at the Vanguard in two hours and we will plan our approach.’

			The ratlings nodded and grinned at him, but made no move to leave. Draik stared at them.

			‘We have not fully finished our negotiations, Captain Draik,’ said Raus.

			‘Not fully,’ agreed Rein.

			‘There is the small matter of our recompensation for leading you forthwith inextricably and…’ Raus grimaced, unable to summon any more complicated words.

			‘Unto the Crucible,’ said Rein with an elaborate flourish of his hand.

			‘Unto,’ nodded Raus.

			‘Are you talking about your fee?’ asked Draik.

			‘Nothing so crude, Captain Draik,’ replied Raus.

			‘No,’ assured Rein. ‘Nothing crude.’

			‘We will help you in this matter,’ said Raus, ‘because it is the right thing to do for the glory and security of the Imperium. If the priests are unable to enter the Crucible then we need to make sure that another legal representation of Holy Terra gets inside. If His Munificence no longer means to reach the heart of the Blackstone then we will help you, Captain Draik.’

			Draik took a deep breath and almost considered sampling Raus’ murky drink. ‘Just tell me what you want.’ 

			Avarice shone in their eyes and Raus leant over the table. As he did so, Draik noticed that he was stroking something at his wrist.

			‘His Holiness mentioned that inside the Crucible there would be holy relics. And he was happy–’

			‘More than happy,’ clarified Rein.

			‘More than happy,’ said Raus, ‘for us to take a memento of the day we helped secure the safety of the Western Reaches.’

			‘Just a memento,’ nodded Rein.

			Draik had expected a more ambitious request. The inner vaults of the Blackstone Fortress were reputed to be littered with priceless artefacts. He was surprised the ratlings were only asking for one. Mind you, he thought, one priceless relic would be enough to set them up for the rest of their lives and be portable enough not to hinder them when they tried to escape Precipice in some unsuspecting captain’s hold.

			He nodded. ‘I will hold to the deal you agreed with Taddeus. Meet me at the Vanguard in two hours.’

			They nodded eagerly but remained seated, grinning at him.

			‘If you’ll excuse us,’ said Draik, indicating that they should leave.

			‘Of course, Captain Draik,’ laughed Raus, and the pair of them scurried away through the bar, vanishing out into the fumes.

			‘You have no soldiers,’ said Audus when the ratlings were gone.

			Draik pictured his father’s face and resisted the urge to punch the table. ‘Grekh,’ he said, looking up at the kroot. ‘Are there more of your kind on Precipice?’

			The alien looked blankly at him. ‘My debt is my own to pay. Even if my clansmen were here, they would not share my obligation.’

			‘What about other contacts? Have you any allies out here?’ 

			Grekh looked through Draik.

			Audus laughed. ‘No one wants to be in the same room as him. They’re scared he’ll eat them the moment he gets a mental block.’

			‘And you?’ replied Draik. 

			She laughed again. ‘No one wants to be associated with a deserter. The shadow of a commissar dogs my every step.’

			Isola waved at the door. ‘We could just leave, now, before Precipice falls apart and spits us into the void.’

			Draik shook his head and looked at the gaunt-faced wraiths who surrounded them. ‘I will not leave here a ruined man.’

			Isola leant close to him. ‘Think. If you spread word of what’s happening here, you will still be known as a hero. The Navy would give you safe passage back to Terra. You could visit your father and–’

			‘And what? Beg him to forgive me? I will not crawl back to Terra like a pitiful hound, with my–’

			‘They’ve got the proctors!’ howled someone over by the door. Laughter and jeers filled the room, and the drunks swarmed around the exit, fighting their way out of the bar.

			‘Who’s got the proctors?’ demanded Draik, grabbing a passer-by.

			‘The priests,’ laughed the man, shrugging Draik off and heading after the others.

			‘Without the proctors this place is really screwed,’ said Audus.

			Grekh looked unimpressed. ‘They are criminals. They had no hereditary right to rule.’

			Isola shook her head. ‘Audus is right. Precipice is already falling apart. People are panicking. If there’s no rule of law they’ll turn on each other. We have to talk to Taddeus. He might listen to you, Janus. He trusts you.’

			Draik closed his eye and thought for a moment. Then he nodded. His optical implant was still showing some of the images he had recorded from Taddeus’ book. ‘There might be a way. In fact, this might be useful.’

			‘Useful?’ laughed Audus.

			Draik quickly called up more pict-captures of Taddeus’ sacred tome, the Liber Eudoxus, letting the pages flick across his augmetic eyepiece. He homed in on the passages about the Crucible prophecy, reading the text carefully, looking for the vision Taddeus was hoping to summon by burning people. 

			‘We need to do something quick,’ said Isola.

			‘Wait,’ said Draik, rising from the table. ‘I have it.’
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			By the time they reached the Dromeplatz, the fighting was already over. There were dozens of bullgryns sprawled over broken stalls, their hides as charred as their armour. The crowd of zealots now included half of Precipice and the sound of adoration was deafening. 

			Taddeus was at the centre of the hall, still standing on his crudely made eagle with Vorne at his side. There were fires everywhere and some were spreading up the walls of the Dromeplatz, skirting dangerously close to promethium tanks.

			‘Look!’ cried Isola as they raced through the demented crowds, pointing at the wings of the eagle. There were several figures trapped in the structure, tightly bound and struggling to free themselves. ‘It’s the proctors.’

			Draik nodded vaguely but his mind was still fixed on the images he had seen in the Liber Eudoxus. He knew that Taddeus would never respond to arguments of logic or pleas for clemency; only holy instruction would stop him now. There was one particular image that Draik was focused on – a picture of the prophet that was destined to enter the Crucible, as it was described in the Liber Eudoxus. The man was devoid of facial features, but otherwise clearly rendered, to the extent that a specific injury was visible.

			Draik blinked away the pict-feed and looked for a way to reach Taddeus. A crowd was gathered before the priest, chanting wildly as others tore down the station they had fought so hard to reach. Behind the eagle, the Dromeplatz was almost empty. Draik picked up his pace, not caring if the others managed to keep up. He had dealt with Taddeus before and knew exactly how to handle him. As he ran, he ripped the bandages off the hand he had cut when he crushed his glass. The wound was still bloody and Draik waved his hand violently to get the blood flowing. By the time he broke out of the crowd and reached the back of the scaffold, his hand was drenched.

			As Draik clambered up the eagle, flamer-wielding zealots turned to face him, so he halted and cried out over the din. For a worrying moment, the preacher did not hear him, too engrossed in his furious oratory. The zealots glared at Draik, raising their smoking flamers.

			‘Taddeus!’ cried Draik, wondering if his desperation had caused him to make a mistake.

			Finally, Taddeus glanced back his way. He grinned and waved Draik up. ‘Join us, Captain Draik. The path to ascension is about to be revealed!’

			Draik shoved past the zealots and clambered up the scaffold, climbing past the struggling shapes of the proctors. They were drenched in promethium and called out as he passed, desperate with fear. Pious Vorne came to greet Draik at the edge of a dais that topped one of the eagle’s heads. The pitted iron of her mask hid most of her face, but he could see that she was ecstatic, enraptured by her master’s call to arms. She put her flamer down and hauled Draik up onto the platform. She was lashed with wiry muscles and easily dragged him up to Taddeus’ side. 

			Taddeus rounded on him with a wild grin. ‘This is it.’ He gripped Draik’s shoulders. ‘I can finally see clearly.’

			‘See what?’ Draik looked around at the figures bound into the cages. 

			‘My mission on Precipice! The Emperor did not send me here to master the Blackstone Fortress, He sent me here to find a prophet who would deliver us from heresy and misbelief.’ Taddeus pointed his mace at the roaring crowds below. ‘They see it, Draik. They see the truth. Soon, the God-Emperor will reveal His purpose to me.’

			Draik shook his head. ‘If you burn the proctors there will be mayhem.’

			Taddeus massaged his sweaty face like he was kneading bread. ‘Holy fire never fails. I will reach for a vision. I will purify!’

			Vorne grabbed her flamer from the floor and held it aloft. ‘Purify!’

			The crowds echoed her cry and the word ‘purify!’ rang out from hundreds of mouths.

			‘Taddeus,’ said Draik, grabbing the preacher’s arm. ‘Must all of these people die for you to see the truth? Think about what you are doing here. Is that truly what the Emperor would wish?’

			Taddeus grinned and was about to reply when he caught sight of Draik’s blood-drenched hand. The smile froze on his face. Isola and the others had climbed up to the platform and looked on in shock as Taddeus stared at the rogue trader.

			‘Vorne!’ gasped Taddeus, holding Draik’s hand out to her. ‘Look! At this exact moment. It cannot be a coincidence.’

			Draik acted as though he had no idea what Taddeus meant. Audus still looked baffled, but he noticed that Isola was giving him a suspicious look. She knew him better than anyone. She had guessed this was not a simple misunderstanding.

			The crowd grew quiet as they all saw how Taddeus was looking at Draik.

			‘Are you sure?’ said Vorne, her eyes wide.

			‘Remember the painting!’ said Taddeus. ‘The bloody hand! How could it be a coincidence? Captain Draik appears now, at this exact moment, just as I am about to light the flames, his hand as red as the saint in the Liber Eudoxus. He is the one whose route was prepared by Saint Corval. He is the Eye of Hermius. He is the one who will teach the blind to see.’

			Taddeus loosed Draik’s hand and began pacing about the platform. 

			‘It all makes sense. Think of our previous expeditions on the Blackstone. Draik survived when others did not. He has always found a way. And it was Draik who led Saint Corval onto the Blackstone. It’s because the God-Emperor willed it, Vorne. He is the one. He is the Anointed.’

			‘I have no idea what you’re talking about,’ lied Draik, gripping his wounded hand protectively. He could only remember a fraction of Taddeus’ complex prophecies but he knew the name Corval. Corval was an old Terran friend who had accompanied him on a previous expedition. He had died after attempting to betray Draik and he was certainly no saint, but Draik saw nothing to gain by pointing that out now.

			Taddeus dropped to his knees and closed his eyes. ‘You are the Anointed. You are destined to join your soul to the Blackstone Fortress and claim it in the name of the Emperor. It is just as you always suspected, captain.’ He waved at Grekh. ‘As your animal always claimed. You were meant to come here. You are the Eye of Hermius. It is your destiny to join the Blackstone.’

			Draik caught Audus giving Isola a sideways glance. He hoped Audus had the sense not to crack a joke. ‘Well,’ he said, still wearing a confused expression. ‘I do intend to make one final journey to the fortress – one last attempt to fathom its secrets.’

			‘Of course!’ cried Taddeus. ‘Exactly as the great book predicted. And we will accompany you.’ He waved at the crowds of zealots below. ‘We will be your honour guard as you approach the gates of deliverance, Janus Draik. We will carry you to ascension!’

			Audus turned away, and Draik guessed she was hiding laughter, but Isola and Grekh watched the farcical scene in deadly earnest.

			Draik placed a hand on Taddeus’ shoulder and told him to stand. ‘Then your work in the Dromeplatz is done?’ he said. ‘You have received the vision you were looking for?’ He glanced at the proctors. They were staring up at him with a mixture of terror and hope. 

			Taddeus placed a hand over his chest armour and sighed. ‘You are the answer, Captain Draik. I knew it. I knew if I returned here and purged Precipice of its sin, my ward would present itself.’

			Draik gave Isola a discreet look and she nodded back at him, her shoulders dropping as she realised Draik had averted catastrophe.

			Taddeus grinned at Vorne and gripped her shoulder. ‘We have been purified, my child. Let us give thanks.’

			Vorne nodded and looked around at the other missionaries on the platform. ‘We have been purified!’ she howled.

			As one, the zealots fired their flamers into the cages beneath their feet, setting the enormous eagle alight.

			‘No!’ cried Draik.

			Audus howled and leapt from the platform, scrambling down the burning wings. Isola hesitated, looking at Draik, then did the same, diving through the curtain of black smoke that bloomed around them. 

			Beneath Draik’s feet, the proctors screamed and the smell of burning hair and skin filled the air. The whole structure began to collapse and Draik staggered towards the flames. He slammed into Taddeus, who was staring at him in awe, then reeled backwards, thudding into Vorne, who looked at him with the same amazement. 

			‘We’ll burn!’ cried Draik, furious at the priests’ idiocy. He staggered again as the eagle crumbled into the flames. The heat was dreadful and everywhere he looked Draik could see gouts of flame, igniting the eagle and the zealots who had set it alight. The proctors were already dead, their blackened remains crumbling in the blaze, but now their executioners were catching too.

			‘We will not burn!’ cried Taddeus, lurching towards him through the fire, staring at Draik’s hand. ‘You are the Anointed. The Emperor will not permit your death.’

			‘This way,’ said Grekh, smashing supports aside in a whirl of sparks. He used his rifle to hammer down the burning struts, creating an opening down the back of the eagle.

			‘Follow me!’ cried Draik, gesturing to Taddeus and Vorne as he leapt after the kroot.

			The priests followed and, as the four of them tried to scramble down through the flames, the eagle collapsed under their weight, sending them tumbling towards the floor of the hall. Draik landed with a howl of pain and outrage, then rolled aside as a burning column smashed down behind them. He followed Grekh, running away from the wreckage as more of the eagle fell. 

			When he was clear, he looked back and saw Taddeus striding proudly towards him through the flames, followed by Vorne and dozens of the zealots. All of them were burned and some of them were still on fire, but they seemed oblivious to their pain, their eyes fixed lovingly on Draik.

			‘What have you done?’ whispered Isola, limping towards him, her face blackened by soot.

			Draik stared at the bodies burning in their cages, horrified.

			Taddeus rushed over. ‘This is just the beginning,’ he said, breathless with excitement. He had clearly mistaken Draik’s dismay for religious awe. 

			‘Think what we will achieve,’ he said, flames glinting in his eyes.
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			+Call me Archivist. It is neither accurate nor appropriate, but it is easier than trying to explain my true name.+

			Quintus felt the words more than heard them. They entered his veins through the spur of bone at his wrist and flooded his body with thoughts. It was the most peculiar sensation and he sat back, battling nausea. He was seated in an inner chamber of his employer’s lander, but even the brightly lit room gave him little insight into the nature of his host. 

			The room was so crowded with salvaged equipment that the original design of the place was hard to discern. The objects stacked against the walls were an eclectic mix: engine parts, weapons and scientific equipment, all placed in carefully ordered piles. He could recognise some of them as property of the Imperial Navy or the Astra Militarum, but most were so strange that he could not even guess at their origin, never mind their purpose. Many were a mixture of mechanical and organic – there was a row of slender filaments near his seat that looked to be alloy strands, bundled into glass terrariums, but the strands were straining towards him, making rustling noises as they snaked across the floor. He scoured the room, trying to make out its design. It seemed more industrial and utilitarian than the grand staterooms of the Vanguard, but he could not be sure of its purpose. A storeroom, perhaps, or a cargo hold. 

			There was no one in the room with him. The guards who had admitted him had vanished without a word after letting him aboard and waving him to the chair. 

			‘Very well, Archivist,’ he said hesitantly, moving his seat a little further from the questing filaments. ‘Am I…? Will you still need me to stay close to Captain Draik?’

			+You will stay at his side until I give you the order.+

			The words rose up through Quintus’ chest and blossomed in his head, like the warm glow that followed a shot of amasec. It seemed a little less sickening this time and he realised that he was growing accustomed to it. 

			‘Order?’ he asked, trying to hide his fear.

			+Ultimately, you will need to end Draik’s life. But it will not be a difficult task. I shall provide you with an explosive device that will not be detected by his equipment. It is small but powerful. You will need to trigger the timer and then make yourself scarce. But you must not do anything until I give the order. It is important that Draik reaches the Aberration at the centre of the Blackstone Fortress. Or, more accurately, it is important that the abhumans reach that spot, and their best chance is if Draik survives until that point. Once the destination has been reached, you must make sure that Draik does not enter.+

			Quintus laughed nervously. ‘Kill him? With an explosive? I think you misunderstand. I did not mean–’

			+I understand everything. Once the ratlings reach the Aberration, you will use the explosive to ensure Janus Draik does not pass inside.+

			‘I’m not flying down to the Blackstone Fortress. Have you heard what people are saying? It’s a heretic stronghold.’ He shook his head. ‘Besides, even if I did go, I’m no killer. I’m not going to murder anyone.’

			There was a pause.

			Quintus heard the creature breathing and another sound that reverberated through his wrist – a half-hidden echo that sounded like an animal trying to form speech, a torrent of snorts and growls. It’s a translator, he thought, looking down at the lump of bone jutting from his wrist.

			+Not just a translator,+ said the Archivist, answering Quintus even though he had not spoken the thought aloud. +A nebulium coil. It links me to you. Your Martian priests would refer to it as a psychic resonator. Before you sent me word that Draik was planning an expedition, your subconscious mind had already alerted me. I only needed to hear the details. And this is important news. Of all the agents I am currently employing, you are now the most interesting.+

			‘I will not go down there. And I will not kill anyone. I agreed to get close to him and feed you information and I’ve done that. But I am not a damned murderer.’

			+You are whatever I wish you to be.+

			Agony exploded from Quintus’ wrist and flooded his body, causing him to howl and jolt. The pain vanished as suddenly as it had come and he slapped back down into his chair, panting and weeping. To his horror, he saw that the nebulium coil had spread further up his arm, turning more of his flesh to bone.

			+Believe me, I would rather not employ a crude implement like you, but I am no longer a welcome sight on Precipice. Your species is short-sighted, to say the least, but people are beginning to guess at my purpose here. There could be tiresome delays if I were seen outside this ship. Which forces me to work with simple life forms such as yourself. The Blackstone is hazardous. I will not risk travelling to the Aberration by any normal route. I need the abhumans to reach it for me and provide me with a safe point of egress. You will travel with them, help Draik keep them alive and then, once the Aberration is in sight, you will detonate the device and kill Draik. I will be watching you every step of the way, but you should know this – I have programmed the nebulium coil with a very clear instruction. Should you venture more than a few hundred feet from Draik’s side, it will spread. It is eager to spread, human. It is hungry. It would like to transform more than your wrist. Do not leave Draik’s side, or you will die begging your fellow travellers to end your suffering.+

			Quintus gasped as agony flashed up his arm and pounded in his temples. ‘Throne!’ he cried, almost falling from the chair as he gripped his head.

			+Do not leave him.+

			Quintus was about plead for mercy when the pain vanished.

			+But if you perform to my expectations, I shall honour the terms of our contract and I shall also remove the implant.+

			Quintus could not speak for a moment as he struggled to breathe. The pause gave him time to realise how much danger he was in. This creature was not like the fools he had spent the last few years duping. It could see into his head. It could kill him with a thought. He slumped in the chair, shaking, and a miserable realisation washed through him. There was no way out of this. He was trapped. He would, at the very least, have to fly with Captain Draik on his absurd expedition to the Blackstone. There was no way he was going to murder anyone, though. Perhaps, once he was down there, he would find some way to outwit the creature. 

			+Do not delude yourself that you are my intellectual equal, human. You could not outwit me any more than an insect might outwit me. Conform to my wishes. It is your only chance.+ 

			Quintus cursed inwardly. The wretched thing could read his thoughts as easily as if he were speaking out loud. ‘And if I do conform,’ he said, ‘you will alter my appearance?’

			+I will. And the changes will be more than cosmetic. My surgeons can alter your genetic fingerprint. You will be untraceable.+

			‘And you can get me out of here?’

			+The weapons batteries on the Blackstone Fortress are far from random, whatever your uneducated compatriots believe. Once I am sure that the abhumans have reached the heart of the Aberration and Draik is dead, my agents will return and you will have a place on my own ship. In my crew even, if you desire it, and as a passenger if not.+

			Quintus hesitated as a shadow moved across the opposite wall. None of the lumens had changed position and there was no reason for the shadow to have shifted.

			+My silhouette,+ said the Archivist. +This is not a true wall, only a screen.+

			Quintus struggled to make out the creature’s shape. The silhouette was distorted and vague, but he could see that it was taller and bulkier than a man. The shape was also long, as though the Archivist were standing on four legs rather than two.

			‘What are you?’ he asked, immediately regretting his blunt tone.

			+I am the past. I knew of the Blackstone Fortress before you were even born. And I knew it would arrive in this sector. The fortress belongs to me and I belong to it.+

			The Archivist moved as it spoke and Quintus saw that he was right: it was a hulking, four-legged creature, with various shapes attached to it: pieces of armour, perhaps.

			+Draik is currently without soldiers, but he is resourceful. It will not take him long to secure some. Make sure you are ready and waiting on his ship when he leaves.+

			‘What if he leaves me behind?’

			+He will not. If his former assistant is no longer his to command, he will require someone to be his subordinate. He would consider it degrading to travel without a servant.+

			‘Why are you doing all this?’ Quintus asked, intrigued despite his fear. ‘Did you come here to get rich, like all the others?’

			There was no reply and Quintus tensed, wondering if he was about to feel another influx of pain.

			+There are many forms of wealth.+ The shape moved away from the screen, but the voice still resonated in Quintus’ head. +And many kinds of pain.+
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			Word spread before Draik could make it back to the Vanguard. News of the proctors’ execution had shocked the people of Precipice to such an extent that a strange calm descended. Captains ordered their crews to their ships, unsure what the deaths meant, but sensing it was probably disaster. 

			As Draik strode along Celsumgate, heading back to his ship, he noticed people staring at him. Not the column of scorched fanatics trailing in his wake, but him.

			‘They think you gave the order,’ said Audus. ‘They think you wanted the proctors dead.’

			‘No matter,’ he said, as the Vanguard loomed ahead of them, its silver prow cutting fumes like a raptor’s beak. ‘We’re leaving.’

			Rein and Raus were waiting near the landing ramp, and as Draik reached them they greeted him with an absurdly elaborate sequence of bows and salutes. Draik strode past them up the ramp, and as Quintus appeared he ordered the valet to marshal the servitors and clear all the cabins. 

			‘We need to carry as many of Taddeus’ followers as we can accommodate,’ he said as he marched into the ship, gesturing at the crowd following in his wake. ‘Make room.’

			Quintus looked even more nervous than he had when Draik had left him a few hours ago. Under any normal circumstances, Draik would have dismissed him, but there was no time or funds to recruit anyone else. 

			‘There are too many,’ gasped Quintus, staring at the brutal-looking zealots.

			Draik gave him a stern look. ‘There are exactly the right number.’

			As Quintus and the servitors ushered missionaries throughout the ship, moving furniture and storage, the Vanguard filled with the heady smell of scented oils and burned skin. The ship’s usual calm was disturbed by grunted prayers and the clatter of iron-shod boots. Draik felt as though he had been invaded, but the inconvenience did nothing to dampen his spirits. With these zealots and the ones who would follow on board Taddeus’ ship, the Clarion, he had a small but very determined army at his disposal. However confident the cults on the Blackstone had become, they would think twice before confronting an entire Imperial crusade. 

			He hurried to the command deck and strapped himself into his seat as Audus brought the flight systems online. Viewscreens blinked into life, lighting up the slender alcoves that lined the walls, and cogitators rattled and wheezed, filling the room with hololiths and rolls of data-punched vellum.

			The Vanguard had made dozens of expeditions to the Blackstone, and Isola and Grekh took to their seats without a word, stowing weapons and fastening their restraint harnesses. Rein and Raus stumbled around, gazing up at the vaulted ceiling. Even this small echo of the Draik empire was enough to leave them muttering in wonder. They stroked the gilded furniture and stared at the fluted columns.

			‘This is just his lander, Rein,’ whispered Raus.

			‘Imagine his ship,’ replied Rein.

			‘Imagining it is all he can do,’ chuckled Audus, still clamping cables to her flight suit.

			Draik had spent so much time in her company he barely noticed her dreadful manners. He waved the ratlings to seats at the back of the chamber. 

			‘Strap in. We’re making for the Stygian Aperture. It’s still the best route into the Blackstone but the flight will not be an easy one.’

			As he settled into his own seat, he noticed that Isola was ordering the servitors about and double-checking the ship’s flight systems as though nothing had changed, as though she were still his attaché. She would see sense. This absurd talk of partnerships was a temporary madness. Everyone on Precipice was behaving oddly. It was something to do with the geomagnetic storms. Taddeus’ riot in the Dromeplatz was just another example. The people of Precipice were hardier than he had first expected, and he had developed a grudging respect for them, but they were not bred to cope in such situations for long periods. They were confused and afraid. He needed to make allowances. 

			Isola caught him watching her as she returned to the seat beside his and gave him a warning look. ‘This is the last time. After this, we work as equals or not at all.’

			He said nothing. There was no point engaging in such an absurd debate. She would see sense once she had calmed down.

			Audus looked over at him. ‘Ready?’

			Draik looked around the flight deck. The ratlings were muttering excitedly to each other and sharing bits of meat, Grekh had draped an animal hide over his face and appeared to be asleep, Isola was hunched over a viewscreen, data-screeds flashing in her eyes, and the feckless valet had returned to his cabin to hide.

			He hesitated, savouring the moment. For the first time, he was going to land on the Blackstone freed from the weight of his family’s expectations. He was going to pursue the same, simple goal that had dragged everyone else down there: he was going to make himself rich. He was going to do what he did best: overcome obstacles that terrified lesser men and drag glory from the flames. He felt a lightness of spirit he had not felt for years. He was free of the yoke. His future was his own. 

			‘Take us down,’ he said, settling back in his chair with a smile.
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			‘Did you see that?’ asked Draik.

			Audus was hunched over the flight controls and did not hear, but Isola frowned. 

			‘See what?’

			They were on the final approach to the Blackstone and there was a field of salvage drifting past the viewport – everything from fuel canisters and fragments of heat shield to entire void ships, flayed metal carcasses that were gradually collapsing in the fortress’ gravitic pull. But Draik was not looking at the debris outside, he was looking at the command bridge, at a spot just a few feet from where he was sitting.

			‘Is it meat?’ said Draik. ‘Do you see it?’

			Isola shook her head. 

			Draik blinked and looked again but it was still there. It looked like a liquid – pink and red liquid. Or skin, ruddy and angry-looking and rippling across his vision. He looked at Isola and it moved with his gaze, obscuring her face as he tried to look at her. He looked around the deck and the liquid ripple was imprinted on his vision, obscuring whatever he looked at.

			‘Strange,’ he muttered, rubbing his eye. ‘I must have looked into one of the glow-globes.’ But there was something odd about the red light, something about the shapes boiling at its centre. He focused on the image and saw a face, vague and fragmented, as though someone were looking through faceted glass, peering into the Vanguard. 

			As they approached, Draik felt an inexplicable rush of urgency, as though he had to do something quickly or face terrible consequences. Draik prided himself on being collected and calm, but the sense of urgency was so intense it bordered on panic. Instinctively, he reached for his splinter pistol.

			‘Janus?’ said Isola, reaching for her laspistol. 

			The distorted face came nearer and the light grew brighter. Pain sliced through Draik’s skull. He jerked forwards against his harness, gasping and cursing.

			‘Draik?’ cried Isola.

			He looked around, expecting to see the face still staring at him. There was no one. The pain was coming from his eye. No, not his eye – his implant. 

			Draik unscrewed the case of his augmetic and pulled it away from his empty eye socket, glaring at it. The moment he removed it, the light and the face vanished, along with the pain. Draik would not usually remove the lens in public, conscious of how unseemly it was to reveal his puckered eye socket, but he was relieved to have discovered the source of his discomfort.

			‘Damnable thing,’ he said, holding his hand in front of his face. ‘Must be a fault in the lens. Or maybe the optic processors.’

			Isola settled back in her seat and lowered her pistol. ‘It’s had a lot of knocks since we came out here. I’m not surprised it’s damaged. Do you have replacement parts?’

			‘Yes,’ he said, then he shook his head. ‘No, damn it. They were on the Draikstar.’ He studied the heavy, gilded eyepiece. ‘It was a gift from Ambassador Leptis. Do you remember? After we agreed a deal over the Anvil Straits. It’s irreplaceable.’

			‘There are tech-priests on Precipice. Perhaps one of them could repair it?’

			‘I doubt it. It’s ancient. The technology in this is far superior to anything available nowadays.’ He tapped the casing and turned the lens a couple of times, listening to the satisfying click. There was no obvious fault. He carefully placed it back into his eye socket and flipped the clasp. 

			The pain jabbed through his skull again and the red, bubbling liquid returned, dazzling and hypnotic. The face was gone, but there was something else.

			‘Isola?’ he muttered.

			‘What?’ she replied, but Draik was not looking at the Isola sat beside him. He was watching the one in the red light, as though he were having a waking dream. He could see nothing of her surroundings; she seemed to be falling through a void. But the rest of the scene was so vivid: she was falling, tumbling through a great abyss. He watched, fascinated as she reached out for something to hold. It was gut-wrenching to watch her drop at such speed, but he could not take his eyes away.

			The falling Isola smashed against an unseen surface. Half her body was ripped away and the rest was engulfed in blood. The pain in Draik’s head grew worse and he took the eyepiece out of his head and deactivated it.

			‘What is it?’ asked Isola, reaching out to grip his arm.

			‘This wretched thing. It’s making me hallucinate.’ He gripped his head for a moment, keeping his eye closed. The after-image remained on the inside of his eyelid – Isola’s ruptured body falling away from him. ‘Must be a fault in the interface,’ he said. 

			The image was clearly a phantasm, dragged from his subconscious, but it troubled him. For a moment he was unable to locate the source of his unease, then he understood. He looked over at Isola. She had returned her attention to the cogitator in her armrest, tapping away at the runeboard and creating a storm of spectral glyphs that danced over her hand as she typed.

			Draik had lost so many advisors and attachés over his career that he had lost count. Why was his subconscious agonising over the imagined death of Isola? No, not death, he realised. Her fall. He valued and respected the woman, and her talk of striking out alone was playing on his mind. They had crossed half the galaxy together. She knew his methods better than anyone. But if she left Precipice alone, she would not survive a year. However quick-witted and skilled she might be, a single person without significant financial and military assets at her disposal would not reach the first Imperial outpost.

			‘There’s no shame in serving a great house,’ he said, pocketing his augmetic and settling back in his seat.

			She looked up in surprise. Then she sighed. ‘I didn’t mean to be so abrupt when you made your offer. Everything I have came from House Draik. I’m well aware of that. Your father’s servants educated me and my travels with you on the Draikstar have taught me how to manage situations I never dreamt I would face. But…’ She hesitated, looking away from him. ‘I have also seen who survives in this galaxy. And it’s not the servants, Janus.’

			Draik willed away the image of her death. ‘You must choose your own path, of course.’ 

			She looked back at her cogitator. ‘My choice would be a partnership. An equal partnership, in the new House Draik.’

			Draik’s respect for Isola only went so far. ‘Absurd,’ he replied. It would have been easy for him to point out how much decent society relied on a clear hierarchy, but it would also be ungentlemanly. 

			‘Draik,’ said Audus, glancing back over her shoulder at him. ‘Do you see this?’

			Draik looked out through the armourglass. They were now so close to the Blackstone Fortress that it obscured the stars, filling the Vanguard’s viewport with a baffling mass of polygons. Angles and planes, all forged from the same dark, indefinable substance. Even now, after so many voyages, Draik was still humbled by the scale and strangeness of the place. It was so vast and confusing that he had never been able to discern its true shape, and he retained a sense that it was only partially anchored in reality, the summit of something even more incredible that lay beyond the range of his feeble human senses. 

			But Audus was not referring to the peculiarities of the fortress; she was nodding to the diamond-shaped aperture they were approaching. Landing points on the Blackstone were famously hazardous due to drifting wreckage, but Draik had never seen anything like this. Dozens of void ships were drifting around the opening, tumbling slowly and trailing smaller objects.

			‘Not a problem for you, surely,’ said Draik. ‘I’ve seen you navigate far worse.’

			Audus shrugged and did as ordered, but as the Vanguard looped towards the Stygian Aperture, Draik imagined he saw Isola, tumbling ahead of him through the darkness.
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			‘What the Omnissiah has forged, let none set asunder.’

			As Daedalosus finished his prayer, he rose from the shrine and turned to look out at his guests. They were seated in a semicircle, as he had instructed them, but they were clearly uncomfortable in each other’s presence. Daedalosus took a deep breath and mentally recited the lacus-conputant mantra, letting the binary tumble through his mind. These were the most trustworthy, skilled pilots on Precipice. Without their agreement, his plan could not succeed. He had to convince them to help; to work together.

			The servitors had gathered them in the tribolic chapel, with a view through an armourglass hagioscope into the laboratorium that Daedalosus was currently working in. The confines of the chapel had created a noticeable tension. Only the anthropoid seemed at ease. It had folded its long, powerful arms across its chest in imitation of the man seated at its side, and it had picked up a cup of altar wine with one of its feet, staring at it and sniffing it.

			Daedalosus was fascinated by its demeanour. There was such mournful wisdom in the ape’s gaze. It was wearing digital weapons, half-hidden by the shaggy, copper-coloured hair that covered its body. Even after his lifetime of study Daedalosus would have struggled to guess their function. They were precise and delicate, wrought of gleaming alloys, and Daedalosus would have liked to examine the weaponsmith in more detail, but no sooner had the thought crossed his mind than the Blackstone reminded him why he needed to be brief. A tremor rumbled through the freighter’s hull, jostling his guests’ chairs and causing some of them to mutter curses. 

			They were a disparate bunch, encompassing the peculiar mix of travellers that had come to Precipice. Besides the anthropoid weaponsmith, there were salvage captains and data-traders that were reputed to be men of learning as well as action. He had hoped to invite the rogue trader, Janus Draik. He had worked with the Terran several times since arriving at Precipice and held him in high regard. But Draik had departed for the Blackstone, heedless of the geomagnetic storms. 

			Bustling around the unaugmented humans were his own cybernetically blessed adepts. They were lighting tapers and placing them in censers suspended on anti-grav platforms, circling the room at head height. The censers had already filled the room with incense-heavy smoke that gave the acolytes a mysterious quality as they moved back and forth, whispering prayers, their faces hidden deep in crimson hoods. Nearest to the hagioscope was the cryptogeologist, Mepsus Upsilon. He was an august, well-respected disciple of the Cult Mechanicus and had gladly assisted Daedalosus since his arrival at Precipice. Mepsus had proven to be a wise counsellor and a good friend. He had allowed Daedalosus to utilise his teams of probe-servitors so that they could continue to explore the Blackstone Fortress even after it became too hazardous to visit in person. 

			Mepsus was blessed with a particularly impressive augmetic enhancement. His upper half, including his gaunt, shaven head, was unadorned, aside from a long, grey plaited beard, but from the waist down Mepsus was a nest of silvery mechadendrite feelers that snaked and coiled across the floor of the chapel as the rest of his hunched, frail body remained motionless. His eyes were perpetually hooded, giving him the air of a watchful, slumbering serpent, but they glittered with a playful, agile intelligence.

			‘You are now in the innermost sanctum of a consecrated Adeptus Mechanicus survey freighter,’ said Daedalosus. His words were translated from binharic to Gothic by his lingua-mantle, relayed by the vox-cabling in his bio-cawl and amplified through the emitters in the chapel walls. ‘It is deeply irregular of me to bring you aboard. I have had to pray very hard on the matter to allay my fears. My adepts have spent the last two point seven hours preparing these chambers so that you may be admitted without compromising the hallowed mystery of the Deus Mechanicus.’

			The captains and data-traders stared at him with non-committal expressions, but Mepsus gave him an encouraging smile. The simian weaponsmith watched him with an expression of such sage-like profundity that Daedalosus could almost imagine the ape was about to speak. 

			‘I tell you this,’ said Daedalosus, ‘not as a warning, but to convey the importance of what I am about to share.’ 

			No one spoke, but Mepsus nodded quickly, swaying on his rippling limbs. He leant forwards, peering through the armourglass, toying absent-mindedly with the metal beads that were knotted into his beard.

			‘You have all achieved something incredible,’ said Daedalosus. ‘Crossing the galaxy at a time of such turmoil is the mark of a brave, determined soul. I do not ask what drove you to cross the Western Reaches, but I will guess that whatever your goal was, it is now beyond your grasp.’

			One of the salvage captains spoke up. It was a woman called Lees who had worked with Daedalosus before, supplying him with equipment and information. She was thickset and powerful-looking, wearing a battered, tight-fitting enviro-suit. Her long grey hair hung over her face in matted strands. She was around fifty years old, and her face was gaunt and hard. 

			‘Everything is beyond our grasp.’ She turned to her husband, a younger man named Tukh with a beard and a Mohawk. ‘We’re stuck on Precipice and there’s nothing to do on the Blackstone but bleed into a heretic’s altar. We’re damned idiots for coming here.’ She glared at Tukh. ‘As I told you before we set off for this pit.’ 

			Tukh massaged his scalp and scowled back at her. ‘You didn’t say that when we were at Tharmusa Point. When everyone was talking about the Blackstone. Well, I know they didn’t use the word Blackstone, but you remember what they were all saying. There was a new chance, they said. A way to get so rich we could buy ourselves out of this damned war.’ 

			He looked away from her, shaking his head. ‘But you’re right. I am a fool. Why did I listen?’ His tone was bleak. ‘I’ve always prided myself on not being an idiot.’ He waved at the sigils inscribed into the drifting censers. ‘Never follow creeds.’ He nodded at the old Militarum uniform one of the other men was wearing. ‘Never join a damned regiment. And now look at me. Downed at the last hurdle. We cashed in all our credit to get here. And for what? A place that was too lethal to land on even before the heretics took over.’

			Tukh and Lees had been useful allies before, but Daedalosus wondered if they would be able to help him this time. Tukh seemed to be on the verge of emotional collapse. Captain Lees looked pained by her husband’s anguish. She shook her head and spoke in a softer tone. 

			‘I could have refused. I was as excited as you were. We’re both to blame, Tukh.’

			The men on either side of them nodded in agreement, their faces grim. ‘We all made the same mistakes,’ muttered one of them. ‘You’re not the only one who thought this place would be a way out.’

			Tukh waved at the door. ‘Have you heard the latest news? About the proctors? They’ve been lit up by the Ecclesiarchy. Precipice is falling apart, the proctors are dead, the Blackstone has been conquered and there’s no way out of here.’ 

			His voice had risen to a yell, but Lees placed a hand on his arm and he sighed and fell quiet. 

			Lees looked at Daedalosus. ‘You said you have a plan to discuss. What is it? What have you found?’

			It was a constant shock to Daedalosus how erratic most of humanity was. Without the ballast of augmented faith, people were unable to face their destiny with clarity or dignity. Perhaps he had made a mistake. Perhaps there was no way to coordinate such inconstant people. These were good people, but they were all either hysterical or despondent. Only the weaponsmith had remained calm. The ape had put one of its fingers in the altar wine and was now sucking the digit thoughtfully. 

			Daedalosus recited the lacus-conputant mantra again. Tukh’s anger had momentarily distracted him, but as he recalled his morning prayers he quickly regained his focus. He had prepared an introductory speech with which to soften the facts but, as the deck trembled again, he decided to discard the preamble.

			‘Matter has value,’ he said, holding up the hydraulic digits of his left hand. They wheezed and clicked as he flexed them. ‘Intrinsic value and extrinsic value. My hand has mass. That mass exists independently of any external influence. It is intrinsic.’ He relaxed his muscles and allowed his hand to fall to his side. ‘It also has weight, but that weight is a product of the Blackstone Fortress’ gravitational field. You will all have felt the change. As the geomagnetic storms grow more violent, the Blackstone’s gravitational pull also grows stronger. This is why you feel tired and sluggish, not just physically, but psychically. Your shoulders droop, your visceral organs are crushed by bad posture, your spirit flags.’

			‘We’re being crushed by more than bad posture,’ muttered Tukh. He glared through the hagioscope at Daedalosus, his beard bristling. ‘And I’ve spent the last week in the Helmsman trying not to think about it.’

			The other captains muttered in agreement. 

			‘Your contraptions said you had news,’ said Lees. 

			‘Indeed he does.’ Mepsus spoke with such quiet authority that the muttering ceased. ‘And the news is that the situation is far worse than you realise.’

			Lees shook her head. ‘What are you talking about?’ 

			Daedalosus nodded at Mepsus. ‘Magos Upsilon is a cryptogeologist. He has been studying noctilith for many years. It is his hypotheses that have led me to my conclusion.’

			Tukh wandered over towards the armourglass window and peered into the laboratorium. ‘Noctilith?’

			‘Pariah stone,’ said Daedalosus, waving for Tukh to come closer. ‘The underlying substrate of the Blackstone Fortress. There are other sites in the galaxy, quarry worlds and other locations where pariah stone has been found.’

			Lees approached the window, looking intrigued. ‘Other locations? What other locations? How much do you know about this stuff?’

			‘I am already sharing more information with you than I should. It is only in such a state of extremis that I share even these facts.’

			‘Why are you sharing them?’ Lees looked at the other captains. ‘What are you expecting us to do with this information? Do you know something about the Blackstone that can help us get out of here?’

			Daedalosus shook his head and stepped aside, revealing his workbench. There was a canister resting on the scratched metal, a foot tall and made of thick armourglass. It looked like a tear, locked to a blocky, rune-inscribed base. Inside the canister, magnified by the thick armourglass, was a single shard of black material. It might have been a piece of flint or slate if not for the familiar polyhedral shape. Everyone came closer, staring at the little dark blade. Even the weaponsmith swung down from its chair and loped closer, using its wiry arms to haul itself up onto the frame of the hagioscope. 

			‘This is pariah stone,’ said Daedalosus, tapping the glass case. ‘It has several unique intrinsic properties. When salvage crews first began arriving at Precipice, the Blackstone Fortress was an enigma. It mutated, seemingly at will, confounding many of the attempts to plumb its depths. It has an ability to metamorphose and seemingly defend itself, as though sentient. However…’ Daedalosus turned to another object on his desk, the same size as the canister but covered by a piece of rune-embroidered cloth. ‘It is noctilith’s extrinsic qualities that I wanted to explain.’ 

			He placed his un-augmented hand on the cloth, preparing to lift it. Everyone moved a little closer to the hagioscope, peering at him. 

			‘As you all know, the fortress’ outermost chambers have almost entirely been conquered by heretical cults. The cultists have assembled shrines to their false gods, and produced transmutative, empyric waves by sacrificing human victims in vast numbers. They are as shambolic as all heretics, but the sheer scale of their violence has had a catalytic effect on the noctilith, shifting its empyric polarity.’

			Tukh glanced at Mepsus. ‘What does that mean?’

			‘It means the Blackstone is being mutated by the warp,’ said Lees.

			Daedalosus nodded. ‘An oversimplification, but essentially, yes – the heretics’ bloodletting has charged the Blackstone’s superstructure. They have infused it with the same empyric energy that surrounds void ships as they try to navigate the warp. A malign, unknowable force that is usually only glimpsed through the safety of a Geller field, is now present, in realspace, in this sector, in the Blackstone Fortress.’ 

			He lifted the cloth and revealed a second canister. The glass was smeared with a dark, greasy, gluelike substance and the case was filled with slow-moving fumes of a colour that even now, after hours of study, Daedalosus would struggle to name. For a moment, there was no sign of the piece of noctilith and the canister only seemed to contain fumes. Then a shape slapped against the inner surface of the curved glass, trying to reach his hand. It was the colour and texture of raw meat, but it was alive – a frantic explosion of wet tendons. They coiled and rolled against the glass attempting to force a way out, and at the centre of the undulating limbs there was the fractured remains of a black shell. It looked like a crustacean that had become so frenzied it had smashed its own carapace. 

			Everyone backed away from the hagioscope, apart from the weaponsmith.

			‘Throne,’ said Tukh. ‘Is it an animal?’

			Daedalosus shook his head. ‘It is another a shard of pariah stone – or at least, it was a piece of pariah stone. Its polarity was altered and it is now a nascent warp entity. A shadow of the immaterium, given purchase in our dimension by the actions of the heretics and the psychic resonance of the noctilith. Prior to the blood rites, it was identical to the shard in the other canister.’

			No one spoke for a moment.

			Lees shook her head. ‘So, as well as ruining our chances of plundering the Blackstone, the heretics have polluted the place and filled it with…’ She grimaced. ‘With whatever that thing is.’ 

			Daedalosus was shocked that no one seemed to be making the small intellectual leap required to understand what he was telling them. Yet again, only the weaponsmith seemed to grasp what he was saying. It slumped against the frame of the hagioscope and closed its eyes, clearly moved. It swung down from the ledge and ambled back to its chair, where it picked up its wine, using its foot again, and began drinking in earnest.

			‘The heretics have not polluted the Blackstone Fortress,’ explained Daedalosus. ‘They are transforming it. They have created a dimensional shift. They are giving mobility and sentience to a weapon the size of a planet.’ He tapped the canister containing the thrashing limbs, causing them to flail even more violently against the glass. ‘Imagine this, as large as a planet, more heavily armed than the Imperial Navy’s largest capital ships, and capable of warp travel. Imagine what that would mean for this system, and then every other system it reaches.’

			Lees paled and flopped into her chair. She did not speak, but Daedalosus could see that she finally understood. Tukh and the other captains looked ashen as they returned slowly to their seats.

			Mepsus tapped the cog-shaped blade at the head of his staff and whispered a prayer.

			Lees was still staring at the pulsing shape in the canister. She spoke more quietly than before. ‘Can this polarity be switched back?’

			‘Possibly,’ replied Daedalosus. ‘The heretics are mostly working in the vaults that lie nearest the surface of the fortress. By the use of Mepsus’ servitor-drones I was able to record pict footage of their progress. In those outlying regions they have built perverted strongholds. However, if another empyric presence, even greater than that of the heretic shrines, were to reach the core of the fortress, it might be able to switch the polarity into a different direction.’

			Tukh sat up in his chair and glanced around the room. ‘So, that’s why you wanted to talk to us? To tell us that we need to get to the core of the Blackstone?’

			‘No,’ said Mepsus, frowning. ‘Are you wilfully misunderstanding him? He has done everything he can to keep his explanation simple.’ 

			‘I will try to make my meaning less ambiguous,’ said Daedalosus, noticing the angry gleam in Tukh’s eyes. ‘The fortress has already been corrupted beyond recognition. It is under the control of heretics who are antipathetic to everything we hold dear. It is also transforming into a weapon of such power that it will soon be able to annihilate anything the Imperial Navy could deploy against it. Theoretically, the situation could be changed, but we have no method of effecting such change, even if it were possible to reach the core of the fortress, which it is not.’

			Tukh threw his hands up in the air and was about to say something, but Lees silenced him with a warning glare.

			Daedalosus continued quickly. ‘We have a very small window of opportunity to leave Precipice, pass through the Oort cloud that surrounds the Blackstone and take a communiqué to the nearest Imperial outpost. If we fail to send word of this crisis to the wider Imperium, I theorise that millions, if not billions of lives will be at risk and, if the heretics are able to steer the Blackstone Fortress, the sacred worlds of the Sol System may even be in danger.’ 

			Daedalosus prided himself on logical, methodical thought processes, but as he spoke he found himself picturing the shipyards of Mars consumed by the madness in the jar. ‘We must convince everyone on Precipice to make the attempt. We must strike out for the Oort cloud and attempt to reach the wider galaxy with news of what is happening here. If we do not, the entire Imperium of Man may be at risk.’

			‘But we’re trapped,’ said Lees. ‘By the Blackstone’s guns. They would destroy every void ship that attempted to breach the Oort cloud.’

			‘Not every ship,’ replied Mepsus. 

			Daedalosus nodded. ‘If we convinced every able-bodied captain, if we launched every intact ship from the mooring spars, there would be hundreds of void ships leaving Precipice simultaneously. You have seen the Blackstone’s armaments. They are still slow-moving and sporadic. Whatever the heretics are doing, their work is not yet complete.’

			Lees nodded. ‘So, if we all launched at the same time, some of us would get through.’ 

			Tukh raised an eyebrow. ‘Might get through.’

			‘Ships would make it,’ insisted Daedalosus. ‘I have monitored the rates of fire and accuracy. I calculate that at least ten per cent of the ships that launched would reach the Oort cloud.’

			‘Ten per cent?’ muttered one of the other captains, a low-browed brute called Jettura. He was wearing chipped, sky-blue flak armour that rattled as he leant forward in his seat. ‘Are you insane? Ten per cent? And the rest of us dead? And that’s just to reach the Oort cloud. We all know how hard the going gets from there. Navigating all that drifting scrap is likely to destroy the few ships that make it that far.’

			‘Not true,’ replied Daedalosus. ‘By my estimates, any ship that is so skilfully piloted as to reach the Oort cloud will have a fifty per cent chance of making it through to the larger ships waiting beyond the cloud. So, of the ten per cent that reach the Oort cloud, a remaining five per cent should survive to alert the Imperial Fleet.’

			His guests stared at him.

			‘Life is a series of calculated risks,’ said Mepsus, tapping his staff on the floor. ‘The risks of staying here are plain enough. We would watch from afar as the fortress becomes more corrupted and more heavily armed until it eventually opens fire on Precipice itself. I am amazed that it has not done so already. The risks of landing on the fortress are equally clear – none of the recent expeditions have made it back alive, swamped by the vast numbers of heretics that now control the fortress’ outlying chambers. The risks of fleeing are great but they are measurable and they serve a purpose.’

			No one spoke. The ape looked agitated, scratching at its long hair and shifting in its seat. The others looked dazed by what they had heard, staring into the middle distance.

			Daedalosus had hoped for a more enthusiastic response. He was about to repeat the percentages when the corrupted shard of noctilith shook with such violence that the canister clicked out of its base. It rolled across his workbench before he managed to grab it.

			Everyone in the other chamber backed away. The canister rattled in his grip and a thin whistling sound filled the air. 

			‘Is that an alarm?’ cried Tukh, putting his hand on the autopistol at his belt.

			‘No,’ replied Mepsus, scuttling across the room on his umbrella of limbs and entering the laboratorium, locking the door behind him. ‘Magos?’ he said. ‘Do you need help?’

			Daedalosus shook his head, but the canister was shaking in his grip with increasing violence, clanging against the surface of the metal table. ‘The armourglass will hold,’ he said, but then as the whistling grew louder the glass began to slump under his grip, as though melting.

			‘Throne!’ cried Tukh, staggering away from the hagioscope with his hands over his ears. ‘Can you shut that off?’ The others all mimicked Tukh’s gesture, clamping their hands over their ears and trying to block out the din. 

			Daedalosus’ cochleas had been replaced decades ago by superior audio processors and he dampened the sound with a thought. He was about to tell his guests to be calm when the warp entity slithered through his fingers, hurtled across the room and latched around Mepsus’ throat.

			Mepsus cursed as blood sprayed from beneath his jaw, washing over the armourglass of the hagioscope. Daedalosus leapt to a shelf and grabbed a gamma pistol, pointing it at Mepsus. The old man collapsed against the bulkhead and his silver tendrils thrashed at the thing attached to his neck. 

			Daedalosus calculated the likely consequences of firing. The gamma pistol was powerful enough to ionise not just the warp-thing, but also Mepsus and most of the bulkhead. 

			Mepsus cursed again and arched his back as more blood filled the air, but the other noise drowned him out, growing in volume. It sounded like a knife scraping on porcelain. 

			‘For Throne’s sake!’ cried Lees, drawing a laspistol. ‘Do something!’ Despite her outrage, she was no more able to target the thing than Daedalosus.

			Daedalosus processed Mepsus’ chances of survival and calculated that they were nil. A warp entity had corrupted his flesh. Even if he survived the initial trauma, Daedalosus would be forced to execute him for fear of contaminating the rest of Precipice. However, if he fired now, he would tear a hole in the ship and possibly damage it beyond repair, which would lower the chances of his plan succeeding.

			Before anyone could decide how to act, Mepsus slumped to the floor, almost decapitated by the frenzied attack. The squid-like shape leapt from his corpse and slapped across the workbench, rushing at Daedalosus. 

			He fired his gamma pistol, tore a hole in the chamber wall, and missed the warp creature. He raised his arms to defend himself.

			The screeching ceased.

			Daedalosus lowered his arms and looked around in confusion. The warp creature was gone, and there was pile of ash on the workbench. He looked over at Lees, but she looked just as confused and her pistol had not been fired. Then Daedalosus noticed that the weaponsmith had plucked one of the small devices from its scruffy mane and was studying it intently. The ape noticed Daedalosus looking and nodded, then hid the thing away again, before picking up the cup of wine and seeming to lose interest in the situation. 

			Daedalosus backed away from the pile of ash and rushed over to Mepsus. He was dead, and the wound under his chin was already festering, turning black and sprouting growths that looked like strands of grey-black ore.

			He stepped back and fired the gamma pistol again, turning Mepsus’ upper half into ash. 

			Daedalosus stood for a moment, pistol still trained on the remains, thinking of all the wisdom that had just been lost. He recited the lacus-conputant mantra again to steady his breathing. Then he looked through the armourglass at the captains. Their expressions were even bleaker than before, but Lees and Tukh glanced at each other and nodded. 

			‘Let’s do it.’ 

			The weaponsmith made a low grumbling sound, then downed its wine with a hungry gulp.
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			Quintus touched the swelling at his wrist. The bone was hidden at the moment, sunk back down beneath his artery, but he could feel it, an alien presence in his body, waiting for the Archivist to trigger it. It was horrific. But how could he do what the alien asked? Quintus was a fraud but he was not a killer. Despite everything he had been through, murder was the one low he had always sworn he would not sink to. He thought of the razor in Draik’s cabin, then shuddered and drove it from his mind. 

			Quintus’ cabin was small, but as beautifully appointed as the rest of the Vanguard. He was strapped into a chair near his bed, listening to the ship groan and scream as it hurtled towards the Blackstone. He had monitored the first part of the journey through a display screen on the wall, but watching the loops and rolls only made him feel sick so he snapped the device off and sat with his eyes closed, clinging to the arms of his chair and whispering prayers to Holy Terra. 

			Then he felt an old, familiar feeling. The friend who had stayed with him through everything. It was a truculent defiance in the pit of his stomach. He would survive this. He would not let the galaxy grind him down. He would find a way. 

			Quintus should have died years ago. His life had been a self-made miracle. He had no idea of his parentage, or even his real name; everything about him was an invention. His earliest memories were of escaping a hive world with other, equally skeletal children, leading them into the abandoned companionways of a vast macro transport. It was then that he realised even a nobody like him could still be someone of worth. He had lived like a rat, crawling through miles of empty shadows, competing with grey-skinned wretches over scraps, but he was determined not to sink to the brutality of his peers. 

			And that determination had never left him. He clung to life until the day he was lucky enough to find a uniform and the courage to pass himself off as part of the ship’s military detail. Since then he had impersonated everything from medicae staff to air support ground crew. He had a mind that could retain facts with peculiar ease, and a gift for forgery and effrontery that let him talk his way into almost any role he liked. Even though he was still only a youth, he had travelled dozens of systems, edging further up the social ladder with each new commission. But with each lie and misadventure, he edged closer to the thing he was determined to avoid: murder. 

			At the age of eighteen he had found a way to finally escape his past. He had learned enough to successfully masquerade as a colonel’s son, and seemed set for a life of privilege. But his plans had come to a disastrous end when he found himself playing cards with the colonel’s actual son. He fled before being arrested, but impersonating an Astra Militarum officer was far more serious than any of his previous crimes. His offence was discussed at divisional HQ and his image was flashed across several systems. He escaped arrest several times but the net tightened with each day until, in desperation, he had joined a band of deserters flying for Precipice. 

			Quintus had been approached by the Archivist’s agents almost as soon as he entered the Helmsman. They seemed to know of his particular skills and offered him a chance to transform himself in a permanent way. All he needed to do was gain access to a Terran rogue trader called Draik and pass on information about his plans. 

			The Vanguard lurched again and he grimaced as the ship’s reverse thrusters kicked in, filling him with nausea and the dreadful realisation that this was really going to happen. He was going to set foot on the place everyone else was so desperate to escape.

			Warning lights flickered and klaxons barked. The lander banked hard, and then finally settled. Quintus felt his organs trying to sink back into their preferred configuration and attempted to calm himself by breathing deeply. The engines roared one last time and then died. 

			Quintus sat in silence for a few seconds. Then he unfastened his harness and touched the lump at his wrist, pressing his fingertips against the bone, as the Archivist had instructed. There was a flicker of pain but it was quickly numbed by whatever the bone was coated in. 

			We made it, he thought. We are on the Blackstone.

			He heard that strange, disconcerting chorus of snarls. Then words formed in his mind.

			+The Stygian Aperture?+

			That was Draik’s plan. And I don’t think there have been any problems. The journey actually seemed quite–

			‘Quintus,’ snapped Isola’s voice through the emitters in the ceiling. ‘Your presence is required.’

			I will let you know more when I can, he thought, pressing the swelling into his wrist again. Then he triggered the blast door and stumbled out into the companionway, still unsteady from the flight. 

			+Stay close to him. He has survived more expeditions than anyone. He will know how to stay alive. If anyone can do this, Draik can. Just follow his orders and make sure you’re still intact when he reaches the Aberration.+

			I intend to stay intact, he thought, but the bestial chorus had vanished.

			He had not reached the bridge before another blast door whooshed open and he saw Draik leading the others towards him.

			‘Keep up,’ snapped Draik as he marched past. ‘And fasten your damned collar. You’re not on a pleasure cruise.’

			‘Sir,’ he muttered, falling in behind the lumbering pilot and hastily adjusting his uniform. 

			Audus winked at him. ‘We could make it a pleasure cruise.’

			He bit back a reply. She likes this, he realised. She likes risking her life in this place. He looked around the group, realising that an air of excitement hung over most of them. Even Isola had a gleam in her eyes, though she was trying to hide it, and the ratlings were actually grinning as they scurried towards the door. Draik’s expression was grim, however. He had removed his optical implant and the empty, ragged socket made him look even fiercer than usual. He seemed to be in pain, massaging his head and glowering as he walked. Only the kroot looked calm, his rifle slung over his shoulder as he loped through the ship, looming over everyone else.

			They reached the exit hatch and Draik paused, looking back over his shoulder at Quintus with a frown. He struggled to focus on him, blinking and rubbing his empty eye socket. 

			‘Have you been down here before?’ 

			Quintus lied so instinctively that he almost said yes. He stopped himself just in time, considering how many questions he would need to ask once they left the Vanguard. ‘Never, sir,’ he said.

			Annoyance flickered in Draik’s eye. ‘Then stay here. You look like a stiff breeze could kill you. You wouldn’t last five minutes on the Blackstone.’

			+Do not leave his side.+ The words were accompanied by an echo of pain in Quintus’ wrist. 

			‘Sir,’ he said to Draik, ‘I have survived several combat zones.’

			Audus leant close. ‘Stay here. Make the beds or something.’

			He ignored her. ‘I would consider it an honour if you permitted me to accompany you, sir. If you could supply me with a weapon I promise to make myself useful. If everything I have heard about this place is true, you will need all the help you can get.’

			Draik closed his eye and grimaced, massaging his temples. Then he nodded. ‘Arm him, Isola.’

			Isola stayed where she was.

			Draik sighed, then strode past her to a storage cupboard, wrenched it open and hurled a pair of laspistols to Quintus. He caught them and was about to fasten the holsters when he saw how beautiful the guns were. He paused to stare at them. The grips looked like real wood, stained and polished to a deep burgundy and inlaid with strips of a lighter wood worked into the Draik family crest. The barrels were equally stunning, forged of a gleaming, copper-coloured alloy and covered in filigree that spiralled all the way from the sights to the triggers. 

			Draik caught his admiring glance and nodded. ‘My duelling pistols. Look after them.’ 

			Quintus had never held anything so beautiful or so clearly valuable. He was about to say thank you when Draik tapped the runepad next to the door and it clanged open, spewing the landing ramp into the darkness.

			The words stalled in Quintus’ throat. As the landing ramp clanged down, sounds of the Blackstone Fortress flooded the Vanguard. Quintus swallowed hard, battling the urge to retreat back into the ship. There was a light source thirty feet away; he guessed it was a cluster of lumens left by a previous expedition. The warm, red light only managed to reach a few feet in either direction from a tall frame, revealing a featureless black floor and making the darkness around it even more monolithic. The floor was trembling and the lumens were shaking, like lanterns on the deck of a boat. 

			With little to see, Quintus’ only clear sense of the fortress was the symphony that echoed through its shadows. It sounded as though he were at the bottom of an oceanic trench, surrounded by unseen metal leviathans clanging and scraping against each other in the inky leagues overhead. He sensed movement in every direction, like the gears of a huge engine, and wind howled across the landing ramp, dragging screams from the juddering metal.

			‘What is that?’ he whispered. ‘Voices?’

			No one answered. The others were all looking up into the blackness. They looked like awed pilgrims returning to a beloved, fearsome cathedrum, afraid and overjoyed to have reached the end of their journey. As Quintus listened harder, he was sure he could hear other sounds beneath the wind and the metallic booms. It sounded like a choir, just at the edge of his hearing, singing words he could not discern. The voices spiralled around each other, coming close to melody then devolving into a discordant howl. 

			Quintus was so engrossed by the sounds that it took him a moment to realise how cold he was. After the foetid heat of Precipice it was a shock to realise that ice was forming on his face. He exhaled and his breath whipped away from him into the breeze, flashing briefly in the Vanguard’s landing lights before slipping away. 

			‘Raun?’ said Draik, keeping his gaze locked on the darkness.

			‘Raus, sir,’ said one of the grinning ratlings, rushing to Draik’s side followed by his brother. 

			Draik waved a dismissive hand and peered at the distant lumen. ‘If we reach that light safely, we may assume that this landing platform is safe for the moment. From there we will need to choose a route. Either Beresmith’s Channel or the Orvieto Viaduct. Which way did you lead Taddeus last time?’

			Rein and Raus grinned at each other. ‘Neither,’ said Raus. ‘There is a third route.’

			Draik glared at them. ‘I have landed here dozens of times. There is no third way to the maglev chambers.’

			‘We never knew about the route either,’ said Raus, puffing out his chest and looking at the rest of the group. ‘Until we came into possession of hidden facts.’

			‘Hidden facts,’ asserted Rein, narrowing his eyes.

			Draik looked pained. ‘How do we reach the maglev chambers?’

			‘We don’t,’ said Raus with a conspiratorial grin. 

			Draik closed his eye and took a deep breath, but before he could say anything else, lights washed over the Vanguard, along with the roar of landing jets.

			As Taddeus’ ship banked into view, Quintus saw it clearly for the first time. The moorings on Precipice were so heaped that each hull obscured the next. Seeing the Clarion’s buttresses and spires revealed in all their majesty, wreathed in the flames of its thrusters, should have left Quintus awed, but the shuttle was dwarfed by the darkness. Its landing lights flickered across the footings of structures that soared out of sight – angular, confusing planes constructed from the same black material as the fortress’ exterior. 

			Quintus and the others had to shield their eyes as the Clarion kicked up dust and sent scrap clanging across the landing pad. As the ship touched down, the light of its jets revealed a whole junkyard of shattered engine parts and broken hulls. Quintus realised it was the wreckage of the ships that had almost made it, reaching the landing platform but exploding on impact. Perhaps they approached at the wrong trajectory, he thought. Then, as the mountainous darkness weighed down on him, he wondered if some of them had been destroyed after they’d touched down.

			‘Don’t we need enviro-suits?’ he asked, turning to Isola, who was standing closest to him.

			She was as rigid as a statue, staring at Draik’s back with an unreadable expression on her face.

			Quintus repeated his question. 

			She shook her head, still staring at Draik.

			‘Why not?’ he said, breathing more hesitantly now that the idea had occurred to him. 

			She finally turned her flinty gaze on him. ‘The Blackstone has a breathable atmosphere.’ She shook her head. ‘You risked your life to reach Precipice and have not even researched the Blackstone Fortress. Aren’t you interested to know what you’re up against?’

			Quintus was not about to explain why he had come to Precipice. ‘Of course I’ve studied it. I just misunderstood. I thought the atmosphere was toxic.’

			She shrugged. ‘In some vaults, possibly. The Blackstone Fortress has more ways to kill us than you can imagine. But an enviro-suit would not help. The few times I’ve seen anyone use one down here it ended badly. The fortress does not react well when people attempt to block her out.’

			‘Her?’

			Isola looked annoyed and waved him away. ‘I must talk with Taddeus.’ 

			Quintus sensed that she was annoyed with herself rather than him, but either way she was not interested in speaking any more. She unclasped a small cogitator from her belt, and as she followed Draik down the landing ramp she tapped at its runes, bathing her face in green light. 

			Audus and the ratlings followed Isola and Draik so Quintus did the same, taking out one of his laspistols as he went, relieved to see that the workings were similar to the gun he had used when he was impersonating a Militarum officer. Behind them, their cargo of zealots appeared, shepherded to the ramp by servitors and glaring hungrily into the darkness.

			Quintus hesitated at the bottom of the ramp, staring at the fortress’ black floor. It was not, as he’d first thought, featureless. It was networked by a grid of fine grooves or divisions, as though the whole place were built of geometric tiles. It was hard to tell if the material was stone or metal, or some combination of the two but, when he took his first step onto it, bone-aching cold seeped through his boots. The chill drained his spirit, leeching the life out of him. The floor was also shaking with such violence that he struggled to stay upright. It was as if it were about to erupt. He staggered after the others, swaying and stumbling, harried by the wind and crushed by the gloom. As he crossed the landing platform, the vast expanse of darkness felt even more threatening. Footfalls echoed into the distance, describing a colossal, open space. Quintus had the unpleasant feeling that the blackness was hanging over him, like a finger over an insect. 

			There was a harsh clank as the Clarion’s landing ramp opened. Taddeus rushed into view, face flushed and robes billowing in the storm. Vorne was at his side, her face hidden behind her iron mask but her eyes revealing the extent of her fervour. Both of them looked at Draik with undisguised wonder and hurried to meet him. Behind them, a great crowd surged forth. Some were missionaries like Vorne, dressed in Ministorum robes and wielding sanctified weapons, but others were new converts, wearing flight suits and flak armour that had been hastily modified with the addition of Ministorum sigils and wax-sealed screeds. 

			The missionaries from the Vanguard rushed to join their brethren, kneeling to Taddeus and whispering prayers, but he barely noticed them, all his attention fixed on Draik.

			‘Captain Draik!’ he bellowed, rushing up to him.

			Draik gave a slight bow and reached for a handshake. Taddeus ignored the hand and enveloped him in a sweaty embrace. 

			‘I knew it!’ he shouted into Draik’s face. ‘From the very first time we came down here together, I knew that you were more than just another treasure hunter.’

			Draik gently shoved the massive priest back. ‘I am no longer a captain. I would not wish to mislead you on my relationship with House Draik. My father and I–’

			‘Your father is the God-Emperor.’ Taddeus gripped Draik’s arms again and stared at him. ‘He is father to all of us, but you are a special son, Janus. He has brought you here. He has brought you to the Blackstone. And He brought you here for a reason.’ 

			Draik looked awkward as Taddeus’ followers gathered, whispering prayers and gazing at him in adoration. Quintus sensed that Draik was holding something back. He doesn’t want them to fawn over him like that, he realised. Isola was wearing her habitual expression of disapproval and Audus was shaking her head in disbelief, but Quintus could not tell who she was amused by – Draik or his adoring crowd.

			‘Will you do us the honour,’ said Taddeus, ‘of praying with us?’ His eyes were gleaming, as though he were considering a mouth-watering meal. ‘It would mean a lot to hear the catechisms from your mouth.’

			Draik stiffened. ‘I would be glad to, your eminence, but we may only have moments to get off this landing platform. My advisors have informed me that the heretics have control of all these outer regions. Besides…’ He looked around at the juddering floor and the debris spinning through the air. ‘I have a feeling the chamber might reconfigure itself at any moment. We must head deeper into the fortress as quickly as we can.’

			Taddeus beamed. ‘Have no fear of heretics, Janus.’ He waved at the crowd of wide-eyed missionaries. They were all armed with flamers, guns and chainswords. ‘Let them come! We are ready to purge and cleanse.’

			‘All the same, your eminence, if we are to reach the inner chambers of the fortress, we must–’

			‘Not just any chamber,’ whispered Taddeus, staggering as the floor shifted, then leaning close to Draik. ‘My brethren and I will ensure you reach the Eudoxus Crucible. Only then will the Emperor be reunited with His glorious creation, through your willing sacrifice, Janus.’

			Quintus leant close to Isola. ‘They think the Emperor made this place?’ 

			She silenced him with a furious glare.

			Draik nodded quickly, looking around for the ratlings, then he hesitated and looked back at Taddeus. ‘Sacrifice?’

			Taddeus whispered another prayer. ‘You are the red-handed prophet. I did not fully understand Eudoxus’ book until I saw you climb that scaffold, your hand bathed in blood. You are not merely an adjunct to the great deliverer, you are the Anointed. You will enter the Crucible and unite your mortal, human flesh with the unknowable forces that fuel the Blackstone. Your flesh will fall away to leave a spark of divinity.’

			Quintus had been a fraud long enough to recognise that Draik was not interested in crucibles or prophecies. For all his Terran pride, Draik was a conman, just like him.

			He touched the bone in his wrist. Draik isn’t seeking the Crucible, he thought. He’s lying to these rabid zealots. He’d be happy to reach any of the fortress’ inner chambers. I think he’ll head back to Precipice as soon as he lays his hands on something valuable.

			+He will want to reach it,+ replied the Archivist. The voice was less clear than before, distorted by bestial snarls. +His reasons are purely mercenary, but he will go. He thinks, correctly, that it is his best chance of finding artefacts of real value. Besides, Rein and Raus only know the way to the Crucible, so that’s the route they will take. Whatever they say to Draik, that’s where they’re headed. Draik has no importance. His fate is not linked to the Blackstone. But he is a skilled fighter and a clever tactician. He should be able to keep the ratlings alive until they reach the Crucible. At which point you will kill him.+

			Quintus kept the barb pressed into his vein. Why? Why does he need to die? If he gets the ratlings to the Crucible, you’ll have everything you wanted.

			A warning flash of pain jangled up Quintus’ forearm. +When the ratlings trigger the device, it will summon me to the doors of the Crucible. Make sure Janus Draik is not waiting there. The priests will fight for him to enter the Crucible in my place. And Draik and I are old adversaries. I will be alone and there will be a tiresome delay if I am forced to fight dozens of missionaries and Draik. He must be dead before I arrive.+ 

			Quintus was about to ask the Archivist another question, when Audus patted him on the back. 

			‘Always so pensive,’ she said. ‘Come on. See the sights.’ 

			Draik was stumbling off towards the red glow, with Rein and Raus at his side. The priests were trailing in his wake, the pilot lights on their flamers glimmering like stars reflected on a dark sea. Quintus looked back at the Vanguard and saw that Draik’s servitors had already withdrawn from the landing ramp and sealed the ship. 

			Audus beckoned to him as she jogged after Grekh and Isola. ‘Keep up,’ she laughed. ‘You really don’t want to be out here on your own.’

			Quintus raced after her, his footfalls sounding like stones falling down a crevasse. 

			Audus leant close to him. ‘I’m a liar,’ she said, still smiling. ‘And liars can smell other liars.’ 

			He stumbled to a halt, staring at her.

			‘Why are you really here?’ she asked.

			He continued staring at her in silence, his pulse racing.

			‘I don’t care what you’re hiding,’ she said. She nodded at Draik, who was running away from them. ‘As long as you don’t mean him any harm.’

			‘You care about him?’

			‘I care about the money he’s going to make. And the privacy it will buy. I have a price on my pretty head and I wasn’t born into the right class to escape summary execution. People like me need to pay for their safety.’

			Her situation sounded so similar to his that Quintus had a ridiculous urge to share his story; then he remembered what the Archivist expected him to do once they reached the Crucible. He shook his head. 

			She laughed again and kept on moving. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll work you out.’

			Quintus muttered a curse as he watched her go, then, remembering the Archivist’s warning to stay close to Draik, he hurried to the rogue trader’s side, shoving his way past Audus to reach him. The priests were all still whispering prayers, but as he passed them he realised the other voices he’d heard earlier had grown louder. He was getting closer to them.

			‘The maglevs have been the problem all along,’ Raus was saying as Quintus caught up. ‘They travel quickly through the fortress, but there’s no way of knowing where they’ll take you. They never quite take the route you want, do they?’

			Draik nodded. ‘And you have found another method of traversing the fortress?’

			‘Not the whole fortress,’ said Raus.

			‘But the most important bit,’ said Rein. 

			Raus nodded. ‘Think of the fortress as a wheel of cheese. Each of the holes is–’

			‘Stop,’ said Draik, holding up his hand and causing the whole group to halt. He was staring at the light up ahead. ‘That’s not a lumen,’ he muttered, raising his pistol.

			Quintus frowned, trying to make out what the thing was.

			‘A tree?’ said Audus.

			‘Impossible,’ said Isola. ‘Nothing could grow down here.’

			‘Nothing natural could,’ said Draik. He sniffed. ‘Do you smell that?’

			Isola nodded and grimaced. ‘Smells like something rotting.’

			Draik nodded and continued, approaching with more caution and keeping his pistol raised.

			As they got closer, Quintus saw why Audus had thought it was a tree. It was a thick bundle of cables that had sprouted up through the floor and then fanned out like branches. The light was radiating from inside the ‘trunk’.

			‘Is it part of the engines,’ he asked, ‘ripped up by the storm?’

			‘Wait.’ Audus looked around. ‘The storm. Do you see? The wind is rushing towards that light.’

			She was right: the wind was behind them now, shoving them in the direction of the light. The smell grew worse with every step they took and Quintus noticed dark stains on the floor nearby, leading off into the darkness as though something wet had been dragged away. There were also fragments of shattered armour and torn clothes. 

			‘Maybe we shouldn’t go any closer,’ he muttered.

			Draik ignored him and kept approaching the object, with the others all trailing after him.

			As they got closer Quintus saw another resemblance to a tree – each of the branch-like cables ended in a heavy lump, as if they were laden with some kind of fruit. He was about to comment on it, but the smell had grown so bad he thought he might vomit, so he held his hand over his mouth and nose and walked on in silence.

			It was only when Quintus got within a dozen feet of the thing that he realised his mistake. They weren’t cables. They were glistening strips of meat. Flesh that had erupted from the floor, bound into thick knots. They looked like the tendons or veins of an enormous carcass. Light was radiating from their centre and it revealed blood, pulsing through the arteries. 

			‘It’s alive,’ he gasped, feeling even more sick.

			‘Impossible.’ Isola was staring at her cogitator. ‘No vital signs.’

			‘I can see its pulse!’ Quintus cried, pointing his gun at it. He felt even more horrified when he realised that the chanting was coming from this tower of ligaments. The wind was still battering his back and seemed to be driving him towards the gruesome, pungent horror. He backed away, shaking his head.

			Draik was undeterred and walked closer. The thing towered over him, oozing blood and chanting, but Draik looked as though he were taking an evening stroll. 

			‘Interesting,’ he said, waving his gun at the floor. ‘Not native to the fortress, I think. It looks biological in nature.’ He looked closer. ‘There are flies.’ He looked down and tapped the floor with his boot. ‘And it has grown. It has broken through from a lower level.’

			‘Draik!’ cried Isola as a piece of debris whistled through the air.

			He stepped aside and it hurtled past him.

			Quintus expected a messy explosion as the metal collided with the tree but the object simply vanished, slicing into the trunk and blinking out of sight as though breaking the surface of a pool.

			Despite his nausea, Quintus edged closer, intrigued by the thing. As he got closer he noticed one of the fruit-like lumps dangling overhead. It slowly rotated and he cried out in horror. It was the severed head of a young man, dangling from the fleshy limb and chanting in a monotone. Somehow, it was still alive. The eyes were blank and the expression slack, but the words were coming from his torn throat. 

			Quintus backed away cursing, and realised that all of the suspended shapes were heads. And they were all chanting. This was the choir. 

			‘Stand back!’ snarled Taddeus, catching up with them. ‘This is an altar. A black shrine!’

			Several of his followers pointed their flamers at the thing but Draik held up a warning hand. He pointed at the broken floor. 

			‘Look.’

			There was a split in the floor, a jagged channel leading away from the altar and zigzagging into the distance.

			‘Which way were you planning on leading us?’ Draik said, looking at the ratlings.

			‘We go up,’ said Raus grimacing at the singing heads. ‘Up the Red Stair.’

			‘And which way is your Red Stair from here?’

			Raus shrugged and waved his pistol at the split in the floor.

			Draik nodded, seeming unsurprised. He turned to Taddeus. ‘Do you know what will happen if you destroy this thing?’

			Taddeus shook his head. 

			‘Neither do I,’ said Draik.

			‘But it is a false idol!’ exclaimed Taddeus. ‘We can’t let it remain.’

			Draik lit his lho-stick and took a drag, looking pensive. ‘From what I have heard, the outer regions of the fortress are littered with black shrines. We could spend months destroying them all and we have no idea how they are linked. I would suggest we–’ 

			He ducked as another piece of metal rushed through the air and vanished into the blood tree. 

			‘I would suggest we keep moving and disturb nothing until we know more.’

			Taddeus’ face flushed with anger. ‘I cannot allow it. These things are–’

			‘Will you follow my commands or not?’ Draik took another deep drag as he studied the priest. ‘Either I am leading the expedition or we can part company.’

			Taddeus looked about to yell. Then he closed his eyes and nodded, struggling to keep his voice neutral. ‘You are the Anointed.’ He bowed. ‘Your word is law.’

			Draik nodded, still lost in thought as he smoked, looking at the singing heads.

			‘It’s a kind of High Gothic,’ said Isola, listening to the droning song while tapping at her cogitator. ‘They’re singing words.’ 

			Draik looked intrigued. ‘What are they singing?’

			Isola shook her head, still peering at her screen, shimmering glyphs reflected in her eyes. ‘It’s an ancient dialect. I’m not sure. I should be able to decipher it in time.’ She frowned, looking up at the swaying heads. ‘I think they might be describing a place – a location. I think they might be recounting coordinates. I will keep researching it. It might be important.’

			Draik watched her working and a faint smile played around his lips. Then he nodded and turned to Raus. 

			‘Lead us to your stair.’

			As the ratlings scurried away from the light, Taddeus cried a command and half a dozen servo-skulls whirred through the air, leaving the ranks of missionaries and gliding after the abhumans. The tattooed skulls were covered in holy sigils and scraps of parchment. They had lumens embedded in their gleaming eye sockets and as they flew from the main group they scattered strands of light over the shifting floor, giving just enough illumination for Draik and the others to follow the ratlings.

			With a shudder, Quintus tore his gaze away from the heads and started after the rogue trader.
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			The sounds of the Blackstone grew louder as they headed deeper into the chamber and the tremors grew more violent. When Quintus glanced back over his shoulder he saw that the darkness had swallowed the two ships utterly. All he could see was the pitiful-looking heads lit up by their crimson tower.

			‘This way!’ called one of the ratlings and the expedition trailed after them. Quintus guessed that there were sixty or so missionaries, plus Draik, Isola, Audus, Grekh and himself. The priests were all heavily armed and they made a fearsome sight. He started to wonder if he might actually survive the mission. 

			They ran for ten minutes with the light of the servo-skulls bobbing ahead of them. Then Quintus sensed a change in the atmosphere. The air felt closer and the echoes of their running feet were deadened and truncated. 

			‘We’re in a smaller chamber,’ he said, noticing that Audus was nearby. 

			She nodded, waving her big two-handed autogun back the way they’d come. ‘They vary massively. That big one back there was the Stygian Aperture. The most visited of all the fortress’ docking points. Before all the lumens got smashed, you could even see a bit of the place. It’s like being inside a gemstone the size of a battle cruiser – all angles and facets and polished black surfaces. But the really interesting thing, when there was light, was to pick through all the wrecked landers. That place is supposedly the safest entry point, but there are dozens of dead ships in there.’

			‘Because of the heretics?’

			‘No.’ She gave him a sympathetic look. ‘You haven’t got a clue, have you? No, the heretics weren’t always here. At least not in these kinds of numbers. They have taken control over the last few months. I’ve never seen an altar like that at the landing point. The early expeditions were destroyed by the Blackstone itself.’

			‘How? Is it defended by soldiers?’

			‘No.’ She banged the butt of her gun on the cold, black floor. ‘By this stuff.’

			‘The floor?’

			‘And the walls. And the ceilings. And anything else you can find down here. This is no ordinary building material. It comes to life. I’ve seen it form into killing machines faster than people can step off it.’

			Quintus studied the floor he was running over, wondering if Audus was having a joke at his expense. He was about to ask more when they caught up with the missionaries. They had halted as the ratlings spoke to Draik and Taddeus. Quintus pushed closer. In the confines of the smaller chamber, which he now saw was more like a corridor, the servo-skulls’ lumens were able to shed much more light. 

			He took in his first clear view of the fortress’ architecture. Everything was made of the same dark, slate-like material, but the structures did not seem to make any sense. The crossroads led off in four directions, but there were also passages and flights of stairs overhead that appeared to be upside down, as though he were looking up into a dark mirror.

			Draik nodded, made a decision and the group headed off down another black, sheer-sided corridor. As they went, the sound of singing grew louder, filling the darkness with a rising chorus of atonal verses.

			After what seemed like hours, the ratlings triggered a mechanism in the wall, and a dead end folded away like a piece of origami to reveal a dazzling explosion of red light. Quintus cursed and shielded his eyes. After so long travelling in gloom, the illumination was painful. He staggered back and bumped into someone. 

			‘Don’t worry, flower,’ whispered Audus. ‘I’ll look after you.’

			He shrugged her off and managed to open his eyes a fraction, peering into the light. Draik and most of the party had already entered the chamber, silhouetted by the fiery glare. The missionaries fanned out, dropping into combat stances and gripping their weapons as they edged forwards, but Draik strode purposefully on, chin raised, as though he were inspecting a parade. 

			Quintus stumbled out into the hall, still shielding his face and gasping in disgust. The stench he had smelled earlier was twice as powerful here, and again he had to battle the urge to vomit. A hundred feet away, the sheer black surface of the floor had cracked and buckled, rising up in broken plates and creating a stockade of teeth-like protrusions. It was not the broken floor that made Quintus grimace, though; it was the cause of the rupture. 

			The floor had been ripped up by a seam of raw meat. Skinless flesh had boiled up from beneath the floor, like lava cutting through rock. It had been narrow at the foot of the blood tree, but here it was dozens of feet wide and it trailed off into the distance, disappearing into hazy clouds of flies. 

			‘What in the name of the Emperor is that?’ said Quintus. 

			Audus reached his side. ‘Well,’ she muttered. ‘That is new.’

			She strode on to where Draik had halted, about a dozen feet away from the channel of violent pink. Quintus rushed after her and joined her at Draik’s side. Isola, Grekh, Taddeus and Vorne were already there and all of them were staring at the tear in the floor. There were more of the blood trees like the one they saw in the previous chamber, topped by the same clusters of chanting heads.

			‘It’s breathing,’ said Quintus, shaking his head, looking at the thing in the floor. Up-close, the eruption looked even more like a river of flayed muscle, but it was moving, slowly, up and down, inflating and deflating all along its length.

			‘Not possible,’ said Draik. ‘No animal could be this large.’ He moved to step closer, but Taddeus grabbed his arm. 

			‘This is the seed the heretics planted. It is taking shape.’ The priest was shaking. ‘This is the taint that you have come to drive out.’ His voice grew sing-song. ‘When the crimson hand climbs the Red Stair, the wounds shall be healed. The throne and the crucible, the dark and the light, all shall be one.’

			Draik nodded and looked around for the ratlings. They were a few feet away and rushed over when he called.

			‘How do we cross this?’ he demanded, waving away the flies.

			‘No need,’ replied Raus.

			Rein pointed his sniper rifle away from the heaving meat to the other side of the hall. The red light was even brighter in that direction and it was impossible to see anything clearly, but the ratlings spoke with confidence. 

			‘The Red Stair,’ grinned Rein.

			‘So the stairs looked like this last time you came?’ asked Draik, frowning.

			Taddeus shook his head. ‘They were red rocks.’ He waved his mace at the bloody expanse before them. ‘There was none of this. The black shrines are transforming everything.’

			Draik nodded and was about to give an order when the floor shifted violently and they all staggered away from the channel of meat. A new fissure opened up as the meat rose higher, as though inhaling. Quintus reeled away as a slab of floor sheared up in front of him. 

			‘Move,’ said Draik, waving the ratlings off. ‘Get us to the stairs.’

			‘I’ve not seen anything like that before,’ said Audus as they all rushed after the ratlings. She was looking back over her shoulder at the meat river. ‘The Blackstone is usually pretty indestructible, but that thing has broken it like eggshell.’

			The fact that Audus had abandoned her sardonic demeanour made Quintus even more troubled. ‘Isola said this place is full of things that can kill you,’ he offered.

			Audus shook her head. ‘But not like that. This is different. That’s not part of the Blackstone Fortress. The fortress doesn’t breathe.’

			‘It looked like a limb,’ whispered Quintus as they rushed through the clouds of flies. ‘Or a tentacle.’

			Audus raised an eyebrow. ‘The size of a river?’

			The light grew brighter as they crossed the hall, but Quintus found he was getting used to it. The hall was too huge for him to see walls or a ceiling. All he could make out was the sheer expanse of floor, broken only by the eruption they had just run away from. Then, as they ran further into the light, he began to make out its source. Rising up over the silhouettes of Draik and the others, dwarfing them with its immense size, was a red waterfall. It was tumbling down from some unseen height, arching overhead before plunging towards the floor. 

			Quintus was struggling not to be crushed by the strangeness of the fortress. As he craned his neck, trying to see the top of the red waterfall, he realised that it was not tumbling as he had first thought, but bursting out through the floor and roaring upwards. The sound of crashing liquid was loud enough to drown out the ominous reverberations of the fortress. 

			‘Behold!’ cried Raus, trying and failing to sound confident. ‘The Red Stair.’

			As they ran towards it, Quintus had the horrible feeling that it would be made of the same rotting, offal-like substance as the river, but when he got closer, he saw that it was simply blood, a vast column of the stuff, cascading upwards with ground-shaking force.

			‘Did they say we have to climb it?’ he muttered, his stomach churning at the thought.

			Audus was still beside him, but before she could reply Raus halted the group by holding up a warning hand. There were silhouetted figures approaching from the opposite direction, rushing towards them. Their shapes were rippling and unclear in the blazing light, but Quintus guessed that there were fifty or so people approaching from the direction of the Red Stair. 

			Taddeus waved his mace from left to right, indicating that the missionaries should spread out. Draik stood stock-still, his pistol trained on the approaching figures. As people scattered in every direction, Quintus fumbled with one of his pistols, struggling to wrench it from his belt and almost pulling the trigger while the gun was pointed at his foot. 

			‘Just keep your head down,’ whispered Audus, stepping in front of him and hefting her autogun off her back. ‘People rarely play nicely down here.’

			Quintus dropped to one knee and raised his pistol as the figures emerged from the light.

			‘Guardsmen?’ he muttered as he recognised their lasguns and Militarum fatigues. He laughed in relief and lowered his pistol.

			‘Don’t fire until I give the order,’ said Draik calmly. ‘We can’t afford to waste ammunition.’

			‘Fire?’ laughed Quintus, confused. ‘They’re Imperial Guardsmen.’

			He stood and was about to approach Draik when he noticed how oddly some of the soldiers were moving – limping and lurching, as though dragging heavy loads. They were also a strangely varied range of sizes and shapes. Some seemed of average build, but others were small and hunched, like crippled children, and others were huge, looming over the others with their heads swinging low like apes. 

			When they were about twenty feet from Draik, the Guardsmen ceased to be silhouettes and Quintus raised his pistol again, taking a few steps backwards. ‘Throne,’ he whispered as he saw how oddly they were dressed. Some were wearing ragged, bat-like wings on their backs and others had long, bovine horns strapped to their foreheads. The Guardsman at the front, who seemed to be the commanding officer, had attached foot-long barbs to his uniform. 

			‘Why are they dressed like that?’ said Quintus, but before anyone could answer, Draik gave the order to fire.

			A wall of flames and las-blasts ripped into the Guardsmen, hurling the front line back. As the barrage lit them up, Quintus’ pistol hung limply in his hand. 

			‘They’re not costumes,’ he whispered, but no one could hear him as the Guardsmen returned fire. Shots punched into missionaries either side of Quintus and they toppled away, trailing blood as their flamers clanged across the floor.

			Dozens more Guardsmen lurched into view and fear jolted Quintus into action. He raised his pistol and pulled the trigger. He cursed as nothing happened.

			Audus reached over and flicked his safety off. Then she placed the butt of her autogun against her hip and launched an ear-splitting drum roll of shots. As she hefted the weapon from side to side, smoking shells whistled through the air and another row of Guardsmen fell back into the bloody light. 

			Quintus cursed his stupidity and fired wildly into the Guardsmen, unsure if he was hitting anything. Draik had remained at the head of the group, standing in a relaxed posture, his pistol hanging loosely from his hand as he placed careful headshots into the reeling figures. Quintus fired with increasing ferocity, growling to himself as he marched forwards, invigorated by fear. It took him a few seconds to realise that the others had ceased firing and were watching him with baffled expressions.

			‘You can’t kill them twice,’ said Audus, waving her gun at the smouldering corpses. 

			Quintus stumbled to a halt as he saw that in just a few seconds they had gunned down every one of the Guardsmen. He kept his pistol raised as he walked slowly towards the bodies.

			Draik looked up as Quintus reached his side. ‘Have you seen heretics before, boy?’

			Quintus nodded. ‘Of course. I have seen men burned for heresy on countless occasions, but…’ He hesitated, looking down at the nearest corpse. The Guardsman’s hands had been replaced with elongated, birdlike claws. ‘They did not look like this. I don’t understand. Why are they so deformed? Is that what drove them to idolatry?’

			Draik looked at the bodies with a stern expression but before he could answer, Taddeus strode over. 

			‘They harnessed the warp. As fuel for their forbidden rites. The ether has unmade them. It corrupted their minds and their bodies.’

			Quintus shook his head. ‘How can prayers change bodies?’

			‘Transmutation!’ bellowed Taddeus, rounding on him, his face crimson. ‘The corrupting power of heresy! Pray that you never meet their fate, boy. Physical change is the least of their concerns. Their immortal souls are far more grotesque than their flesh.’ He pointed his mace back the way they had come, towards the tear in the floor. ‘The malignancy of their religion is so potent that it is transforming this entire fortress. It is their apostasy that is tearing the walls down and filling the void with storms. If we take time to pray, we may spare ourselves the–’

			‘Your eminence,’ interrupted Draik. ‘We have no time to take. These chambers have clearly been reoccupied since the Servants of the Abyss were driven out. They are more hazardous than ever.’ He looked up at the blood falls looming over them. ‘You said our route was up there. Is that right?’

			Rein and Raus rushed over nodding eagerly, but before they could speak, Vorne strode to Taddeus’ side, her flamer’s muzzle still glowing with heat. 

			‘Three of our brothers have been killed, and another five are too wounded to continue.’ 

			Taddeus nodded and glanced at his mace. ‘I will give them all the Emperor’s final blessing. Stay and pray with me, Vorne, and send the others ahead with Captain Draik.’ He looked at Draik. ‘I must attend to the fallen. We will join you in a few minutes.’

			Quintus shook his head. ‘You’re going to kill them? Your own people?’

			Taddeus gave Quintus such a furious glare that Quintus flinched; then the priest headed off towards the wounded missionaries, barking prayers as he went. 

			Draik did not look as furious as Taddeus but he clearly had no time for Quintus’ concerns. ‘There is no medicae deck down here, boy. Those that can walk continue with the expedition, those that can’t deserve a clean death.’

			Draik waved the ratlings on and they hurried off, their large, clawed feet pattering across the corpse-strewn floor. As Quintus followed the rest of the group, he heard the sound of prayers behind him, and the muffled crunch of cracking skulls. He forced himself not to look back, knowing he was powerless to do anything, and fixed his gaze on the phenomenon the ratlings had called the Red Stair. It was hundreds of feet tall, its summit lost in the dazzling red light, and it was at least a hundred feet wide. It was like a crimson geyser roaring from the broken floor. As they got closer, a bloody mist settled on their faces and armour, filling the air with an iron tang. 

			As they reached the foot of the falls, another sound was loud enough to be heard over the din. It was the chanting they had heard when they’d landed. Draik gave Isola a knowing look. She gave him a curt nod and then returned her attention to her cogitator, wiping blood from its screen as she tried to read the data. 

			‘What?’ demanded Audus, catching the glance. 

			‘We have heard that song before,’ replied Draik, without looking at her.

			‘Cultists,’ she said. 

			Draik nodded. ‘But listen to how many there are.’

			Quintus listened and felt another rush of panic. There were thousands of voices chanting. He dropped back a little and depressed the bone in his wrist. 

			I need to leave this place, he thought. 

			+Not until Draik is dead.+ The voice was even more feral than last time. The deeper Quintus went into the fortress, the less clear the translation became. +Remember what happens if you leave his side.+

			Quintus looked at Draik, marching fearlessly towards the Red Stair. He will die soon enough, he thought. These people are all insane. Being in here is insane. They’re all going to die.

			+Stay calm. Draik must not die yet. Without him, there will be no priests. Without the priests, the abhumans have no chance of reaching the Aberration. Do you understand?+

			There is no chance of reaching it anyway, thought Quintus. The ratlings have no idea what they’re doing. They’re idiots.

			+Idiots with my technology implanted in their skulls. I have given them a route to the Aberration. They will reach it. They reached it last time, but failed to trigger the transportation device I gave them.+

			They will all be dead in a few hours, thought Quintus.

			+Make sure they are not.+ 

			A stab of pain raced up from Quintus’ wrist and he gripped his arm with a gasp.

			‘Are you wounded?’ asked Audus, walking back over to him. She was now addressing him in less sneering tones. He shook his head and loosed his arm. 

			‘What are they doing?’ he asked, looking over at Draik and others. They had gathered at the foot of the falls and Draik and Isola were handing objects out to people.

			‘Some of Taddeus’ newer missionaries have not come prepared,’ she said, rolling her eyes. ‘Perhaps they thought faith would carry them up the walls. Draik’s handing out auto-picks.’ She gave him a sideways glance. ‘I presume you thought to bring climbing equipment?’

			‘Climb a fountain of blood?’

			‘Things are rarely what they seem down here. If the abnormals say they came this way last time, that thing is obviously more than blood. Here,’ she said, rifling through one of the pockets on her flight suit and taking out a pair of small pistons with straps attached to them. ‘Take some of mine. They’ll cut into anything,’ she said, fastening them to his hands. ‘Just make a fist and stab.’

			He thanked her and moved to leave.

			‘What are you doing down here?’ she said, holding him back.

			‘I’m employed by Draik, just as you are,’ he said, managing to keep his tone even. 

			She kept hold of his arm. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘I’ve crossed half of this sector. I’ve met everyone from dead-eyed cynics to faith-mad zealots and I’ve got pretty good at spotting which is which. You’re not a hero and neither are you a fool. There are plenty of people in this galaxy who need servants and don’t expect them to survive Blackstone Fortress. But you actually volunteered to come out here. You could have stayed on the Vanguard.’

			It was Quintus’ turn to laugh. ‘Stay on the ship alone, down here? You’re right, I’m not a fool. I’ve seen all the broken wrecks lying around. The hull of a lander does not seem to offer much protection.’

			‘Has Draik even paid you anything?’ 

			‘He’s an honourable gentleman. You’re not the only one who understands people. He’ll pay me.’

			She gave him a quizzical smile. ‘Your answers are all so quick… So smooth.’ She shook her head. ‘You’re not like the priests. You don’t think he’s a prophet. You don’t think he’s invincible. And you certainly don’t think you’re invincible. I saw how terrified you were when we saw that…’ She glanced back towards the river of meat. ‘Whatever that is. So why are you here?’

			‘The same reason as you,’ he said, pulling free of her grip and heading towards Draik and the others. He sensed her following close behind, watching him, but she said no more on the subject. 

			He reached Draik just as the rogue trader was approaching the foot of the falls. 

			‘It is alive,’ said Isola. She was studying her cogitator while holding an electronic probe out to the glistening torrent. She frowned. ‘It has a pulse.’

			‘The heretics summoned it from the warp,’ said Taddeus, gripping his rosarius and whispering a prayer. ‘It is a slice of the immaterium, dragged into realspace. It is a component of their blood rites.’

			Draik shook his head. ‘Your eminence, you said I need to climb this “stair”. Is it safe to make physical contact with a piece of the warp, if that’s what this truly is?’ 

			Taddeus prayed a little longer and then smiled at Draik. ‘You are the Anointed. The Red-Handed One. The heretics do not realise it, but they have unwittingly built this stair for you. The path to the light often leads through darkness.’

			Draik looked unconvinced. He turned to Grekh and the kroot shrugged. 

			‘Taddeus and the abhumans passed this way before. I do not sense any trace of corruption in them.’ He studied Taddeus with his strange, featureless eyes and his crest of spines rattled as though testing the air currents. ‘His mind is unstable and confused, but I do not think it has been devoured by warp currents.’

			Taddeus gave Grekh a thunderous scowl and Vorne gripped her flamer tighter. 

			‘Let me show you!’ cried Raus, interrupting before a fight broke out. He strode up to the wall of churning liquid, ignoring the spray that drenched him. He took out a pair of combat knives and slammed one of them into the blood. It quivered as the blade punched through its surface and a darker liquid, almost black, spilled from the wound, rushing over the handle of Raus’ knife. 

			Raus smiled cheerfully over his shoulder at Draik, then slammed his other knife into the blood, spraying more liquid through the air. He planted his boots in the blood, wrenched one knife free and stabbed it higher, starting to climb. Quintus stared in disgust, unable to understand what he was watching. The geyser flinched and shifted each time Raus cut into it, as though it were a solid structure, but he could still see the liquid hurtling up out of the floor.

			‘Too slow, Raus,’ said Rein, leaping at the blood with a pair of knives and clambering up through the gore, overtaking his brother.

			Draik watched them with a look of utter revulsion. Then he did something Quintus had noticed him do a few times previously. He closed his eye for a moment and, when he opened it again, his expression was calm and resolute. He was carrying two of the pistons Audus called auto-picks, and he pointed one at the blood and punched a metal bolt into it, drenching his uniform and causing the whole edifice to judder again. 

			Draik did not hesitate after that, climbing hurriedly after the two ratlings, who were already twenty feet up the falls. As one, Taddeus and the other Ministorum priests swarmed forwards, starting to climb. Grekh followed, using the curved blade on his rifle’s barrel like an axe and climbing easily, his long, powerful limbs making quick work of the ascent. Isola waited a little longer, but then she began climbing too, until only Quintus and Audus were left.

			Audus reached into one of her flight suit pockets and took out a hip flask. She took a deep swig, grimaced and shook her head. Then she held it out to Quintus.

			‘My life’s ambition is to avoid a sober death,’ she said. ‘Imagine knowing that, in your final moment, you were seeing the world as it actually is.’ She shuddered. ‘Dreadful. And, down here, death is liable to come at any moment.’

			Quintus wondered if she was mocking him, but she sounded uncharacteristically sincere so he took the flask and drank.

			‘Guilliman’s balls,’ he gasped, coughing and spluttering.

			Audus laughed. ‘Drink harder. Show it who’s boss.’

			He took another sip and handed it back. Perhaps it was the alcohol buzz that rushed through him, or perhaps it was the disarming honesty in Audus’ gaze, but Quintus found himself speaking more openly than he should. 

			‘I came here to hide. Not much of the sector is safe for someone like me.’

			‘Ah,’ she smiled, one whole side of her face dripping with blood. ‘Then we have something in common. I am someone like you. My name is mud too. I knew we were kindred spirits.’

			‘Audus!’ called Isola from overhead.

			Audus slammed her picks into the blood and started to climb. ‘I hope you have strong arms.’
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			After hours of hauling himself up the slick, fly-shrouded falls, Draik finally glimpsed the top. The incline grew less extreme and the blood tide began to plateau, forming a wide river. The sound of falling liquid gradually grew fainter, but the sound of chanting grew louder. He looked around, trying to see the source, but his world had become a crimson haze. Blood spray billowed around him in huge banks, lit so brightly by the falls that everything seemed to burn. It was like climbing through a lava storm. 

			‘Not far!’ called Rein from a little further up the slope. The ratlings had reached a point where the slope levelled off to such an extent that they could stand.

			Draik nodded and hauled himself over the last dozen or so feet and then lay panting and exhausted. His uniform was dark with blood. His face and hair were drenched. He had to blink the stuff away to see. He had not worn his eyepiece since the violent hallucinations on the Vanguard and his eye socket was now a bloody pool. On his first few Blackstone expeditions, Draik had made a futile attempt to remain clean and smart, but he had been forced to abandon such niceties in the face of the fortress’ lunacy. His only consolation was that he was no longer likely to encounter anyone down here that looked any better. There were only the heretics and the dark. 

			He climbed wearily to his feet and made sure that he was at least standing in a dignified pose when Isola’s gore-splattered face broke through the mist. One by one the rest of the party dragged themselves up onto the summit of the falls and lay around him, wiping their faces and massaging their aching limbs. He waited until the last of them had reached the top and then waved the ratlings on.

			‘Draik!’ said Audus. ‘Give us a moment, damn it. We’re all shattered. We need to rest and eat something or we’ll all keel over.’

			Draik looked at the figures sprawled around her and saw that she was right. Taddeus, especially, looked as though he could barely breathe. His face was as red as the blood that was dripping from it and Vorne was hunched over him, patting his back as he coughed.

			‘Not here.’ Draik waved at the walls of buzzing flies. ‘We could be surrounded by heretics for all we know. We can’t see a thing.’ He looked at the ratlings. ‘Does this slope continue to level off?’

			Raus nodded, munching cheerfully on a piece of dried meat. ‘We’ve climbed the Red Stair. From here it becomes a…’ He looked at Rein.

			‘A red road?’ suggested his brother.

			‘More like a red bridge, would you say?’ said Raus.

			‘Depends, Raus. I always think of a bridge as a way of crossing–’

			‘Is it,’ interrupted Draik, struggling to keep his voice level, ‘easier to see once we move away from the falls?’

			‘Oh, yes,’ said Raus.

			‘Much easier,’ said Rein.

			‘Probably,’ said Raus.

			Draik frowned at them and looked back at the others. ‘Then we will get away from these confounded flies and find a clear spot further on, where we can be sure we’re safe to halt for a few minutes.’

			He waved the ratlings on and ignored the protesting groans that followed him as everyone else followed. ‘The only chance of survival on the Blackstone is to keep moving,’ he said. 

			It only took a few minutes for the mist to clear and Draik had to admit to himself that they might have been safer resting where they were. The blood had formed into a kind of broad, red shelf that stretched out over another huge chamber. This chamber was so large it looked more like a crater or an opencast mine than a piece of architecture. A region of the fortress had been torn away to create a massive, star-shaped wound and there were hundreds of shapes swarming around it. Draik had almost reached the edge of the blood bridge when he realised that the shapes were people, marching in phalanxes and gathering in crowds around dozens more of the treelike shrines. Draik had never seen cultists gathered in such huge numbers. It was an army.

			He backed away, hoping he had not been seen, and signalled for everyone else to stay clear of the edge.

			‘Were they there when you came last time?’ he said to the ratlings.

			The grins fell from their faces as they saw the vast fissure and the crowds teeming around the altars. They both shook their heads.

			As Taddeus stomped out of the mist and saw what lay beneath them, his eyes flashed. ‘The kingdom of the damned,’ he whispered. ‘They are building an abomination.’

			‘It’s the same stuff we saw earlier,’ said Audus with a grimace, gesturing at the pink and red mass that filled the crater. 

			‘Look there,’ said Isola, pointing across the chasm. 

			On the far side there was a single thunderhead – a boiling mass of flies so dense it looked like a storm cloud. It was turning and rolling around itself but stayed locked to the floor of the chamber. At its base, the black floor of the fortress was splintering and rending, revealing more of the gleaming flesh. As the floor cracked the meat swelled and grew, reaching out with flailing tendrils that tried to haul the main mass higher. Dozens of objects were hurtling through the air towards the cloud; everything from engine parts to severed limbs was caught in its pull.

			‘That’s the source,’ muttered Draik, pointing his pistol at the distant cloud. ‘The black shrines are linked to that. That’s where all this corruption is coming from.’

			‘They’re feeding it,’ said Isola, her voice full of revulsion. ‘Look there.’

			Crowds of heretics were gathered around the shrines and they were throwing people into them, casting prisoners into the churning flesh. The blood trees juddered as they sprouted new heads that joined their voices to the chorus. Draik and the others watched, horrified, as dozens of people were thrown to their deaths in just a few short minutes.

			‘Er, wait one moment, captain,’ said Raus, hurrying to his side and lowering the gun. ‘We don’t want to announce our presence. We don’t want them to know we’re up here, now, do we?’

			‘They have some pretty big guns down there,’ agreed Rein, looking pained. ‘I’m feeling a little disconcerted. Are you, Raus?’

			‘A lot disconcerted, Rein,’ nodded Raus. ‘We should just keep moving. As you said to His Highness earlier. We don’t want to get stalled by attacking these trees, do we?’

			Draik could only half follow what Raus was saying. The more he stared at the thundercloud, the more furious he felt. The flesh-filled eruptions that had torn through the Blackstone’s floor all originated at this one point. He could feel the malice radiating from it. His eye socket itched and the sensation reminded him of the optical implant he had placed in an ammo pouch. What would he see if he wore the eyepiece now? What was inside that cloud? The more he thought about it, the more desperate he was to know.

			‘Draik,’ said Audus. ‘Remember why we came. Those prisoners are already damned. It’s too late for them. But the rest of the galaxy is not yet lost. There is hope for us. As long as we reach the Crucible.’

			Draik had no interest in whatever Taddeus was calling the Crucible, but Audus was right: he did need to remember why he came. He had to keep moving and find something valuable enough to begin building his fortune. Or he would be as nameless and defenceless as the wretches who were being sacrificed beneath the bridge. He nodded at the ratlings.

			They crossed the bridge in silence, weapons at the ready as they eyed the horrific scene below. As they crossed the cavernous space, the chanting from the heads grew louder and the cloud rolled and grumbled, tearing rifts in the floor and hauling more flesh into view. Draik was reminded of the religious paintings in his father’s palace, apocalyptic scenes wrought on a grand scale. He felt as though he were travelling through a hellish afterlife, waiting for a daemonic monster to rise up and devour him.

			No one brought up the subject of stopping to rest. They just stumbled along, heads hung low and faces smeared with blood. They looked like a mob of revenants ambling from a crypt. The crowd of missionaries eyed the scene with undisguised loathing, praying furiously as they trailed after Taddeus and Vorne. Even the ratlings had lost some of their relentless optimism. As usual, Grekh seemed unaffected, loping after the abhumans with his usual nonchalance, occasionally studying a distant detail through the scope of his rifle.

			As Draik walked, his mind returned again and again to the distant cloud. There was something dreadful about the way it seethed on the ground, never moving away or dispersing. Draik began to find it even more offensive than the murders at the shrines. He could feel the force of its evil, disturbing the air like static electricity, washing over him in waves. He thought again of the eyepiece at his belt and what it might reveal if he turned it on the cloud. 

			‘What is in there?’ he muttered. 

			Isola was at his side and caught his words. ‘What does it matter?’

			He glanced at her.

			She shrugged. ‘You’re here to make yourself rich. As long as you can build your empire why would you care what’s in the cloud?’

			‘Are you trying to distract me?’ he replied. ‘Of course I care, but Janus Draik does not simply give up at the first obstacle.’

			Amusement flickered in her eyes.

			‘I see what’s happening down there,’ he said. ‘Do you think it doesn’t pain me? Do you think I want to let those people die? Do you think I am not concerned about whatever it is they’re building?’ Audus and the valet were only a few paces behind them so he lowered his voice and leant closer to Isola. ‘Why do you think I want to build a new Draik empire?’

			She gave him a sideways glance. ‘To rival your father.’

			‘No. Well, yes, but not for the reasons you think. I will build a new House Draik, forged in the heat of adversity, Isola. While my father and my sister parade themselves at Terran balls, I will use my position to stop atrocities like this.’

			She shook her head. ‘It’s in your blood. You’re a Draik. You want power for power’s sake. You are reckless and hungry. If you build a dynasty it will do as much damage as good.’

			Isola had never spoken to Draik in such disparaging tones before and he felt a flash of fury. But the sadness in her voice leached the anger out of him. He had been barely more than a boy when his father had cast him out into the galaxy as a pariah. Isola had been the only constant presence in the intervening years. They had grown together, and he could not find it in himself to hate her. 

			‘Then join me,’ he said. ‘If you doubt my motives or my constancy, why not serve the new House Draik as you so loyally served the old one?’

			She was staring at the screaming figures below, her expression bleak. ‘I want something better.’ She gave him such a direct, intense look that it almost drove the storm cloud from his thoughts. ‘Partners, Janus, or nothing.’

			Before he could reply she turned away to talk to Audus. Draik marched on, following the ratlings, but Isola’s words rankled. Was she right? Was he putting personal glory before duty? 

			He looked out at the horrors below the bridge. There were thousands of cultists down there and they were not a disorganised rabble – they were heavily armed and working with the precision of a well-drilled Astra Militarum regiment. He could see armoured cars and artillery being manoeuvred around the pit, as though they were preparing for an offensive. But an offensive against what? Against whom? There was no one on the Blackstone, except perhaps a few half-starved expeditions from Precipice that had managed to survive longer than the rest. So why did the heretics look as though they were mustering for an attack?

			As he studied the columns of troops and war machines his gaze was drawn inexorably back to the storm cloud at the heart of the madness. His eye socket itched and he touched the pouch at his belt, feeling the heavy bulk of his disconnected eyepiece. He remembered what had happened on the Vanguard – the painful hallucinations that had forced him to remove it. Perhaps it had just been cognitive interference, something temporary caused by the magnetic storms? He took the augmetic out and studied it as he walked. The pain had been bad but not debilitating. And if he suffered the same ill-effects as last time, he could simply remove it again. 

			Draik lifted the eyepiece, slotted it into the frame that circled his eye socket and triggered the power. The mechanism whirred into life and the lens clicked as it tried to focus. There was no pain. Data scrolled across the lens and Draik realised how much he had missed wearing it. He had lost his original eye in a duel on Terra, while still a youth, but the optical implant was more than just a replacement eye: it acted as a mixture of cogitator, auspex, targeting display and vital functions monitor. It was also capable of seeing through almost any kind of weather conditions. 

			As Isola continued talking to Audus, Draik paused and stared through his augmetic at the distant thunderhead. For a moment, there was nothing to see as the lens refocused and recalibrated. Then it pierced the gloom and Draik began to make out shapes in the centre of the cloud. At first, he thought it was more of the tendrils snaking from the chasm, but then he saw they were not solid shapes but lines of power, like coruscating plasma. The beams were the cause of the destruction that had crossed the whole chamber, spreading out into the Blackstone and ripping it apart. As Draik saw the centre of this spectacular display, a feeling of intense hatred rose up in him. 

			‘Janus?’ Isola’s voice seemed to come from another world.

			At the centre of the cloud, Draik saw a tree-shaped altar, similar to the ones scattered around the pit, but built on a larger scale. It was a tower of muscle and ligament, and at the top was a single figure, chained to a throne with her head tilted back and her hands gripping a staff. Draik grimaced. The woman wore the tattered uniform of a Militarum officer but her head was billowing and fluttering with the plasma beams, distorting and elongating. 

			‘Draik?’ said Isola again, but it was too late. He was consumed by the heretic’s amorphous face. The power he had sensed, the energy that charged the air, was all radiating from this nightmarish skull. The sense of dreadful urgency he had felt on the Vanguard gripped him again. It grew so intense that he felt he would scream if he did not do something.

			To Draik’s shock, the woman looked directly at him. She must have been nearly a mile away. Draik could only see her so clearly because of his augmetic. How could the mutant see him?

			The woman opened her mouth to speak and Draik realised that, if he heard what this monster had to say, his mind would break. All the time, the awful sense of urgency was growing.

			He flipped his splinter pistol from its holster and, using the targeting system in his augmetic eye, he shot a hole in the woman’s forehead. 
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			The woman’s head rocked back and her staff fell from her hands, bouncing down the bloody shrine. The lines of plasma vanished and the grinding hum that had been filling the air was silenced. All around the crater, the heretics’ song faltered as the storm cloud dissipated and revealed the corpse on the altar. 

			There was a great clamour as heretics rushed up the pyramid towards the dead woman.

			‘What did you do?’ asked Isola, her voice hushed.

			Draik finally looked at her. ‘I’m not sure,’ he muttered as all the others gathered around him and looked down at the panicked crowds. He was about to suggest they keep moving when a new sound rose up over the cries of the heretics – a deep, grumbling roar that sounded like a landslide. Beneath the bridge, the pit started to collapse, spilling more captives to their deaths and throwing up dust clouds.

			Hundreds of heretics were looking around for the source of the shot and it was only a few seconds before cries rang out and weapons were pointed up at the bridge.

			‘Here we go,’ muttered Audus. ‘Is this the famed Draik diplomacy?’

			‘Move!’ cried Draik, waving everybody on as shots filled the air, smashing chunks from the bridge’s edge. They all turned to run but failed to take more than a few steps before the entire bridge shifted to the left, throwing them off their feet and sending them sprawling across the crimson surface. 

			‘What have you done?’ cried Audus, just managing to grab Quintus before he was hurled to his death.

			There was another seismic groan and the bridge jolted in the other direction, wrong-footing them again. One of the missionaries howled as he tumbled from the bridge and plunged towards the pit. 

			‘Run!’ cried Draik, managing to stand and break into a sprint. ‘It’s collapsing!’

			A few shots were still howling up at them, but the heretics now had problems of their own to contend with. The star-shaped chasm was splitting into dozens of new cracks, flipping up slabs of flooring and hurling heretics towards the shrines, giving them the same death they had been inflicting on their captives. 

			Draik snatched a glance at the altar and saw a crowd of heretics rushing away from it towards an octagonal hole in the opposite wall. There was something odd about the aperture. It was designed to mirror the surrounding angles and vertices. 

			He paused for a second and switched off his augmetic. The aperture in the wall vanished, and then reappeared when he triggered the augmetic again. 

			‘Strange,’ he muttered, struggling to stay upright as the Red Stair shook. He had worn the eyepiece on every previous expedition and it had never revealed hidden doorways before. He looked around and saw that there were several more openings in the chamber that were hidden by optical illusions until he fixed the eyepiece on them. 

			‘Draik!’ howled Taddeus as auto-rounds strafed the surface of the Red Stair. 

			Draik dived clear, rolled back up onto one knee and returned fire, his pistol kicking in his hand. The shots had come from overhead. A group of heretics had used a jerry-built gurney to scale the walls and gather on a ledge. There were six of them and he knocked them down with six calmly placed headshots. His father might be a pompous prig, but Janus regularly thanked him for the rigour of his training regimes.

			Taddeus and the others had nearly reached the far side of the structure, but at the sight of Draik so far behind, Taddeus ordered his missionaries back, bellowing furiously at them to give him covering fire. Shafts of flame spewed from the bridge as the priests turned flamers on the heretics who were clambering up power cables. Screaming figures tumbled from the walls but hundreds more rushed to replace them. The pit was still heaving and fracturing, freeing more of the gruesome substance beneath, but the heretics seemed oblivious to the danger, intent on hunting down the man who had shot their leader. 

			It quickly became a slaughter. As more heretics reached the upper levels a fierce barrage of shots ripped up the surface of the bridge, tearing a channel through the crowd of priests and sending several more toppling.

			Draik sprinted, his legs fuelled by rage. His new empire would not be destroyed before it had even begun. He leapt over screaming priests and weaved as he ran, attempting to confound the gunmen on the walls. 

			Audus strode back onto the bridge and dropped to one knee, ripping up the walls with her autogun. A heretic landed on the bridge and clubbed her down with the butt of a lasgun. He flipped the weapon around and was about to shoot Audus when Draik reached him, drew his rapier and slashed it across the heretic’s neck, sending the man staggering away in a shower of crimson. 

			Draik’s blade shimmered as he turned on his heel and plunged it into another heretic, who had tried to rush him from behind. Dozens of them were now dropping from the walls and racing towards him. He gunned several down then lunged at the ones who reached him, dancing into them with a flurry of thrusts and slashes. 

			Isola appeared and hauled Audus to her feet, giving the pilot a chance to fire another barrage of deafening shots and punch more heretics into the air. 

			‘Go!’ cried Draik, seeing that another, larger group of heretics were about to drop from the walls. They ran on, quickly covering the last few feet of the bridge and dashing through an opening at the far end. 

			They emerged into an octagonal room, about fifty feet wide. It was made of the same black material as the rest of the fortress, but the walls were splintering here, too, revealing the fleshy substance they had seen in the pit. 

			Taddeus and the rest of the surviving priests rushed into the room. ‘Bar the entrance!’ cried Taddeus, waving his followers back to the opening. 

			The priests turned and pointed a line of flamers back out at the heretics rushing towards them across the bridge. The opening became a wall of light as they fired in unison, spilling flames into the heretics and filling the air with howls. 

			‘Draik!’ cried Rein and Raus simultaneously, rushing over to him. Their expressions were desperate as they waved their guns at the walls. ‘There are no doors.’ 

			Draik whirled around in confusion, looking at the walls. All eight of them framed tall, narrow openings that led off into further chambers. 

			‘What are you talking about?’ he said – then, before they could reply, he guessed what had happened. He killed the power to his eyepiece and, as he expected, his natural eye saw eight featureless walls with no sign of the hidden exits. He triggered the eyepiece and the doorways reappeared.

			How many routes had he missed since he first began exploring the Blackstone? It looked like almost every surface contained an opening that was camouflaged to blend seamlessly with the surrounding stone. Who knew what incredible discoveries he might have made if he had not been walking blindly past countless hidden doors. But why was his eyepiece revealing them now when it had never done so before? What had changed? He started fiddling with the casing, wondering if he had inadvertently altered the settings.

			‘Draik!’ cried Audus. She was standing with the priests, adding a steady barrage of auto-rounds to their gouts of fire. ‘There are a lot of unhappy people heading this way.’

			‘Let them come!’ roared Taddeus, gripping his mace in both hands and crouching like a pit-fighter. ‘I’m ready.’

			‘She showed you something,’ said Grekh, breaking away from the fight to speak to Draik.

			Draik looked up at the kroot’s proud, avian face. ‘She?’

			‘I saw you tapping your eyepiece. The Blackstone showed you something. She shared secrets.’

			Draik nodded, looking again at the slender openings that only he could see. ‘It’s not the Blackstone, it’s my optical implant. It’s been behaving oddly since we left Precipice. It’s showing me things that–’

			A chain of holes exploded across the ceiling, scattering shrapnel as a heavy weapon opened fire on the chamber. Draik had to shield his face as missionaries flew across the room, their blood spraying, holes punched through their flak armour.

			‘Draik!’ cried Audus, giving him a warning look as she continued firing out onto the bridge. ‘What are we doing?’

			‘Raun!’ cried Draik, picking rubble from his face and looking for the ratlings.

			The brothers scurried from a corner and approached him, flinching and ducking as shots whined past.

			‘Which way?’ he demanded.

			They looked at each other then back at Draik. ‘There are no ways,’ said Raus, scratching anxiously at his patchy beard. 

			‘Just walls,’ said Rein.

			‘There are doors,’ said Draik. ‘Just tell me which direction we need and I’ll show you.’

			Another section of ceiling exploded. Everyone ducked and the ratlings dropped to their bellies with their hands over their heads. As the dust cleared, Draik grabbed Raus by his collars and lifted him up in front of his face so that the abhuman’s feet were kicking uselessly in the air.

			‘Which direction?’ said Draik.

			Raus grinned awkwardly, as though humouring a lunatic, then looked around the eight walls. ‘That’s the direction,’ he said. ‘But last time we came there was–’

			He landed heavily on the floor as Draik dropped him and strode through the rubble towards the opening. ‘Look!’ he cried, causing almost everyone to turn his way. He held his arm out into the aperture he knew only he could see. As soon as his hand passed through the opening, the optical illusion was broken and the others rushed towards him, muttering and shaking their heads as they passed through the hole and into a corridor on the far side.

			When most of the group had filed out of the chamber, Draik headed back over to Taddeus and the other priests who were still drenching the bridge in flames. He reached Taddeus’ side and raised his pistol, firing a few shots out onto the bridge. It was like shooting into a furnace. There were mounds of burnt heretics sprawled in every direction, twisted, blackened husks that were being trampled by the living troops who were massing in ever-greater numbers. Draik guessed there were already a couple of hundred on the bridge. It was only the narrowness of the opening that had allowed the priests to hold them back.

			Several of Taddeus’ missionaries were bleeding and stooped, their faces grey with pain, but they were all still pouring liquid death through the air, filling the chamber with heat haze and causing Draik to choke on the promethium fumes. 

			‘We need to make a retreat,’ he said, raising his voice over the din so that Taddeus would hear him. 

			‘No!’ cried Vorne, standing on the other side of Taddeus. Her mask was glowing with embers and the rest of her armour was coated in blood and ash. She looked more terrifying than the cultists. ‘We must purge them!’ She stared at Taddeus. ‘We cannot allow them to complete their rites.’

			Taddeus gripped her shoulder. ‘Pious, you are an inspiration, but remember why we came. If we die here, how will Draik reach the Eudoxus Crucible?’

			‘But those altars,’ she spat. ‘You saw the size of that thing they were unearthing. We can’t let them continue.’

			‘We have to,’ said Taddeus, with a harder edge to his voice.

			She nodded, but fired on the heretics with even more fury, causing Draik to shield his eyes from the heat.

			‘We will need time,’ said Taddeus, looking back at Draik. ‘If we all leave now, they will be on us before we get ten feet.’ 

			Draik had already had the same thought, but he was relieved that Taddeus had come to the conclusion by himself.

			Taddeus called out the names of his wounded missionaries. ‘There is no way we can heal you down here.’

			They all nodded. 

			‘And we cannot allow you to slow us down.’

			They nodded again.

			‘Will you perform one final act of devotion?’

			‘For the Emperor!’ they cried, ceasing fire for a moment to raise their weapons. There was no fear in their voices, only pride, and Draik thought, not for the first time, on what could be achieved by filling minds with so much faith it left no room for anything else. 

			Taddeus went to each of the wounded priests and pressed his forehead to theirs, gripping their shoulders and whispering prayers. Then he backed away and raised his voice, addressing the rest of his congregation.

			‘When I give the order, we will follow Draik to the exit. Do not pause to fire and do not look back. We have to move fast or we will not catch up with the abhumans and Draik will never reach his goal. Those of you who are about to join the hallowed ranks, back away from the opening at the same moment we do. Give the heretics the impression we have all fled. Then wait in the shadows on either side. Let as many heretics enter the room as possible before you open fire.’

			He rose up to his full, impressive height and pointed his mace at the wounded priests. 

			‘This day! This very day! You will pass through the Eternity Gate and bask in the glory of the Sanctum Imperialis. Today, you shall kneel before the Golden Throne. You will see the face of the God-Emperor.’

			Draik could see how jealous the able-bodied priests were of the wounded. Any one of them would have been thrilled to offer their lives in sacrifice.

			‘Your souls are guaranteed a place at the Emperor’s side,’ continued Taddeus. ‘But that does not mean you should sell your mortal flesh cheap. If you time this right, dozens of those degenerate wretches can enter this room before you set them alight. You can make a holy crucible, barring the way and safeguarding Draik’s progress by filling the chamber with mounds of enemy dead.’ He punched his mace against the rosarius at his chest. ‘For the God-Emperor!’

			‘The God-Emperor!’ roared all the priests, still pouring flames out onto the bridge.

			‘Go,’ said Taddeus, looking over at Draik, his eyes wide with passion. ‘Catch up with the abhumans. I will join you in a few moments.’

			Draik shook his head. ‘You will need me to see the door.’

			Taddeus looked at the blank walls then turned to Vorne. ‘He sees where others may not.’

			She mouthed the words back at him, her eyes glittering.

			‘Very well,’ said Taddeus. ‘We go together. Ready yourselves.’

			‘On the count of three!’ he cried, struggling to make himself heard over the flamers and autoguns. ‘Make youthem think we have all fled. And remember,’ he looked at the wounded priests, ‘fill the room with corpses. Deliver a legion of souls on this bloody floor.’

			They all muttered prayers, and when Taddeus gave the order they extinguished their flamers and backed away from the opening.

			Draik waved Taddeus and the others to the exit and they all ran out into a narrow, dark corridor. 
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			Taddeus’ servo-skulls whirled ahead of the group, flashing stab-lights over black, faceted walls. Angles splintered the light, scattering beams in so many directions the passageway seemed to shift and blink.

			Behind them, there was an ominous quiet.

			‘Good,’ said Taddeus, panting as he ran. ‘The heretics are taking a moment to think before they charge.’

			Draik nodded, but before he could speak, the deafening roar of igniting flamers echoed down the corridor from behind them, followed by howls of pain and shock.

			Taddeus made the symbol of the aquila. ‘They’re selling their lives at a high cost,’ he said. ‘Listen, their flamers are still firing. They have caught the heretics unprepared.’

			They ran on, leaving the screams behind as they turned several corners and passed junctions, led by Grekh, who had memorised the route taken by the ratlings moments earlier. After a while, they heard the others up ahead, and finally they caught up with them at the entrance to another huge vault.

			Isola, Audus and Quintus were standing at the top of broad, sweeping steps that could have fronted the façade of a Terran palace. The steps formed a semicircular amphitheatre that led down into a well of utter blackness. The servo-skulls whirred out into the dark, but their lumens quickly became pinpricks, studding the void like stars. Taddeus called them back and they hovered over his head, lighting up the blood-drenched group. 

			‘It’s not right,’ muttered Vorne, glancing back down the corridor. ‘They should be stopped.’

			‘Draik has dealt them a sore blow,’ said Taddeus, wiping blood from his face. ‘Did you see?’ His eyes flashed in the dark as he looked around the whole group. ‘Janus fired a single shot from the bridge and the whole place started to collapse. Do you know why?’

			Everyone was too busy panting and wincing to answer.

			‘Because the Emperor guided his hand and blessed his shot,’ continued Taddeus. The missionaries muttered in agreement and even Vorne looked mollified. 

			‘We are in the right place,’ said Raus, emerging from the darkness with Rein close behind. ‘Do you remember this hall, Your Worldliness?’ 

			Taddeus frowned at the title but nodded, looking out into the wall of blackness. ‘I do recall these steps. They lead down to the battle cruiser.’

			Rein and Raus nodded eagerly. 

			‘A battle cruiser?’ asked Quintus.

			Draik kept forgetting the boy was still with them. The youth was not as useless as he had expected. On the few occasions he had been forced to bring a valet onto the Blackstone, they had invariably become a hindrance within the first ten minutes and died during the next ten. But Quintus had a determined look in his eye. There was more to the youth than he had guessed. He seemed deserving of a clear answer. 

			‘The Blackstone attracts celestial junk. Countless ships that did not seek this place have been caught in its pull and dragged to their doom. I have seen void ships down here before.’

			Quintus nodded, then frowned and shook his head. ‘The ships crash-land but remain intact? How do they pass through the walls of the fortress without being obliterated? Or destroying the hull of the Blackstone?’

			‘The Blackstone is no ordinary star fort,’ said Isola. She tapped the floor with the heel of her boot. ‘No one understands what this is but it attracts things and absorbs them, melding them with its own superstructure.’

			Quintus looked down into the darkness. ‘Like it’s eating them?’

			Isola shrugged. 

			There was a rattle of quills as Grekh approached, his tall presence just visible in the shadows. ‘It consumes and learns.’

			Quintus was about to ask another question when Draik interrupted. 

			‘If there was ever a time to debate metaphysics with a kroot, this is not it. The heretics will fight through that chamber eventually.’ He looked around for the ratlings. ‘Which way now? Down the steps and through the wreck?’

			Raus nodded and grinned. ‘We’re close. Half a mile at most. We pass through the battle cruiser’s embarkation decks, then down into its enginarium and then onto the final approach.’ He started jogging down the steps. ‘We’ll be at the Crucible in no time.’

			The group set off, running as quickly as they could, but the steps were made for something larger than a human. Draik had to steady himself after each jump as the servo-skulls bobbed overhead, casting their feeble strands of light over the blackness. He was still quicker than most of the group, though, and after a few minutes only Grekh and Isola were near him.

			‘Do you mean to go all the way to this Crucible they keep talking about?’ whispered Isola. ‘I know you’re not interested in their prophecies, but think how Taddeus will react if he realises you lied. If he decides you’re a false prophet we will find ourselves looking down the wrong end of those flamers.’

			Draik nodded. ‘Obviously, I’ll go to whichever vault he thinks is the Crucible. I’m well aware of the dangers.’ He glanced over his shoulder to make sure the priests weren’t within earshot and then leant close to Isola. ‘The chamber Taddeus calls the Crucible is a chamber that no one has managed to enter. That’s where we’ll find our prize. Either there, or in the chambers beyond. Remember what the rest of the fortress was like before it was looted by our charming friends in Precipice, or turned to meat by heretics. There will be artefacts in there the like of which no one has ever seen. Alien machinery, holy relics, weapons from the Dark Age of Technology and who knows what else.’

			‘But what about the priests? What about when you enter that vault and don’t ascend into a holy saint and become one with the fortress? Don’t you think Taddeus might wonder what’s gone wrong? Especially when you start rooting around for treasure troves.’

			‘It won’t be me who does the rooting, Isola.’

			Isola raised an eyebrow, but before she could disagree, he continued.

			‘I will need to play the part. When we reach these inner vaults it will seem inappropriate if I start blithely hunting for relics. You will need to do that, along with Audus and Grekh.’ He paused, looking back again, spotting Quintus dropping down one of the steps. ‘And perhaps the valet. He seems to have more spine than his predecessors. Where did you find him?’

			She shrugged. ‘I spread word in the Helmsman and he approached me a few days later.’

			As Draik watched Quintus dropping from step to step, a sudden lance of white agony slid through his skull. He stumbled, gripping his eyepiece, and nearly fell down the steps.

			‘Throne,’ he gasped as Isola and Grekh grabbed him and stopped his fall. 

			‘Take it out!’ said Isola.

			He nodded and unlocked the eyepiece’s casing. But as he pulled the augmetic away from his eye socket, the pain tripled. He cursed and let go of the thing, slumping weakly against Grekh as the eyepiece remained jutting an inch from his face.

			‘It’s locked in place!’ he managed to gasp.

			‘What is that?’ whispered Isola, sounding horrified.

			‘What?’ he cried, struggling to think through the pain. Then he opened his good eye and tried to look across the bridge of his nose. There was something there, linking the eyepiece to his skull. A black bevelled rod, passing from the back of the eyepiece and into his eye socket.

			‘What in the name of the Emperor is it?’ he cried, touching it. 

			‘It’s inside you,’ breathed Isola, her eyes straining to examine the thing.

			Horrified, Draik pulled the eyepiece again, trying to wrench out whatever was linking it to his head. The augmetic moved another inch but as it did so, more of the black column slid out from his eye socket, spilling blood down his cheek. It seemed be getting wider as it emerged. The pain was so great that Draik slumped in Grekh’s grip, delirious with agony, but he continued pulling. Whatever it was, he had to get it out.

			‘Stop,’ said Grekh, speaking quietly in his ear. ‘You will die.’

			‘I can’t leave it like this,’ groaned Draik. The thing now extended so far from his head that he could see it clearly with his good eye. It looked like black iron, jutting from his face. He tugged at it again, but this time the pain was too great and darkness flooded his thoughts. 

			Isola’s face stayed with him as he fell into nothingness. Then he realised that she was falling, rather than him. The angles of the Blackstone reached towards her in hexagons and octagons, grasping like geometric claws. She remained calm as she fell, but Draik felt an overwhelming sense of grief. He was losing her. What would he be without this clear-sighted, determined woman? What would become of him? 

			The polygons reached further, tightening their grip, and Isola crashed into them. Her body exploded, ripped apart by pitch-dark spars, but her face remained, watching him with cool dispassion as it plummeted into the shadows. 

			Draik had spent enough time around Grekh to guess that this was more than just a dream. The Blackstone was trying to communicate. And telling him what? That he could not risk losing Isola? That he should concede to her demands of partnership? It was impossible. A commoner could never be his equal. He had been born into a position of privilege to serve and protect people like Isola, not share their lives in some absurd pretence of equality. 

			He convulsed as Isola’s face reappeared, filling his vision. Her eyes were full of pain and concern. Grekh was behind her, as were Audus and Quintus, and Draik realised he had passed out. His breathing was fast and erratic, but he was relieved to notice that the agony had gone from his eye socket.

			‘I got it out,’ he murmured, reaching up to touch the wound. ‘No!’ he said as his fingers brushed against the lens of his eyepiece. ‘It’s still there.’

			‘You were about to rip your skull open,’ said Audus, grimacing. ‘We had to shove it back in.’

			‘But that… that thing?’ Draik imagined he could feel the black column, cold and inert in his brain, lodged in his skull.

			Isola shook her head. ‘There’s nothing we can do down here. Trying to get it out would require surgery. Just pulling it out might kill you.’

			‘But what was it?’ Draik recalled the blurry, black shape he had seen in his peripheral vision. ‘How has it got in my head?’

			Audus leant closer, peering into his face like he was an interesting specimen. ‘Surely it’s just part of your eyepiece?’

			‘No!’ he cried, managing to stand and stagger away from the others. He placed his hand gingerly over the augmetic, expecting another explosion of pain. Nothing happened, and as he removed his hand the lens whirred and clicked, focusing on a point further down the steps. It was a ramp that bisected the stairway.

			‘Do you see that?’ he asked, pointing it out.

			‘See what?’ asked Audus.

			The others all shook their heads. 

			Grekh raised his rifle and peered through the scope. ‘I only see steps.’

			Draik was unsure how to proceed. The eyepiece was changing. It was showing him things that he had never seen before. He thought of a word Grekh often used. It was giving him insights. It was showing him aspects of the Blackstone that no one else could see. He remembered the agony he had just felt, and the object that was lodged in his head. What was the cost of these insights? If he continued using the augmetic, even though it was so clearly harming him, what would it do to him?

			There was a bark of firing guns and auto-rounds whistled through the air. There were figures surging towards them. They were too far from the light of the servo-skulls to be seen clearly, but the silhouettes were horribly familiar. 

			‘Heretics,’ hissed Taddeus, rising to his feet and waving for his priests to do the same. ‘Our brothers and sisters did not buy us as much time as I hoped. And these steps are too slow-going for us to continue. They’d slaughter us as we descended.’ He gestured for the missionaries to fan out along the broad stairs. ‘Ready your weapons. We make our stand here.’

			Audus hefted her autogun round from her back and slammed a clip in place but Draik shook his head.

			‘No, wait,’ he said, pointing his pistol down the steps. ‘I see a path down there. A slope that we will be able to traverse much quicker than these stairs.’

			‘He sees where others may not,’ said Taddeus, giving Vorne a meaningful look.

			Despite the zealots’ usefulness, Draik was starting to find them irritating. It was already getting hard to play along with Taddeus’ pronouncements. He held back the dismissive comment that leapt to his tongue and simply nodded. He waved the ratlings over. 

			‘I will lead us to the bottom of this arena, or amphitheatre or whatever it is. You can guide us once we reach the bottom.’

			Rein and Raus were cowering behind the step but they gave Draik brisk, practised salutes. 

			‘Follow me!’ cried Draik, sprinting off across the step in the direction of the ramp. As he used the eyepiece he felt a coldness growing inside his skull. He could not be sure if he was imagining the sensation or not, but as shots hit the steps, kicking up shrapnel, the thought was driven from his mind. The air hummed with gunfire and one of Taddeus’ zealots tumbled past him, bouncing down the steps and clutching her stomach as blood rushed from the wound. 

			Draik shook his head and ran faster. He would not be stopped when he was so close to reaching his goal. He fired a few splinter rounds back over his shoulder and caught a glimpse of missionaries climbing up the steps towards the heretics. Taddeus was now sacrificing uninjured followers. 

			Draik did not pause to watch the fight. He was now leaping from step to step, with the others scrambling to keep up. Only Grekh was keeping pace with his loping, easy stride, scanning the darkness down the length of his rifle. 

			Draik reached the slope and leapt onto it. He half-expected the eyepiece to have tricked him but the slope was real – like a steep-sided gulley between mountains. He heard the others landing behind him but ran on without a glance until the slope opened out into the base of the bowl-shaped chamber.

			A servo-skull glided out after him, flashing light over the debris-strewn surface and revealing glimpses of a vast, scorched hull. Even seen in fleeting glimpses, there was no mistaking the grand, sacred edifice of an Imperial Navy ship. The plasteel was crowded with decorated panels and soaring lancet windows. Even now, the ship was glorious, swathed in gilded buttresses and weapons batteries that could have been lifted directly from the Imperial Palace. 

			Rein and Raus scampered past. Raus studied the shattered hull through infrared magnoculars, muttering furiously, then nodded and ran on, waving for everyone to follow. 

			‘This way!’ he cried. ‘The embarkation deck is this way. We just need to pass through it to the other side. This route never fails. We can’t go wrong.’
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			There were more flashes of light as servo-skulls glided into view and the whole group ran on, following the ratling. The gunfire intensified, tearing dust and shrapnel from the ship’s hull. 

			‘We’re out in the open!’ cried Audus. The heretics had fought their way to the ramp and were now swarming over it, guns blazing. ‘They’ll be on us in minutes,’ she cried. ‘How do we get in this damned ship?’

			‘Just here!’ replied Raus, waving his lasgun at a rent in the ship’s armour plating. The hole looked tiny against the mountainous hulk of the vessel but, as he ran towards it, Draik realised it was as big as the triumphal arches on his father’s estate.

			Raus rushed through the ragged opening without pausing and the others charged after him as bullet holes ripped across the surrounding hull. ‘It’s fail-safe!’ 

			Draik ran into a hangar littered with overturned landing craft and freight haulers. Everything was coated in dust and the place had a gloomy, sepulchral atmosphere.

			‘This way!’ cried Raus, running past the overturned ships and kicking up clouds of dust.

			Golden light flickered across the abandoned ships as the zealots paused to launch another barrage of flame. A group of heretics had raced ahead of the main group and as Draik paused to look back, he saw dozens of them enter the battle cruiser, shooting into the wall of fire and kicking priests back through the air. 

			Taddeus roared and charged, swinging his mace in such a frenzied attack that nobody, on either side, could fire for a moment. He smashed several of the heretics back the way they had come then leapt aside and ordered his followers to fire on the reeling figures. Another wave of flame rolled across the deck, igniting the howling heretics. 

			‘Onwards!’ bellowed Taddeus, and the priests rushed deeper into the ship. As they ran, more heretics arrived, pouring through holes in the hull, spilling down bulwarks like vermin and filling the air with shots. 

			Draik dived behind the landing gear of an overturned gunship and fired through the buckled struts.

			‘This won’t work,’ said Grekh calmly as he appeared at Draik’s side, firing into the whirling dust clouds. ‘The heretic soldiers are already on us. And there are too many. We can’t cross this deck without being shot. You need to think of something else.’ 

			Draik looked around and saw that the kroot was right. There were already dozens of heretics rushing between the wrecked flyers. 

			‘Where’s Isola?’ he said as silhouetted figures raced through the smoke.

			‘She kept up with the ratlings. As have Audus and your servant. They are crossing the deck.’

			Draik hauled himself up onto the gunship’s wing, crawled to the fuselage and clambered up into a better vantage point. Isola and the others were racing back towards him, heads down as shots strafed the floor. In the distance there was another line of silhouettes striding into view. They were taller than the landers they were rushing past and clearly mechanical, swaying as they ran, carried on long, backward-jointed legs.

			Draik had seen the Blackstone Fortress defend itself in many ways. He had seen its walls form into armoured drones that hunted down anything that did not originate in the fortress. For a second, as the shapes lurched into view, he thought that was what he was seeing – the lethal, mechanical drones that he had faced on previous expeditions. But as the dust banked away and the shapes came nearer, he realised that these were killing machines of a more familiar kind.

			‘Scout Sentinels,’ he muttered, recognising the armoured combat vehicles from countless parades and war zones. Like the Guardsmen hunched in their canopies, they had been bastardised and defaced, daubed in ugly sigils and heaped with weapons that had no place on an Astra Militarum vehicle. 

			There was a rattle of autocannons and several of the ships detonated, spilling blooms of fire through the hangar. 

			‘This way!’ Draik cried, as Isola and the others came racing towards him, twisting to fire on the lurching, bipedal tanks. 

			Audus howled in defiance and dropped into a crouch, firing up at the nearest walker. Her shots tore through its canopy with such force that they decapitated the driver and sent the vehicle staggering off in a new direction. It slammed into another Sentinel and they went down in a tangled heap. 

			Audus spat at the fire then ran back towards Draik. Taddeus and the priests were also staggering back towards him, spewing flames into an increasingly huge crowd of heretics. Six or seven dead priests were slumped on the hangar floor. Taddeus’ once impressive strike force was shrinking fast. Draik guessed there were only around twenty of the zealots left standing and many of those were limping as they fought. 

			With flames rolling in from every direction, merging with columns of dust, the hangar looked more like a hellish underworld than the deck of a void ship. 

			‘There’s a problem!’ gasped Raus, scrambling up onto the gunship and rushing over to Draik.

			‘A slight problem,’ agreed Rein, climbing up after him. 

			‘As I always said,’ continued Raus. ‘This route is far from ideal. It may not be possible to reach the vault this way any more. This is why I warned against this route right from the start.’

			Draik glared at the abhumans, then looked at the chaotic scene that surrounded him. Taddeus and the other priests were climbing up beside him on the overturned gunship and it looked like the whole expedition was adrift on an ocean of smoke. Audus was firing repeated bursts into the Sentinels and the priests were still pouring flames into the inferno, and Draik struggled to think clearly. 

			He remembered his dream of Isola falling and the hideous way his augmetic had attached itself to his insides. Could it be that the fortress was trying to help him? Just as Grekh had always claimed? He stared through the lens at the flames and the armoured vehicles swaggering towards him like loose-limbed drunks. There was nothing. As the heretics closed in from every direction, his augmetic gave him no subtle insights or clues.

			‘Draik?’ asked Isola, firing into the madness as she edged along the belly of the gunship towards him. ‘What now?’

			A priest howled and fell from the ship, a hole in his throat. Then another fell, half his face sheared away. The heretics pressed closer, massing in such huge numbers that the hangar now resembled the pit they had crossed earlier. 

			Another barrage strafed the gunship. Isola cried out and slammed into Draik, blood rushing from her mouth. There was a wound in her side. She slammed her hand over it, trying to stem the blood, looking furious as she doubled over in pain.

			‘No!’ whispered Draik, grabbing Isola and stopping her from falling. 

			As Draik struggled to hold Isola upright, he noticed something about one of the heretic groups that was firing on them. They were hunkered down on the back of a gunship identical to the one Draik was on, but it was upright and seemed to be intact.

			‘Audus!’ he yelled over the gunfire. Once he had caught her attention he waved his pistol at the other gunship. ‘What kind of aircraft did you fly in the Navy?’

			She stared at him. ‘Why would you ask me…?’ She laughed and shook her head. ‘You can’t be serious. It’s probably been sitting there for years. What’s the chance of it working? If it even has any fuel in the tanks.’

			‘Can you fly it?’ 

			She closed her eyes for a moment, still shaking her head. Then she looked at Isola’s blood-soaked dress coat and the humour faded from her eyes. She nodded. 

			‘We might have some unwanted passengers, though.’ She gestured at the heretics, who were still firing at them from the other gunship. There were at least a dozen crouching on its wings.

			Draik looked around at what was left of his expedition. If they tried to charge the gunship, few – if any – of them would live long enough to see his plan through.

			His thoughts were interrupted as another Sentinel strode through the fumes and opened fire.

			The upturned gunship lurched under the force of the autocannon, kicking up sparks and groaning as it scraped across the floor. 

			A fuel tank erupted, forcing Draik and the others to clamber out onto a wing, lurching blindly through the smoke. All Draik could think about was Isola’s wound and the pained look in her eyes. Anger shivered through his body, tensing his muscles. He raised his voice over the flames. 

			‘When I give the order, make for that gunship. We are not dying in here.’

			They all stared at him in shock, but before they could speak, he passed Isola to one of the priests, dropped from the wing and plunged through the smoke. 
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			Draik’s youth had been an onslaught of training drills and fencing lessons, and his survival as a rogue trader had depended on these skills just as much as his years of academic study. Since he had arrived on Precipice and begun his explorations of the Blackstone Fortress he had increased his regimen of physical exercise and weapons training. None of this was done through vanity or for pleasure; since his first expedition into the Blackstone, Draik had realised that the fortress would test him. Even now, with Isola left bleeding and the others under heavy fire, Draik’s mind slipped into a well-drilled calm.

			He landed lightly and rolled clear of the gunship, whipping out his pistol as he sprinted through the dense smoke. Shots roared overhead, but as he’d expected, they were all still targeted on the gunship. Down here, beneath the blanket of fumes, he was almost invisible. 

			He was also blind.

			Draik’s breath exploded from his lungs as he crashed into something and stumbled to the floor. He rolled away and leapt to his feet, pointing his pistol at the shape. It was a man in Militarum fatigues. He looked panicked as he came towards Draik, his hands raised in a placating gesture.

			‘Wait!’ the man cried. ‘I’m not one of them.’

			Draik’s mind grew even calmer, even faster. In a fraction of a second, he observed that the man had removed his regimental insignia and had a thick, black chain around his neck.

			Draik fired two quick shots into his chest.

			It was only as the heretic fell away that Draik saw the second pair of arms sprouting from the Guardsman’s gut, and the stub guns he was gripping in his extra hands. The man tried to rise, his pleading expression replaced with a furious snarl, but the splinters Draik had fired into him were laden with neurotoxins. The man stiffened and fell back again.

			Pain exploded in Draik’s hand and his pistol clattered away across the floor, kicked from his grip by a second heretic. There was no mistaking this man’s allegiance. There was an iron star hammered into his chest and he had filed his teeth into spikes. He was carrying a power axe almost as big as he was and he triggered the weapon as he raised it, filling the air with fumes and the rattle of grinding teeth. 

			The heretic held the axe above his head for a moment, then staggered backwards, looking confused. Draik followed, his shimmering rapier embedded in the man’s chest. He pulled the powerblade free as the man slammed to the floor. 

			Much of Draik’s fencing training had been performed in darkness, teaching him to memorise his surroundings from even the briefest glance. As he grabbed his pistol and ran on through the smoke, he retained the image he had seen from the gunship’s wing, following a path he had decided on before he jumped. He heard the disembodied voices of Taddeus and the others, still firing at the gathering hordes. Their voices sounded distant and strange, but Draik knew he had not ventured far from the gunship when he saw his destination. 

			The Sentinel loomed over him, covered in ablative armour and weaponry. Gyro-stabilisers howled in its legs as the chassis swivelled and fired, launching another volley at the gunship.

			Draik walked slowly to the side of the Sentinel and looked up at the chassis. Like others he had seen before, the vehicle was crudely assembled from cheap materials and the canopy was open, with no armourglass to protect the driver. 

			‘Down here!’ he yelled over the sound of the engine. 

			The driver looked down in confusion, enabling Draik to shoot a carefully aimed splinter between his eyes. The Guardsman slumped in his seat and the Sentinel staggered before weaving off through the smoke.

			Draik raced after it and fired one of his auto-picks into the vehicle’s left leg. As it staggered away from him, reeling like it was punch-drunk, Draik climbed its hydraulic bundles and riveted plasteel, making for the canopy. The driver was slumped lifeless against the controls. Draik reached in, snapped off his safety harness and dragged the man out of the canopy, hurling him to the floor. Then he clambered inside and grabbed the controls. 

			Draik was no pilot, but his tutors back on Terra had schooled him in the basics of Militarum hardware and Sentinels were one of the most ubiquitous vehicles in the Imperium. After a few missteps he managed to send the walker stumbling back in the direction of the gunship.

			As he approached the aircraft, Audus and the others caught sight of him and opened fire.

			He cursed and steered the Sentinel away, hunkering down in his seat as shots pinged all around him. As he lurched off into the smoke, the shots faded and he saw the other gunship swim into view, emerging from the flames as if it were airborne. The heretics on its back raised their weapons and cheered as he rushed towards them. 

			Draik only had seconds before they realised his trick. He quickly scanned the vehicle’s weapons arrays, looking for a gun that would remove the heretics without demolishing the gunship. The Sentinel was stacked with multi-lasers and assault cannons but no flamers or anything else he could safely fire. 

			Then he thought of a subtler approach. 

			As the Sentinel approached the gunship, Draik reloaded his splinter pistol and, as the vehicle swayed and stomped beneath him, he began taking leisurely potshots at the heretics. As he hoped, the direction of fire was unclear and the heretics did not connect their falling comrades with the Sentinel until he had almost reached them. 

			By the time the Traitor Guardsmen realised the truth it was too late. Draik abandoned the controls and leapt through the open canopy onto the wing of the gunship. There were only three heretics left standing. He gunned down the first two as he ran, then plunged his rapier into the third.

			He dusted down his uniform then triggered the vox-bead in his collar. ‘Isola?’

			‘Draik,’ she replied, sounding weak. ‘Where are you?’

			‘Tell Audus I’m on the gunship. She’ll know the one.’ Draik had to duck behind a tail fin as shots screamed past. ‘Tell her to lead everyone over here. I’ll be in the cockpit.’

			He kept low as he ran down the spine of the aircraft, ducking more shots. Then he found an access hatch, grabbed the locking wheel and tried to turn it. It was jammed. He cursed, hammered it with the handle of his rapier and tried again. It refused to move.

			His heightened instincts caught movement to his left. He whirled around, pistol raised, and almost shot Grekh. The kroot hurried along the wing and dropped lightly down beside him, nodding at the locking wheel. They grabbed it together and, with a thin shriek, it finally turned.

			Draik wrenched the hatch open and clambered down the rungs of a ladder with Grekh hurrying after him.

			It was like dropping into a crypt. Logic engines were packed into arrow-head alcoves and cradled by plasteel cherubs. Draik rushed through the cargo hold and into the cabin, clambering over seats until he reached the flight controls at the front of the aircraft. He wiped the dials and levers, filling the air with so much dust that he had to back away, coughing violently and holding his hand to his mouth.

			The sounds of fighting outside increased in ferocity and he guessed that the others were trying to reach him, but he stayed focused on the controls. If the thing had no power it was about to become a grave. Grekh crouched in a seat, his rifle pointed at the access hatch as Draik leaned over the controls, waving away some of the dust. Flying an Imperial Navy gunship was quite another matter to steering a Sentinel and Draik was not so deluded as to think he could even try. He just wanted to see if the fusion reactor was still responding. 

			He took out his lho-stick and began to smoke as he studied the controls, looking for a way to fire up the engines. He tried a few levers to no effect, conscious that the gunfire outside was getting closer, then the avionics suddenly blinked into life, splashing green light around the cabin. 

			‘There is some power,’ he muttered, taking another drag on his lho-stick and tapping gauges.

			There was a clatter of boots and weapons from the back of the gunship and Draik whirled around, pistol raised as fiery light flooded the cabin. Audus and Quintus were struggling down the ladder with an ashen-faced Isola as fires raged outside.

			Draik and Grekh rushed to help them down as Rein and Raus scrambled quickly past, tumbling into the seats in a storm of ash and curses. Taddeus followed, his portly frame blocking the light as he howled orders into the battle outside. Then he hauled himself through the opening and climbed down the steps, his face a violent shade of purple. 

			The surviving zealots tumbled through, followed by Vorne, who slammed the hatch behind her and locked it. 

			‘What have you done?’ cried Audus, rounding on Draik. She looked round the cabin, breathing fast and shaking. ‘I thought you must have found a passageway in here or something. Why in the name of Terra have you trapped us in here?’ There was a clanging sound overhead as boots landed on the hull.

			‘It has auxiliary power,’ replied Draik, keeping his voice level, despite the panic in Audus’ eyes. ‘If the fuel lines are intact you can fire up the reactor.’

			Audus stared at him, her mouth opening and closing.

			‘Try it!’ gasped Isola, slumping in a seat and clutching her bloody side. 

			Something hammered against the hatch.

			‘Now!’ cried Taddeus, dropping into a seat and fastening the harness. 

			‘And fly where?’ Audus laughed in disbelief, looking out through the viewport at the gloomy hangar deck and the wall of blackness beyond it.

			Draik grabbed her shoulder. ‘I can see the way, Audus. Trust me. I can guide you.’

			‘You can guide me?’ said Audus, frowning.

			Taddeus and Vorne mouthed prayers. ‘He will lead the blind,’ said Taddeus, making the symbol of the aquila.

			The gunship rocked as something heavy slammed into it. More lights began flashing on the control panel.

			‘This thing is vertical take-off,’ said Draik, still gripping Audus. ‘Am I right?’

			She nodded, still dazed. ‘Of course. It’s a Valkyrie.’

			‘Then we have room to lift off in here,’ he said, ‘and the ability to manoeuvre around tight confines.’

			The fuselage boomed as something collided with it.

			‘Now, or we die,’ said Draik calmly, holding Audus’ gaze as he took another drag from his lho-stick.

			She licked her lips, massaged her stubbly scalp, then laughed in disbelief. 

			‘Indefatigable bloody Draik.’ She jumped into the pilot’s seat and strapped herself in, flicking rows of switches and triggering the rest of the avionics. ‘Hold on, kids,’ she said through gritted teeth as everyone else scrambled into seats and fastened their harnesses. ‘This is going to be interesting.’ She triggered the ignition.

			Nothing happened. 

			Sparks began raining down through the hull and the banging outside increased. Audus turned to Draik, who was beside her in the co-pilot seat. She stared through him, muttering, then nodded and punched another control. 

			There was a throaty roar as turbojets howled into life. The cabin filled with promethium fumes and the gunship shuddered, scattering debris across the passengers. Audus gave Draik a feral grin as she triggered the thrusters and gripped the W-shaped control wheel. 

			‘You won’t out-lunatic me, rogue trader.’

			The jets screamed and the gunship jolted upwards, breaking its restraints and rising through the flames. Shots screamed past the viewport, clanging into the armour-plated hull, but Audus looked calmer now, settling into her seat in a way Draik had watched her do dozens of times before. She never looked as relaxed as when she was in control of an aircraft. 

			‘Which way, former-captain?’ she said.

			‘Are the weapons systems operational?’

			She smiled, titling the yoke so that the gunship banked round as it rose, turning to face the heretics below. She punched some controls and nodded. 

			‘No rockets, but the multi-laser might work. These things are built to last.’

			Draik nodded and Audus fired the weapon, filling the cabin with blue light as las-bolts sliced through flames and heretics. The burst lasted for several glorious seconds, wiping out all the heretics near the gunship, but then the barrage ceased and a klaxon barked briefly in the cabin.

			Audus shrugged. ‘It might need a minute or two to cool down, unless you happen to have an enginseer on hand.’

			Hundreds more heretics were crowding into the hangar and rushing towards them. 

			‘More war machines,’ said Grekh, nodding to the distant hole in the battle cruiser’s hull.

			There were four more Sentinels lurching into view, each one as heavily armed as the pair Draik had faced earlier. 

			‘Make straight for them,’ he said.

			Audus raised an eyebrow.

			‘It’s the only way out,’ said Draik. ‘Back the way we came in.’

			Audus grinned again as she looked at the narrow rent, crowded with heretics and Sentinels. ‘You want me to fly this gunship through that hole, while under fire?’

			He nodded. 

			She flexed her fingers and gripped the yoke again. ‘I bloody love you.’ Audus laughed as she sent the gunship hurtling forwards through the smoke at such ferocious speed that Draik slammed back into his seat.

			The heretics opened fire as the flyer screamed towards them. Auto-rounds drummed against the hull. Claxons shrieked as holes punched through the plating, ripping seats, cracking the viewport and scattering flames. A priest’s head exploded and sparks flew from a severed cable. 

			Audus laughed harder, gunning the engines, making straight for the Sentinels.

			‘Too low!’ cried Draik.

			Audus fired into the walkers, blasting their chassis open as she hauled back the yoke and sent the gunship soaring through the hole and into the Blackstone. 

			‘Which way?’ she cried, bringing the gunship round and letting it hover outside the wrecked battle cruiser. ‘Quickly!’

			Draik triggered his eyepiece and stared into the darkness. He was both exhilarated and unnerved by what it revealed. He could see all of the bowl-shaped chamber that surrounded the battle cruiser. Despite the absence of light, his augmetic revealed every detail, including things that he was sure his normal eye would not have seen even in broad daylight.

			‘There!’ he said, pointing at the largest opening. It was a diamond-shaped portal in the wall of the chamber, as tall as a Terran cathedrum, and it opened onto a broad passage.

			Audus frowned, leaning forward in her seat and staring into the blackness outside. ‘Are you sure I’m not going to slam into a wall?’

			He nodded. 

			The gunship jolted and one of the engines began to bang and cough.

			‘Damn it,’ muttered Audus. ‘Landing will be all sorts of fun if that goes.’ She sent the gunship hurtling through the dark, making for the point Draik had instructed.

			Draik’s eyepiece turned and juddered as the opening rushed towards him. He could feel the metal pressing his frontal lobe, radiating an alien chill into his brain, but he ignored the sensation and corrected Audus’ trajectory until they glided safely from the hall and left the heretics behind.

			‘I’m flying blind,’ warned Audus as the gunship jolted and spluttered. ‘Keep talking.’

			Draik could see the passageway heading off for miles ahead of them in a perfect straight line, like an Imperial transitway cut through a mountain.

			‘Straight ahead,’ he replied. ‘We need to put some distance between us and those cultists.’

			She nodded, but grimaced as the damaged engine coughed again. ‘We don’t have long. If that jet dies we’re screwed.’

			‘Taddeus,’ called Draik over his shoulder. ‘Is this the way to your Crucible?’

			Taddeus looked at the ratlings, who shrugged.

			‘We’d need to see what’s down there,’ said Raus.

			The gunship would already have put a mile or two between them and the heretics, so Draik was about to order Audus to land when the aircraft made the order unnecessary. The engine died with a decisive boom and the gunship rolled onto its side, hurling more debris across the cockpit and causing the passengers to slump awkwardly in their harnesses.

			‘Ride’s over, team,’ gasped Audus, battling with the controls. ‘This is gonna smart.’

			As the gunship banked, with Audus struggling to keep its nose up, the second engine coughed and died.

			‘Not good,’ said Audus, turning to Draik as the gunship dived. 
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			There was a piece of Mepsus’ brain lodged underneath the workbench. Daedalosus crouched as low as he could until his servo-arm could reach up and drop it into his plasteel fingers. Then he placed it inside a specimen jar, closed the lid and soldered it tight with a torch at the end of one of his fingers.

			‘Forgive me,’ he whispered, studying the grey matter. Mepsus had advised against storing the piece of corrupted noctilith, but Daedalosus had been sure that it was the only way to show the captains how dire the situation was. He was still sure of that, but the thought that he had robbed Mars of one of its brightest talents had shaken his resolve and left him unable to think logically.

			There was a clattering sound behind him and he turned to see the weaponsmith hunched over a cogitator, trying to tap at the runeboard with its grotesquely long fingers. The anthropoid had finished an entire flask of altar wine and was swaying from side to side as it pounded the machine.

			‘Leave that alone,’ said Daedalosus, hurrying across the laboratorium to drag the creature away. He had allowed it to remain on his ship, fascinated by the devices hung around its body, but the more inebriated it became, the more he regretted his decision. 

			As he placed a hand on the ape’s shoulder he paused, surprised by what he saw on the display screen. It was mostly gibberish – randomly typed runes that filled the entire screen. But the final few lines were different. The characters had come together in some places to make a rough approximation of words. 

			He ignored the reek of alcohol and leant close to the screen, peering at the final lines. 
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			He stared at the ape. ‘You speak Gothic?’

			The creature leant its head towards him, fixing him with a deep, mournful gaze. It seemed on the verge of making a profound statement. Then it let out a long, fragrant belch.

			Daedalosus backed away but kept looking at the screen. ‘What do you mean, best chance?’

			The ape held up the empty wine flask with a hopeful look in its eye. Daedalosus glared at the animal. It held the flask for a moment longer, then shrugged and dropped it, turning back to the cogitator. The machine rattled and clicked as the weaponsmith hammered at the runes again.

			When the animal backed away from the machine, Daedalosus saw that it had managed to form more intelligible words. 
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			Daedalosus had spent the last few hours traipsing round Precipice with Captain Tukh, trying to convince people to risk the Blackstone’s guns and try flying through the Oort cloud. The results had been disappointing. Daedalosus’ logic had been met with insults and even threats of violence. He had returned to his own ship to think, after sending Tukh away. 

			‘We missed one?’ Daedalosus was quickly growing used to the idea that the ape was talking to him. It belonged to a species known as the jokaero, and even before meeting this particular ape Daedalosus had heard of their affinity for technology and gadgets. They were a kind of simian savant, blessed with some of the divine intellect found in humankind, but only in a very narrow field of knowledge. So it seemed quite reasonable that the thing could operate his cogitator well enough to convey a simple message. 

			‘We missed a ship?’

			The ape nodded with such force that it stumbled, bumping into the workbench and sending implements clattering across the surface. 

			‘And it is the one with the best chance of what? Reaching the wider galaxy?’

			The ape nodded again, more carefully this time.

			‘How do you know this?’

			The ape turned to the cogitator and typed a single word: 

			SCIENCE

			Daedalosus frowned. The creature clearly thought him incapable of understanding a more detailed explanation. 

			‘And you can show me where it is?’ he asked.

			The jokaero nodded, swaggered wildly across the room, then accepted defeat and dropped onto all fours as it headed out of the laboratorium, waving for Daedalosus to follow.

			‘Celsumgate?’ Captain Lees shook her head as they fought through the wind. ‘We looked all along there. There was nothing. Nothing I’d want to fly more than a few feet in, at least.’

			Tukh was stomping along at her side, glowering and trying to shield his face from the storm. Precipice was under attack. The winds were getting worse by the hour. Limbs of geomagnetic energy lashed constantly against the void screen and the whole orbital platform was encased in multicoloured flame. Pieces of ship tumbled down the mooring spars and whistled in circles overhead, caught in a vortex of junk and smoke that waltzed through the battered hulls. 

			The once crowded walkways were now mostly abandoned as people huddled for safety in their cabins, or slumped in the Helmsman. The few poor souls who were forced out of doors were staggering along, or clinging to gantries, heads down and battered by flying salvage. The damage to Precipice had also affected the recycling turbines and the air was barely breathable, filled with engine fumes and the stink of human waste. Daedalosus, Lees and Tukh were wearing rebreathers, but the anthropoid ambled happily through the fumes, apparently unaffected. 

			As they entered the storm, Daedalosus had noticed the ape trigger another one of the devices nestling in its shaggy hide. He was determined to investigate the creature more thoroughly if any of them made it off Precipice alive. For some reason, Daedalosus felt oddly certain that they would survive the attempt. Statistically speaking, the odds were very low, but he felt an inexplicable confidence. It was as though he were merely reliving a memory of an event that he knew ended well. He adjusted some of his cerebral implants, checking the calibration, but he was unable to rid himself of the strange sense of deja vu.

			The jokaero led them off the main walkway and up onto a listing gantry, heading away from the imposing hulk of the Dromeplatz. As she hauled herself onto the gantry, Lees leant close to Daedalosus and spoke quietly. 

			‘How do you know you can trust this creature?’

			Daedalosus shrugged. ‘Jokaero have been employed by Imperial agents on many occasions. They have a useful propensity for technological repairs and the like. There is no reason to–’

			‘This thing isn’t employed by anyone,’ interrupted Tukh. 

			Lees nodded. ‘None of the ones on Precipice are.’

			Daedalosus paused. ‘What do you mean? Somebody must own them.’

			Lees shook her head, glancing at the ape. It was now a dozen feet further down the gantry, using all four of its limbs to swing easily across the spars. 

			‘They arrived in a ship of their own manufacture – a peculiar-looking thing, like a geometrical puzzle.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Actually, it looked a lot like that.’ She pointed to the vast presence of the Blackstone Fortress, turning slowly beneath Precipice. 

			‘And they’ve kept to themselves,’ muttered Tukh. ‘No one knows why they’re here.’

			Daedalosus thought of the intricate mechanical devices he had seen the ape use. They were unlike any of the Standard Template Constructs he had studied on Mars. They did seem more like the tessellating mechanisms on the fortress. 

			‘They travelled here alone?’ 

			Lees nodded. ‘And I’ve not heard of them making any expeditions to the fortress. I don’t know what they’re after, but it’s not salvage.’

			The ape had stopped to wait for them and Daedalosus continued climbing along the gantry, using his servo-arms to steady himself. 

			‘What if they are connected to the Blackstone in some way?’ asked Tukh, voicing the same concern that had just crossed Daedalosus’ mind. ‘It is a xenos, after all. Who knows what it wants. What if this ape is simply stalling us until the Blackstone is ready to blow the place up?’

			Daedalosus shook his head. ‘I don’t think so.’ He thought of the creature’s calm, mournful gaze. He had seen no trace of malice or deceit in the thing. It had become quite irritating since drinking the wine, but not devious, not treacherous. Daedalosus was not fool enough to base judgements on supposition and intuition, however. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘We will have to tread carefully and be on our guard. But we have no option other than to follow the thing. We have to get a message out to the wider system and no one has the courage to brave the Oort cloud. We need more ships. This ship may be our only hope.’

			They crossed the rest of the gantry and dropped down onto another mooring spar. It was as crowded as all the others. Precipice had come to resemble a graveyard for abandoned void ships. Many of them still had fuel and crews, but none of them had captains who would risk taking off. Everyone was praying that the storms would die and the guns would fail, but the storms had grown much worse and the guns had become more accurate. 

			The ape loped off down the walkway, paused to fiddle with one of its devices, then ducked down beneath the landing gear of a ship and vanished.

			Daedalosus rushed over and saw the ape approaching what appeared to be a collision of hulls and turbines. It had left its device attached to one of the ships and it was holding up a rusty girder, allowing access to a hidden area on the far side. He ducked under the girder just in time to follow the creature through two cooling ducts and into a small, open space between vessels.

			Lees and Tukh followed quickly after and the four of them looked around. The colours boiling over the void screen made it hard to see clearly and there were clouds of steam spilling from the cooling ducts, so Daedalosus struggled to understand what he was looking at. Tukh had drawn a gun and Daedalosus did the same, taking out his gamma pistol and pointing it into the banks of garish steam.

			‘What is this?’ he said, looking suspiciously at the ape.

			The ape nodded to one of the rubbish-strewn shapes looming over them, and Daedalosus realised it was a landing hatch. It was closed, but from the lights blinking at its corners he deduced that it was still active. The four of them pressed closer. 

			‘This is the ship?’ asked Daedalosus, frowning. It looked like the landing hatch had just been welded onto a mound of salvage. Whatever lay behind it was shrouded in steam and impossible to make out. 

			The ape nodded, rummaging beneath its shaggy chest hair for something. Daedalosus approached the lights, looking for a way to announce their presence. The ape grabbed him by the wrist, shook its head and held a single finger up to its mouth.

			‘What do you mean?’ asked Daedalosus. ‘I have not come here to steal a ship. I’m not a thief.’

			The ape revealed its canines in a terrifying snarl and leant towards him. Daedalosus was about to defend himself when he realised that the animal was trying to smile. As Daedalosus stared, baffled by its behaviour, the ape held up a tiny metal cone, no bigger than a fingernail, and pressed a button on its underside. 

			There was a whoosh of hydraulics as the hatch slid open. Daedalosus whirled around and pointed his pistol into the antechamber that had just been revealed. It was a mess, heaped with pieces of medical equipment, broken weapons and engine parts.

			‘Is this your ship?’ he asked, looking back at the ape.

			The creature shook its head and bounded up the ramp on all fours, sniffing at the mounds of junk. Daedalosus hesitated, but Lees and Tukh marched into the ship, clearly intrigued. 

			‘We’re not here to steal, magos,’ said Lees. ‘All we’re doing is making sure the captain of this vessel knows what’s happening down on the Blackstone.’

			Daedalosus frowned but realised he had little option. Precipice was shaking so violently he could hardly stand. He would need to leave here very soon. If he was going to convince anyone to join him he would have to do it quickly. He climbed the ramp. 

			As he entered the ship, he tried to categorise its origin, but the bulkheads and companionways were so badly lit and heaped with scrap that he could not make out any clear details. It did not appear to be of Martian manufacture, but beyond that he found it hard to hypothesise. He paused to examine a piece of equipment that was blocking his way but before he could turn it over, the landing hatch slammed shut behind them and the lumens clicked off, plunging them into darkness. 

			He whirled around, pistol raised, trying to find a target, but something was badly wrong. His legs gave way beneath him, and he clattered to the floor.
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			A shattered face watched Draik through the darkness. The pieces turned around each other like a monochrome kaleidoscope, then flashed in a hundred faceted planes and vanished from view, leaving just a spiral of jewel-like shards. As he watched the pieces rotate and shimmer, Draik felt the same shocking sense of urgency he had felt before. There was something desperately important he had to do. Something that was meant to happen. His life before this had been meaningless. He had to reach this face. This was why he had been born. 

			He watched the face for what seemed an eternity and he began to think he might have died. He tried to cast his mind back over recent events to understand how he had come to this point. At first it was difficult. He remembered crossing the galaxy’s Western Reaches, determined to find out if the rumours were true – determined to know if a Blackstone Fortress really had been found at the edge of the known galaxy, uncovered by warp storms after long ages unseen. Then he recalled the letter from his father. The letter that made him a pariah; the letter that had cut him loose. Above it all, he remembered his pain at the thought of losing Isola. It was not an infatuation. He did not desire her. He admired her, but he was not some besotted youth. The pain went deeper than that. He was convinced she had some vital role to play in his life.

			As he watched the spinning shapes, he wondered if he might have made a mistake. Perhaps he should have agreed to her request for a business partnership. She belonged to a lower class, of course, but what had his own class done for him? They had turned their backs and banished him to obscurity. The more Draik watched the prismatic display, the more he felt he was in error. His future depended on Isola. She was critical. 

			Just as Draik settled on this idea, the scene around him began to change. The spinning fragments altered shape. They lost their beautiful, jewel-like simplicity and devolved into misshapen hulks – broken pieces of engines and fuel tanks. A storm of salvage whipped up around him, filling the darkness with rusting, blasted metal and gouts of hissing steam. Some of the larger pieces were entire ships, he saw – Imperial landing craft and haulers, whirling in circles around xenos freighters and combat ships. Draik realised the vehicles were familiar. They were the ships from Precipice, ripped from their moorings and plunging through the void. Then he saw the rest of the orbital platform – the Dromeplatz and the mooring spars that fanned out from it, tumbling through the stars like a comet, leaving a trail of wreckage in its wake. 

			Precipice rushed past him in a storm of noise and light and raced towards a wall of blackness. It was the Blackstone Fortress. Precipice was hurtling towards its surface. Draik heard hundreds of voices screaming and howling, then Precipice smashed into the surface of the Blackstone and the voices were all silenced. 

			‘No,’ he said, horrified by the idea of so much death. When he first arrived at Precipice, he had despised most of the scavengers who crowded its walkways and drinking dens. But over time he had seen what a tenacious, courageous breed they were, and had changed his mind. Most of them had arrived with nothing, determined to make their own fortune, just as he now intended to do. They were rogues and gamblers, data-traders and corsairs, but they were also proud souls who knelt to no one. To watch them die, even in a dream, quickened Draik’s pulse. 

			‘No!’

			‘Draik,’ said Grekh, his hawk-like features scattering the vision. The kroot was scorched and bloody and was pulling at something near Draik’s neck.

			As Draik’s vision cleared, he saw the cabin of the gunship and remembered that their engines had died. He tried to move but found he was trapped. His harness had jammed. That was why Grekh was stooped over him, hacking furiously with a knife. The air was full of smoke and Draik could hear the crackle of flames nearby. People were howling, and the gunship was on its side.

			‘Audus?’ said Draik, turning to his left. She was grappling with Quintus, who was unconscious, perhaps dead. The impact had slammed a piece of control panel into his forehead and his face was a mask of blood. 

			Lights flashed through the smoke and Taddeus’ servo-skulls hovered over the flames. One of them sprayed foam from a canister fixed to its jaw.

			Grekh finally cut through Draik’s harness and he managed to sit, taking in the carnage that surrounded him. More of the priests had died in the crash, ripped apart by the crumpled hull. Others looked close to death as they choked in the thick fumes, but Vorne and Taddeus had risen from their seats and were hammering at the landing hatch as the flames rose higher. 

			‘Isola?’ gasped Draik, looking back over the seats. 

			‘Here,’ she said quietly. She was still in her seat and looked to have escaped injury in the crash. She looked dreadful, though. Her face was white with blood loss and she was slumped to one side.

			Draik stood, relieved to find he was uninjured, and stepped towards Isola.

			‘Wait!’ cried Rein, clambering over a seat and waving furiously at Draik to halt.

			It was too late. As Draik moved, the whole gunship rocked backwards, hurling bodies and wreckage across the cabin. Its nose was pointing upwards as though it were taking off. Draik crashed into a seat and pain sliced through his shoulder. 

			‘Back this way!’ cried Grekh, moving towards the front of the gunship. ‘We’re going to fall.’

			Audus stayed where she was, fighting with Quintus’ harness, but the ratlings and the priests followed Grekh’s advice and the gunship rocked back in the other direction, hurling more scrap and stoking the flames so that Draik had to shield his face from the heat. The smell of burned hair and blistering skin filled the air. The ratlings and some of the priests clambered out though the broken viewport onto the nose of the gunship, then leapt into the darkness outside, disappearing from view. 

			Audus howled as flames licked over her arms and Quintus’ seat. Taddeus and Vorne gave up trying to open the landing ramp and climbed over the seats towards Draik. Grekh had almost dragged Draik out of the gunship when Draik realised what he was doing.

			‘No!’ he cried, shrugging the kroot off and leaping back towards Isola. 

			‘Janus!’ bellowed Taddeus, pausing on the hull to look back at him. ‘The fuel tanks! Get out!’

			A few more priests shoved past Draik, coughing and gasping as they raced for the exit, but he carried on into the smoke, past Audus and back towards the heat, back towards Isola. She looked like a corpse, but as he reached her chair she managed to shake her head. 

			‘Don’t be a fool. I’m half-gutted. You should–’ She coughed violently. ‘For Throne’s sake.’

			The buckle on her harness had melted so he drew his rapier and sliced through the strap, catching her as she slumped sideways, spilling more blood over her uniform. Audus’ howls moved up in pitch as flames washed over her arms, setting her flight suit alight, but she continued hammering and clawing at Quintus’ harness.

			‘Janus!’ cried Taddeus, appearing at the shattered viewport. ‘We’re on a ledge! Get out!’

			Draik had already planted a foot against one of the chairs so he could lift Isola onto his back. As the seat took his weight, the gunship gave a sickening lurch and he fell, still gripping Isola, towards the cargo hold.

			There was a scrape of metal on stone and the gunship rocked with even more violence.

			Draik fell again, slamming into a cargo crate and losing hold of Isola. She fell away from him, through the flames, towards a rent at the stern of the gunship. As the ship rocked back he saw that it was suspended over a crevasse studded with the same angular protrusions that lined most of the fortress. Isola bounced off a seat, cried out in pain and plunged towards the hole in the hull.

			Draik leapt again, grabbing hold of the cogitator slung around her chest, jolting her to a stop just as she dropped through the hole. He almost plunged through with her but managed to jam his boot against a piece of crumpled armour plate. The two of them snapped to a halt, Draik’s arm trembling as Isola dangled beneath him, suspended over the abyss. 

			‘Draik!’ howled Taddeus, clambering back into the gunship to stand beside Grekh. ‘Get out! It’s going to drop!’ The flames had now spread right across the cabin and Draik could hardly see Taddeus through the glare.

			‘Let me go.’

			Anger tightened Draik’s grip as he heard Isola’s calm request. The feeling from his dream was colouring his every thought. He had an overwhelming sense that his future revolved around her. He looked around for a way to help her up, but there was nothing within reach. And if he loosed his hold on the crate they would both fall.

			‘Let me help,’ gasped Taddeus, struggling through the fire towards him, shielding his face from the flames. 

			The priest’s weight was too much. The gunship gave a scream of protest, tilted higher and slid towards the lip of the chasm. 

			‘Draik!’ cried Grekh. 

			Taddeus scrambled back the way he had come but the damage was done; the gunship rushed towards the drop. 

			‘You’re better than the others,’ said Isola, her expression earnest. ‘You’re more than a treasure hunter.’

			Draik strained desperately, looking for a way to shift his position and drag her out. Then he cried out as her weight vanished from his grip. 

			She had unfastened the cogitator’s strap. It dangled in his grip as she fell away from him. 

			‘No!’ he howled.

			‘Draik!’ yelled Taddeus as the gunship slid over the ledge. 

			As Draik watched Isola fall he was back in his dream. Her expression was calm, and she held his gaze for what seemed like several minutes. Then she collided with one of the projections and her body spun wildly, coming apart as it hit more, disintegrating as it was swallowed by the darkness. 

			Draik stared in horror, trapped in his nightmare as the gunship flipped over. Then he felt a sharp pain in the side of his head, and the darkness took him. 
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			The Emperor flexed her fingers and arched her back. Blood rushed through her veins and ideas bloomed in her mind. As her thoughts cleared, she recalled the scale of the process she had begun. There was messy, dirty work ahead, but what did it matter? What were a few months of bloodshed measured against millennia of peace? 

			‘Lord Commissar Torgau.’ The voice cut cross an ocean of memory to reach her.

			‘Sergeant Falso,’ she managed to say, struggling to move her cracked lips. She opened her eyes and saw that she was in her makeshift quarters, lying on her bunk, her uniform drenched in blood. 

			Falso was standing in the doorway. He was behind a medic who was hunched over her, working at a wound in the side of her face. Falso looked exhausted, but delighted to see her alive. He saluted and approached the bunk, removing his cap. 

			Like all of them, he had been deformed by ether-plague. One of his hands had swollen into a grotesque claw, like something one would see on a crustacean, and his face was marred by silver scabs that looked like fish scales. Before her revelation, when she had still believed she was Lord Commissar Torgau, the Emperor would have damned Falso as a monster and executed him for heresy, but her eyes had been opened. Since the fall of the Cadian Gate she had learned where the true monsters were. And it was not in the warp. 

			Whatever Falso looked like, he was a hero. When the time came to reveal her true identity, it was Falso she would speak to first. But for now, even he might struggle to accept an idea of such magnitude. It was simple for her. She felt the truth in every fibre of her being. She had risen from her Throne on Terra and been born again in this humble flesh and blood. But for Falso, even dear Falso, it would be a huge act of faith to accept that the woman he thought of as Commissar Torgau was actually his immortal Emperor. 

			She managed to sit up and shoo the medic away. ‘What happened?’ she said, waving Falso closer.

			‘Sniper, ma’am. He fired on us from the Red Stair.’ Falso frowned. ‘He fired on you, I should say. A single shot.’

			Torgau remembered watching the shot rush towards her head. She touched the side of her skull. When she was completely consumed by divine power, her flesh struggled to contain it. Her mind strained at its physical bonds, warping the surrounding flesh. At the moment, though, her head was unchanged and she could feel the wound, just below her left eye. If she were mortal the shot would have killed her. She glanced at Falso. The regiment would have been without a commander. She was the last senior officer they had. There was far more at stake than a single Astra Militarum regiment, of course, but some worldly attachments were easier to shrug off than others. The thought of her men abandoned in this dreadful place knotted her stomach. 

			She cast her mind back to the pit and remembered the glimpse of her attacker. He was an officer, Militarum perhaps, though the uniform had been unfamiliar. She remembered the look in his eyes. Such certainty. Such hate. It hurt her to think it might be long years before people would see her for what she was, but she knew this was just a vestigial weakness. She no longer needed the approbation of others. 

			‘What happened then?’ she asked.

			‘Sergeant Mura and his men carried you from the altar and brought you back here while I led a contingent up onto the Red Stair, trying to reach the sniper. We thought you were dead.’

			‘Did you find him? The sniper, I mean.’

			Falso scratched angrily at his scales. ‘They laid a trap at the far end of the bridge. I was a fool, ma’am. I was so furious and…’

			He hesitated, but she understood. She knew how the regiment would feel about the idea that she had been killed. They did not know who she truly was yet but, in a way, she had always been their Emperor. She had brought them all this way, kept them alive when the other regiments were slaughtered. She nodded and he continued.

			‘They feigned a retreat and, like an idiot, I took the bait. There were only a few left behind to wait for us but they fought like animals. It was a Ministorum unit, armed with flamers. They killed over fifty men before we could break through.’

			The Emperor closed her eyes, picturing the scene. There was not a man in the regiment she did not know by name. They had all fought so hard to get this far, so bravely; to lose fifty in a single ambush was dreadful. She shook her head. She was doing it again: thinking like Commissar Torgau. 

			‘Once we were through,’ continued Falso, ‘we pursued the sniper and the other priests down towards the wreck of the Gilded Spear. He frowned. ‘They were larger than the usual salvage crews. Over a dozen priests. And some Auxilla troops. And what looked like Imperial Navy officers, or perhaps Militarum, I could not place the uniforms.’

			She nodded. ‘I saw. One of them was the sniper.’

			Falso sneered. ‘I thought so. But there was an alien creature with them – a gangly thing with a beak and long rifle, I wondered if it might have been him.’

			‘No, it was the officer. And he got away?’

			Falso nodded. Then he shook his head in disbelief. ‘They launched a gunship.’

			She thought she must have misheard. ‘Launched one? What do you mean?’

			‘They flew a gunship out of the Gilded Spear and steered it through the chamber.’

			‘How? How could they see?’

			‘I’ve no idea, ma’am, but they managed to navigate somehow. Perhaps they got the auspex working?’

			‘Down here?’

			Falso shrugged. ‘They could definitely see. They launched and flew it straight through a gap in the Gilded Spear’s hull. Then they flew it across the chamber and steered it through an opening in the wall.’

			‘An opening? There are no openings big enough for a gunship to fly through.’

			‘I would have said the same, ma’am, until I saw the gunship leave through one.’

			‘You sent men in pursuit?’

			‘It was impossible. The opening was hundreds of feet up the wall. A sheer wall. We had no way of getting up there. Not without…’ He hesitated, glancing at her hands. ‘Not without your help, lord commissar.’

			She nodded. It was strange how quickly the incredible had become commonplace. When she first revealed what she was capable of achieving, most of her fellow officers had attempted to kill her. Only the rank and file had listened when she told them there was a way out of the hell they were in; a way to actually win the war. They had fought on the front lines, with her. They had seen the incompetence that spewed from divisional headquarters. No one had stopped her when she silenced the other officers and assumed leadership of the regiment. And now they demanded miracles from her without pause or shame. 

			She limped across the room, removed her bloody clothes and grabbed a fresh uniform, fastening the buttons with trembling fingers. 

			‘Do not concern yourself with snipers. It’s irrelevant. Our work is here.’ She tapped her head. ‘Every time I close my eyes I see more, Falso. We must ready ourselves for the final battle. It will be any moment now. The wait is almost over. We must keep making our offerings, feeding the pit, making it stronger. And when the moment comes, I will lead the charge. And then the Blackstone will be ours to control.’

			Falso nodded, but she noticed his troubled expression.

			‘What is it?’ she asked, waving at him to help with her combat boots.

			He avoided her gaze as he shoved them onto her feet. ‘There are still other regiments in the surrounding vaults, lord commissar. Serving many different masters. If we stray beyond the Gilded Spear they attack us and there have been more attempts to break into our territories. How can you be so sure that we will defeat them? How can you be so sure that the Blackstone will be ours to rule?’

			She stood and stamped her heels into her boots. Then she fastened her dress coat and fixed her peaked cap in place. ‘We’re not going to attack the other regiments, Falso. We are staying right here.’

			‘I don’t understand. You said we were going to launch one final attack.’

			She nodded. ‘It will become clear soon, Falso. You have trusted me all this time. Trust me a little longer. There will be a final battle. And then the Blackstone will be in our hands. My visions have shown me with absolute clarity. We just need to complete the ritual we have begun.’

			He nodded, still looking dubious.

			She gripped his shoulder. ‘So many deaths. I know it seems barbaric. It goes against everything I have told you. But hold firm. For just a little longer. Every prisoner that goes into that pit will ensure the survival of an entire world, an entire system. We are about to seize control of a machine that has been off course for thousands of years. Through this one painful act, we will reverse all the horrors we saw at the Cadian Gate – all the deceit and cowardice and ignorance that has led mankind to the point of extinction.’

			He nodded and closed his eyes. She knew he was picturing the brutal massacres that had been allowed by their so-called commanders. All of them had seen the truth as their comrades burned. The old Imperium was dead. Worse than dead. It was malignant. A tumour, consuming mankind at a voracious speed. She had promised her men another way. A return to logic and common sense and a chance to fight battles they could win. She had inspired them with words she had used thousands of years before, in the trenches of Terra, when she was an armour-clad man, unifying warring peoples into the germ of an empire. 

			‘Come,’ she said. ‘We’re close. One lucky sniper isn’t going to stop us now.’

			They headed out into the rest of the barracks. They had built blockhouses and watchtowers from pieces of the Gilded Spear. When they seized the ship, her plan had been to fly it directly to Terra, but the Blackstone had dragged them into its heart. She had been confused at first, before she realised that fate was guiding her, as it had always done. The Blackstone was not a trap, or a delay; it was the weapon by which she would achieve her goal. She would not return to Terra in a single battle cruiser, but in a star fort at the head of a fleet.

			The pit was heaving and swelling, moving with more vigour than when she left. Her regiment was spread around it, still feeding the rite she had begun months ago. The Blackstone was cracking, yielding to her will. 

			She paused at the end of a gantry, staring down into the fumes, and felt a powerful rush of certainty. The moment had come. She waved Falso over. 

			‘There is a change of plan.’

			‘Ma’am?’ 

			‘Everyone goes in, now.’

			‘All of them, ma’am?’

			She held his gaze. ‘This is the moment we have worked towards.’

			Falso looked at the hundreds of prisoners lined up around the altars. As each new victim was hurled into the crimson boughs, they sank from view with barely enough time to scream, but they reappeared moments later, their disembodied heads emerging from the raw muscle, mouths opening and closing like stranded fish. 

			Everything hinged on this moment. Some of the nearby soldiers were looking over, noticing Falso’s hesitation. If she did not convince him, others might start to doubt her too. And if there was even an hour’s delay, she might miss her chance. This was the moment. 

			She leant close to him and allowed some of her consciousness to leak through her eyes, piercing his mind, lighting his soul. 

			‘Did you ever wonder how I know the things I know?’

			He stared back and the colour drained from his face. ‘I… I…’ he stammered. ‘You are… You’ve become something more than the rest of us.’ He looked away. ‘More than human.’

			She turned his face back to hers. ‘I have always been more than human. Do you understand, sergeant?’

			He nodded. She was about to explain more clearly, when he shocked her by making the sign of the aquila and saving her the effort. 

			‘You’re a god,’ he whispered.

			‘A god? There is only one god, sergeant.’

			His eyes strained even wider. Then he dropped to his knees and clasped his hands together.

			She smiled and gently lifted him back onto his feet. 

			‘The others are not ready to know.’

			He nodded, his face still drained of colour. 

			‘But they need to see that you have absolute faith in me,’ she continued. 

			He saluted and turned back to the pit, looking out across the ruptured floor and the glistening surface beneath it. Then he marched briskly back down the gantry and headed towards the nearest group of prisoners. He spoke briefly to the Guardsman in charge and she could see, even from dozens of feet away, how confidently he gave the order. 

			The Guardsmen surged forwards and there was a chorus of screams as the prisoners were hurled to their deaths, thirty or forty of them at the same time. The red lake churned in response and as Sergeant Falso strode off around the edge of the pit, heading towards the next group, the prisoners began struggling frantically, heaving at their chains. 

			Falso gave another order and the second group were thrown to their deaths. The pit trembled and, to the Emperor’s delight, columns of lightning leapt from the tumult, dancing up into the darkness overhead. Rather than flashing and vanishing, the columns of light lingered, twitching and juddering but otherwise remaining in place. 

			As lightning blazed from the pit, the Emperor realised that she was closer to the moment of ascension than she had thought. The final battle was imminent. Falso was no longer showing any sign of hesitation. He strode quickly on to the next, equally panicked group, and as the Guardsmen booted them into the altar, more columns of lightning ripped through the gloom, filling the air with so much energy that the Emperor could see it sparking across her uniform. 

			As more and more victims were sacrificed, the pit became the cradle of a storm so bright that the Guardsmen around the edge had to back away. But the Emperor stared into the heart of the blaze, her flesh ignited by its power, her skull rippling like a pennant as she readied herself for the final act. 
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			‘Draik,’ said Isola, speaking out of the darkness. ‘Wake up.’

			Draik kept his eye closed for a moment, not ready to face reality until he could fix all of its components into their proper places. He remembered the flight from the battle cruiser and the subsequent crash. He pictured Audus, howling as she burned, trying to save Quintus. His pain grew at the memory of Isola, tumbling away from him, taken by the Blackstone. 

			‘Isola?’ he gasped, opening his eye.

			It was not her, but Grekh. The alien’s blank eyes reflected Draik’s own, pained expression. 

			‘My head,’ muttered Draik, feeling a large bruise on the back of his skull.

			‘I hit you,’ said Grekh. 

			Draik winced. ‘Why?’

			‘To remove you from the gunship. You were about to die.’

			Draik stared at his bloody reflection in Grekh’s eyes, Isola’s final moments playing over in his head. Then he closed his eye and slipped back into darkness.

			His eyepiece whirred into life and he saw the hallucination that had plagued him since they left Precipice: Isola, falling away from him. But it was not a hallucination. It never had been. All this time he had put it down to cognitive interference, but it had been something far more profound, far stranger: a premonition. 

			‘I could have saved her.’ 

			‘You tried,’ said Grekh. ‘She let herself go.’

			‘I could have prevented all of it.’ He kept his eye closed, still watching the vision in his eyepiece. ‘I knew this was going to happen and I could have stopped it.’

			‘The Blackstone showed you,’ said Grekh.

			Draik was about to disagree but he realised it was as good an explanation as any. How did the premonition get into his eyepiece? Something or someone had placed it there. Why not the Blackstone?

			As he watched Isola endlessly falling he felt a loss surpassing anything he had felt before. It was even greater than his pain at being banished from Terra. Then the scene changed and he saw the other disaster – Precipice, snatched from the void and hurtling towards the surface of the Blackstone Fortress. 

			‘Janus?’ said another voice and Draik opened his eyes to find Taddeus had shoved Grekh aside. ‘Look at this,’ said the priest, his voice an urgent whisper. Draik wondered if he might have dreamt the crash. Taddeus looked elated rather than saddened. His eyes were glinting with even more fervour than usual.

			Draik sat up and looked around. They were on a ledge, high up on one of the Blackstone’s sheer walls with a chill wind slicing into them. The wall sloped away beneath them at a forty-five-degree angle, down into a river of darkness. The servo-skulls were gliding overhead, flashing light across the surface of what seemed to be a vast, black pyramid. 

			‘The gunship?’ asked Draik.

			‘Back that way,’ said Grekh, pointing his rifle into the darkness. ‘The ledge is about half a mile from here. I have been carrying you.’

			‘We didn’t want to hang around until those heretics caught up with us,’ said Raus, sitting a few feet away next to Audus, who was hunched over with her head down, her arms wrapped in wet bandages. 

			Raus and Rein were both chewing enthusiastically on ration packs that they must have found in the gunship. Raus gave Draik a concerned expression and held out a piece of dried grox. Draik stared at him. Raus nodded sagely and continued eating. 

			‘We stopped when it looked like you were stirring,’ said Grekh, ‘but we should not stay here long.’

			‘Not when we are so close,’ said Taddeus, helping Draik to his feet and leading him across the ledge. ‘See that?’ He pointed his mace to a vague shape in the shadows ahead. It looked like another pyramid or a mountain, but Draik could make out no details. It was just a deepening of the darkness. 

			Draik shrugged and shook his head. He could hear Taddeus and Grekh and Raus talking to him, but it was as though they were the dream, and the image of Isola falling was reality. He could still see her pale, calm face, plunging away from him. 

			‘This is the final approach to the Crucible,’ said Taddeus, shaking as he stared at the distant shape. ‘Vorne and I have been here before. There’s no mistaking it. You’re on the very cusp of fulfilling your destiny. This is a unique moment, Janus. How many men are offered the chance to become a living instrument of the God-Emperor? And here you are, about to do His divine work.’

			Draik shook his head and sat down heavily, leaning back against the slope. The air was even colder up here, haloed by his breath as it banked and rolled, glittering in the frigid atmosphere. As he watched his breath drift, Draik realised that the others were all watching him. It was a small group, now: Taddeus and Vorne, Grekh and Audus, the ratlings and three surviving missionaries. Incredibly, Quintus was still with them, pale and bloody but conscious and staring at him along with the rest of them.

			‘I knew what was going to happen to Isola,’ said Draik, his tone clipped.

			Taddeus frowned and knelt down in front of him, grimacing as his knees took his weight.

			‘You are the Anointed. You know many things. And you have brought us to exactly the place that you were meant to. This is all as was prophesied. Your attaché died because she was destined to die. We cannot be held responsible for–’

			‘She was no longer my attaché,’ muttered Draik, ‘and she did not need to die.’ The more he thought about her falling, the more Draik wondered why he should feel her loss quite so keenly. 

			Taddeus nodded sympathetically. ‘Of course, I understand. She was a friend. But these are only temporal attachments, Janus, mere shadows of the bond you will share with the God-Emperor when you join Him at the Golden Throne.’

			Draik looked from Taddeus to the rest of the group with a sinking feeling. What was he doing with these idiots? Isola had been different. She saw more and she saw clearer. She understood what mattered. ‘Be more than a treasure hunter,’ he whispered, remembering her final words.

			‘What?’ demanded Taddeus, glancing at Vorne. She shrugged and shook her head.

			Draik closed his eye again, trying to block out Taddeus so he could think clearly. What should he do? He had killed Isola by pursuing a prize she had pointed out was beneath him. Just like every other time, his rage at House Draik had clouded his judgement. So what should he do now? What would he do if Isola were here to counsel him? 

			As he struggled to block out the voices of Taddeus and the rest of the party, all of whom were attempting to speak to him, his eyepiece filled with confusing scenes. He stared out into the darkness and saw light – the ruddy light of a vast forge in which huge stone slabs were being joined together by the force of a star. The angles were familiar and he realised he was seeing another incarnation of the fortress. He tried to look into the glare, to see if he could discern the architects of this baffling labyrinth. But the harder he looked, the more the scene changed. 

			Reality fell away, subsumed by his vision. The star was replaced by a purple wound that reached across the heavens, opening like a galactic mouth. As the tear widened, glistening flesh spilled through, engulfing planets as it writhed, forming tendrils and howling faces. Draik dissolved in the tumult until all that remained was the cold lump behind his eyepiece. He could feel it growing and taking shape, creating a new Draik, similar in size and form but wrought of featureless black ore. 

			Strangely, rather than feeling dread at the transformation, he felt elated. There was a core of energy sparking behind his empty eye socket that filled him with vigour. It pulsed through his colourless flesh, carrying power greater than anything he had witnessed in his dreams – more powerful than the tear in the stars; more powerful even than the stars themselves.
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			Draik slumped backwards with a groan. If Taddeus hadn’t caught him, his head would have slammed against the floor. 

			As people crowded round the rogue trader, Quintus muttered a curse and glanced at his wrist, wondering what to do. Draik’s lunacy had finally consumed him. He had seen this coming from the first moment he’d laid eyes on him. But what was he meant to do now? What would the Archivist want from him? 

			He looked over at the pilot. She was huddled into a ball, muttering to herself. The pain of her burns must be terrible. He could not quite believe what she had endured to save him. He owed her his life, and he was planning to kill the man who had promised to save hers. Guilt and confusion gripped him. What was he going to do? He had lied his whole life, but never anything on this scale. When did I become so broken I would consider murder? he thought. If he didn’t kill Draik, he would have no future. But if he did kill him…

			The thought was hard to finish. What would he have become? What would be left of the boy who had led his friends to safety on the macro hauler all those years ago? He felt as though he could hear that child’s voice, still inside him somewhere, railing against the idea of murder. Either Draik was going to die, or that child would have to die; he had to make a choice.

			He was stroking the bone under his skin, wondering whether to contact the Archivist, when Raus leant over and grabbed his arm.

			‘Looky here, Rein,’ whispered the ratling with a hard smile. ‘The boy has met our friend.’

			Rein leant closer, still chewing something foul-smelling as he stared at Quintus’ wrist. ‘So he has, Raus, so he has.’

			Quintus snatched his hand free, his pulse hammering. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

			Raus took a deep breath and rubbed his jaw. ‘See, I think you probably do.’ He rolled up his sleeve and revealed a sickle-shaped swelling at his own wrist, identical to the one under Quintus’ skin. ‘Looks like we’re on the same team.’ Raus glanced at Rein. ‘Although the Archivist might have mentioned that there was a team.’

			Rein narrowed his eyes. ‘Maybe there’s more than one team.’

			Raus mirrored Rein’s suspicious expression. ‘What do you mean?’

			Rein leant close and whispered, ‘I don’t know.’

			Raus nodded slowly, as though this statement were very profound.

			Quintus stared at them, trying to understand how people with such pickled brains had managed to live so long. ‘This is just an old scar,’ he said.

			The ratlings shook their heads.

			‘It’s how the Archivist communicates with you,’ said Raus. He grimaced. ‘It lets it see into your head. And that’s not the worst of it.’

			‘What do you mean?’ said Quintus, before he could stop himself. ‘What do you mean that’s not the worst of it?’

			Raus raised his eyebrows and glanced at Rein. ‘He seems very concerned, don’t you think, for someone who just has an old scar on his wrist.’

			Rein laughed and picked some meat from between his teeth. Then he seemed to lose the thread of the conversation as he examined the food.

			Raus shrugged. ‘There’s no need to play games, Quintus. I’m not likely to mention anything to them.’ He nodded at the group still gathered around Draik, trying to rouse him. ‘Taddeus thinks we’re helping him because we’re virtuous. It might complicate things if he knows we’re being paid to lead him to his Crucible. Your secret’s safe with us.’

			Quintus cursed himself for not maintaining his silence, but he also felt relieved to finally discuss the Archivist. ‘What is it?’ he whispered, checking that the others were still busy with Draik. ‘Do you know?’

			Raus nodded. ‘Actually, we do know, although the Archivist thinks we don’t. It’s a kind of alien, called a…’ He frowned and looked at Rein, who was still peering at the piece of meat. ‘Rein,’ he said, ‘what kind of alien is the Archivist, again? What did Gatto call it?’

			‘Goat,’ muttered Rein without looking away from his food.

			‘A zoat.’ Raus shuffled closer to Quintus. ‘Some kind of technological mastermind, by all accounts. But it’s had to hide itself away. It’s known to folk like Draik but it isn’t very popular. It’s stabbed so many backs it makes a point of watching its own.’

			‘A zoat?’ Quintus had never heard the name before. ‘What does it want?’

			Raus shrugged. ‘Your guess is as good as mine. It wants us to get a bone machine to the Crucible. It’s the weirdest thing I’ve ever seen but the zoat called it a teleporter, so I’m thinking it’s going to turn up and give Taddeus a nasty surprise when the vault gets opened. Not that it matters to me. If we get the bone machine to the Crucible we get enough money to buy every ship on Precipice and a few more besides. But what about you? I and my brother are taking his gadget. So what does it need you down here for?’

			Quintus hesitated. However open the ratlings had been with him, he was not about to announce his plan to murder Draik.

			Raus stared at him.

			‘It wanted to me to watch over you,’ lied Quintus. ‘To make sure you reach the bone machine safely.’

			‘Makes sense,’ said Raus. ‘We are valuable.’

			Rein nodded proudly. ‘Special. Like our mother always used to say.’

			Raus’ eyes glittered with emotion, but before he could reply, Rein spoke up.

			‘Raus,’ he said, still staring at the piece of meat between his stubby fingers. ‘How much of this did you eat?’

			‘No more than you,’ replied Raus, sounding outraged. 

			‘Have you looked at it?’

			‘I’ve seen meat before, Rein.’

			Rein dangled the shred in front of Raus’ face. The thing was twitching between his fingers, coiling like a worm. 

			‘That’s not what we were eating,’ said Raus, paling.

			‘It is, Raus.’ Rein stared in horror as he dropped the morsel on the floor and watched it crawl away.

			‘Open the bag,’ said Raus, gesturing to a sack slung over his brother’s shoulder. 

			Rein carefully removed the bag, placed it on the floor and opened it. The three of them edged closer, staring at the pile of canvas. After a few seconds, the bag started to shuffle and shake. They all backed away with muttered curses.

			Slowly, like a plant reaching for the light, tendrils of meat began sliding out of the bag, reaching and looping as they spilled out onto the lustrous black floor.

			‘Throne!’ cried Raus, leaping to his feet and kicking the sack from the ledge, sending it tumbling into the chasm. He placed a hand over his stomach and stared at Rein. ‘I ate almost all of it.’

			‘You said you had no more than me,’ replied Rein with a scowl.

			‘What was it?’ cried Raus. ‘Why was it moving? What if it’s still moving in me?’

			The two ratlings stared at each other in horror. 

			‘Everything’s moving,’ said Quintus, speaking more to himself than the ratlings as he looked out from the ledge. As the servo-skulls droned back and forth, their lumens flashed over the sloping wall and revealed that it was rippling like liquid. ‘Something is happening.’

			The ratlings looked at the shifting slopes and nodded.

			‘We need to move,’ said Raus. ‘We need to get to the Crucible, trigger the bone machine and get the hell out of here. This is what happened last time. Do you remember, Rein? Everything started moving and then those things came.’

			Rein nodded, still clutching his belly and staring down into the darkness. ‘What will we eat?’

			‘Things?’ Quintus shook his head. ‘What things?’

			Raus grimaced. ‘Drones. Big ones. The Blackstone isn’t keen on people getting too deep. She likes to keep her secrets.’

			‘She?’

			Raus nodded. ‘This place isn’t just a star fort, boy. You must have realised. She’s alive.’ He nodded at Grekh, who was still hunched over Draik. ‘Ask beaky, he’ll tell you all about her. She talks to him when he eats people.’

			‘Eats people?’

			‘Aye. For all his airs and graces, Captain high-and-mighty Draik keeps some odd company.’

			Before Quintus could ask for an explanation, the ledge began sliding into the wall.

			‘Whoa!’ howled Raus and Rein simultaneously, backing away from the edge as the platform shrank. ‘Taddeus?’

			The priest looked up from Draik. ‘Use your grappling gear!’ he cried as the whole edifice began fragmenting. There was a clattering roar as the wall devolved into points and vertices, sprouting angles and creating yawning drops.

			‘I haven’t got any grappling gear!’ howled Quintus as he slid down a slope that had not been there a moment earlier and smashed his shins into the sides of a perfectly symmetrical trench.

			‘This way!’ roared Taddeus, storming past him, followed by Vorne, the other priests and Audus. The kroot was with them, carrying an insensate Draik over his shoulder and using the curved talons on his feet to grasp the shifting floor.

			Quintus stumbled after them as the whole party bounded and rolled from one grinding surface to another. It was as much a fall as a climb, but the number of moving planes meant it was always possible to latch onto a ledge just before dropping into a hole. Quintus howled for the first few moments of the descent, but then began to feel ridiculous as everyone else climbed in determined silence. He was soon covered with cuts and bruises but he realised that there was a kind of discernible rhythm to the eruptions. 

			As the minutes wore on, he found himself leaping with more confidence and less pain. It was utterly surreal, like being caught in a choreographed avalanche that moved upwards and sideways as much as it fell downwards. The changes were so fluid and beguiling that it was a shock when Quintus realised his downhill plunge had somehow turned into an uphill sprint. He laughed. Despite the danger and darkness there was something wonderful about finding that he had just defied all sense by running down a slope and ending his plunge higher than he began it. 

			They all ran out onto a broad plateau at the top of a vast pyramid. The surrounding four slopes were still in flux, heaving and turning, but the plateau at the top was stable and there was a light at its centre, hanging in the air a hundred or so feet away. The light was so fierce that it dragged tears from Quintus’ eyes.

			‘The Crucible,’ said Taddeus, his voice shaking with emotion. ‘We’ve made it.’
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			Hallucinations came and went, snaking around Draik’s head. The indistinct face was there again, watching him through faceted darkness, filling him with a sense of urgency; then it faded and he saw Precipice, tumbling from the void and hurtling towards the Blackstone. As it fell it collapsed, shedding ships and bodies before slamming into the surface of the star fort. 

			Draik felt the loss of every soul with a sharp flash of grief. These were not the idle, dissolute rich he had grown up around; these were brave, hardy souls who had fought for their chances – fought to make something of themselves out here at the end of the galaxy. He watched the wreckage disappear, swallowed by the impossible angles of the Blackstone, and recalled the names of every pilot, captain and merchant he had met within its trading halls and drinking dens. 

			Then, the scene changed. Draik saw a Mechanicus adept, a man so heavily augmented he was barely human, his mechanical limbs draped in the plush red robes of the Martian priesthood. He was a great magos, covered in arcane sigils, but he was slumped in frustration, unable to unravel the equation he had scratched onto his dataslate. Draik somehow knew this was before Precipice fell. This was now. The magos was trying to devise a way to save Precipice. With a rush of adrenaline, Draik realised that these were not hallucinations. He saw the tormented magos as vividly as he had seen Isola die. It was not a dream, but a premonition. 

			The sense of urgency grew. He was no longer stumbling blindly around the Blackstone. He could see. These things were real. He could understand. He was being shown things for a reason. The sense of power was thrilling, but shocking. Suddenly, he knew that he had been focused on the wrong things. He had missed something horrific. He was like a man too focused on a wasp to see an approaching tiger. 

			He opened his eye.

			Grekh was sitting next to him on a dark, uninterrupted plain inside the Blackstone. Audus was a few feet away, picked from the blackness by the lumen of a servo-skull. She looked pale and tired and she was still cradling her bandaged arms, but she was awake, her eyes glinting in the shadows as she stared at the floor.

			Grekh saw him wake and shuffled closer, helping him sit. Audus looked up, peering at Draik. Taddeus and the other priests were a few feet away, talking to Quintus and the ratlings. They had not noticed he was awake. Beyond them was a bright light, like a sunrise, silhouetting the whole group.

			‘Isola,’ said Draik, seeing her cogitator lying nearby and remembering that she was gone. He still had the same sense of loss, of an opportunity missed, but it was less painful. In fact, all of his emotions seemed overwhelmed by the sense of urgency he had felt in his dream. He felt as though he had undergone a great epiphany or a religious conversion, without knowing exactly how. 

			He touched his eyepiece. The augmetic was the source of his visions. It was the source of everything. He could still feel its physical presence in his brain, but rather than being repulsive it now seemed powerful, like impervious armour. He could feel it spreading inside his skull, altering his mind, strengthening his intellect, giving his thoughts a furious vigour.

			‘Where are we?’ 

			Audus nodded across the plateau. ‘Half a mile from where I ditched the gunship.’ Her tone was bleak. ‘The ratlings led us past more blood shrines. And then to the top of this ziggurat or whatever it is. I think the light you can see leads to the chamber the priests have been searching for.’

			Draik looked over at the white oval. As he saw it, his sense of elation bloomed, jangling through his bones. ‘Yes,’ he said, speaking quickly and loud. ‘We are close to the centre. Closer than ever before.’

			Audus frowned. ‘Isola died.’

			Before he could reply, Grekh nodded. ‘Taddeus’ prophecy was right. You have come to join yourself with the fortress. The Blackstone is in you. I see it.’

			Draik could sense Audus’ outrage at his lack of grief but he struggled to think how he could explain his thoughts. The loss of Isola was like a physical wound, like someone had cut an organ from him, but something else had happened in that crash. Or perhaps before. 

			Grekh was right, he was changed. He could feel it. He was not the same Draik who had landed in the Vanguard a few hours earlier. He had been transformed by all his expeditions, but not to this extent. The hunger that had previously plagued him was gone. After all these years of railing against his exile, of wanting to prove his worth, he no longer cared. The dread trilling through his veins had blasted everything else away. But what did it mean? He thought back over the dreams, trying to place the origins of the change. 

			‘Precipice,’ he said, ignoring Audus’ glare. ‘It’s going to fall.’ He looked at Grekh. ‘You were right. The Blackstone brought me here for a reason.’ He stood up and tapped his ocular implant. ‘It has shown me a catastrophe. And given me a chance to prevent it. I have to stop this happening. We have to get back.’

			Grekh leant on his rifle and looked down at him. ‘Back to Precipice?’

			‘When we’ve come so far into the Blackstone?’ Audus looked furious. ‘After what has just happened? That seems like an odd choice, even for you.’

			‘There’s no choice involved. I have to.’

			Audus looked over at the priests. They were on their knees before the oval of light, praying furiously. 

			‘Taddeus might not agree.’

			‘Then let him stay.’ Draik looked from Grekh to Audus. ‘I was given a warning. A chance to prevent Isola’s death. And I ignored it.’ Prior to his dream he had been crushed by loss and regret; now he felt like he was on the cusp of something far worse. ‘I have been given another warning. Precipice is about to fall. The geomagnetic storms are about to tear the orbital platform down and smash it into the fortress. Everyone on Precipice will die. Hundreds of people – all of them brave souls who fought hard to reach this place.’

			Audus shook her head. ‘You sound almost excited about it.’

			‘Because the Blackstone has given me a chance to save them. It has given me another vision. I can stop this.’

			‘How?’

			Draik stared through her and thought. It was a good question. The Blackstone had shown it to him, but it was just beyond his grasp. He closed his normal eye and looked through the augmetic one, trying to recall the visions he had just experienced. He watched Precipice falling, slamming into the fortress, destroyed by the impact, leaving nothing but corpses and wreckage. How was he supposed to stop it? What would be the use in racing back only to watch the place die? He studied the memory like it was a vid-feed, trying to spot a clue, trying to understand what the Blackstone was showing him. 

			Then he remembered the second vision, not of the Blackstone but of the tech-priest, grappling with his equation, tormented by the same frustration Draik was feeling. The magos was battling with the same problem, realised Draik. He was seeking a way to halt Precipice’s fall. But the equation on his dataslate had defeated him. Draik could even picture the sigils, and as he studied them, he realised he had seen some of the shapes before.

			Draik opened his eye and reached for Isola’s cogitator, triggering the power. To his relief, the cogs rattled into life and the screen lit up, revealing the usual emerald snowstorm. He scrolled through Isola’s recent files until he found the notes she had made at the first black shrine. Some of the characters matched the ones on the tech-priest’s screen. 

			‘They’re not coordinates,’ he said, showing the cogitator to Audus and Grekh. ‘It’s an equation.’

			They both looked at him with blank expressions.

			‘This is how I can stop Precipice falling,’ he said, tapping the screen. ‘Isola found the answer without realising. I just need to get this information back there before it’s too late.’

			Audus stared at him. Her flight suit was burned away up to her shoulders and her face was covered in blisters and bruises. ‘You brought me down here to make me rich. We’re on the brink of entering the damned treasure chest to end all treasure chests.’

			‘They’re all going to die, Audus. Everyone on Precipice. The Blackstone will drag it down like a comet and kill everyone on board. Unless we get back there now.’

			‘How can you know that? How can you know that you will be able to save them? You don’t even know what you’ll do when you get there, do you? You’re just going to trust that the damned Blackstone will help you. Is that right?’

			‘I have seen things, Audus. Not dreams or hallucinations or memories. The Blackstone is showing me the future. And it’s giving me a chance to alter it. I have seen a magos, back on Precipice, close to saving the place but missing the information I have here on Isola’s cogitator.’ He shrugged. ‘You’re right, I do not see the full picture yet, but I know that Precipice will definitely be destroyed if I stay here.’

			He stepped closer to her. ‘Are you happy with that idea? Are you happy for all those people to die?’

			She leant into him, her face rigid. ‘Damned right I am. I don’t care about anything except escaping this shithole with some money.’

			Draik shook his head. ‘Play the cynic for as long as you like. You aren’t fooling me. Maybe you can fool yourself, but I see the good in you. Whatever made you desert hasn’t changed who you are.’

			Colour flushed her cheeks and she backed away, rage in her eyes. ‘Oh, the mighty Janus Draik. The man who knows his lowly serfs better than they know themselves. How nice it must be to always understand everyone else’s motives. How lucky for the rest of us that you can tell us what we’re thinking.’

			‘I saw you,’ said Draik. ‘I saw you crawl back into the flames and fight for Quintus. You have half-killed yourself to save him. Why did you do that? You act the part of hard-nosed cynic but you risked your life for a man you barely know.’

			Her eyes strained wider but she did not answer.

			Draik softened his tone. ‘We all wear masks, Audus. And I don’t profess to know what lies behind yours, but I recognise a decent soul when I see one. You can’t let those people on Precipice die any more than I can.’

			She filled her lungs, about to yell in his face, then burst into a hacking cough. ‘Damn you Terrans,’ she spluttered. ‘Damn your bloody noblesse oblige. You think everyone needs saving.’

			Draik watched her patiently, sensing, from the slope of her shoulders, that the argument was over.

			She waved at the priests. ‘Good luck convincing him.’ 

			Draik kept looking at Audus. ‘I have seen how you react under fire, Audus. And that’s when people show their true colours. I know what you are. You fight for those who can’t fight for themselves, even if it puts you in danger. You are good, Audus, whatever you tell yourself to the contrary. And if you want a place at my side, I will make sure you are safe.’

			She snorted. ‘Safe? I’m a deserter, Draik. How can I be safe?’

			‘By being under my aegis. My father has taken most things from me but not my Charter of Trade. If you work for me, you are untouchable. I will give you a new future and ensure your past is forgotten.’

			She looked amused, then doubtful, then pained. She coughed again, then slumped against the wall and closed her eyes. ‘You have no idea who I am. Or what I’ve done. You don’t know anything about me. They made me do things, Draik. Made me kill people who did not deserve to die.’ She sneered. ‘You’d think there would be checks and measures, ways to be sure leaders are worthy of the rank. But take it from me, there aren’t. Our leaders are the worst of us, Draik, the worst. And they do their dirty deeds through idiots like me. I’m not good but they made me bad. There are people in high command who will–’

			Draik held up a hand. ‘I do not care. I do not want to know what made you desert. I have seen your worth. I judge people on what they do, not what they did.’

			She shook her head and was on the verge of arguing more, when Grekh made a brittle clicking sound with his beak and leant close to her.

			‘Not every chieftain betrays their clan,’ said the kroot. His words sounded oddly human. ‘Draik won’t.’

			Audus looked stunned by Grekh’s words. She massaged her scalp and shook her head, staring at him. Then she laughed. She looked around for her gun, slung it over her back and glared at Draik, signalling that the discussion was over. She looked furious, either with Draik or with herself, but he sensed that she would follow him to Precipice.

			There was more to be said, but Audus was proud and Draik sensed this was not the time to push the matter. He simply nodded and headed over to the priests.

			Taddeus leapt to his feet as Draik approached, delighted. ‘The Anointed has risen.’ 

			Draik looked past him into the shield of light. It was about thirty feet tall and appeared to have no features – it was just an expanse of sheer energy, hovering a few feet above the floor.

			‘Is that it?’ he asked. ‘The Crucible?’

			‘Very nearly,’ said Taddeus, gripping Draik by the shoulders. ‘We are at the threshold. Once we pass through that portal we shall enter the final series of chambers that lead to the Crucible. It’s no more than an hour from here.’

			Vorne was at Taddeus’ side and she gave him a pointed look.

			Taddeus nodded. ‘The final stretch will most likely be defended. Last time we came this far the fortress attacked with drones. Large ones. We will need to be prepared for anything that–’

			‘I’m not going in.’ Draik felt another rush of energy as he spoke the words. 

			Taddeus and Vorne stared at him.

			‘What?’ asked Taddeus. ‘Not going into what?’

			‘I must return to Precipice,’ said Draik. ‘It is about to be destroyed, but I have the means to save it.’

			Vorne’s expression hardened. ‘Are you joking?’

			‘No. I have to return. I have seen what I have to do. I must return to Precipice and find a tech-priest. Together, we can halt the fall of the orbital. If I stay here, if I continue exploring the Blackstone, everyone will be killed. I will not let those people die.’

			Taddeus placed his hand on the handle of his power mace and rose to his full, impressive height. ‘You are still unwell, Janus.’

			‘You may come with me or stay here,’ replied Draik. ‘Whichever you desire. But I am leaving now.’

			‘No one is leaving,’ whispered Taddeus through clenched teeth. He glanced at the remaining missionaries and the four of them fanned out, raising their flamers and triggering the pilot lights.

			The ratlings backed off, gently steering Quintus away too. 

			Taddeus jabbed his mace at the oval light. ‘We are here.’ His voice grew louder. ‘This is your destiny, Janus. Just as it is mine!’

			Draik shook his head, feeling increasingly certain. ‘I saw Isola’s death before it happened.’ He tapped the augmetic eyepiece. ‘I thought I was losing my mind, but she died exactly as I saw.’

			Taddeus wiped the back of his sleeve across his mouth. ‘That is just as I might have expected, Janus. That you have seen the future comes as no surprise to me. But how can you talk of heading back to Precipice when you are so close to reaching your goal?’

			‘Your goal,’ said Draik. 

			‘You came to me at the top of the pyre!’ cried Taddeus, waving his mace furiously. ‘You showed me your bloodied hand. You appeared just as the Liber Eudoxus predicted. Our goals are shared, Janus, whether you know it or not. You must trust me! Let me lead you to victory.’

			Draik shook his head. ‘I tricked you. I made my hand bleed so that you would think I was your prophet.’ 

			There was a strained silence. The missionaries’ fingers hovered over their triggers. Grekh and Audus stepped closer to Draik, flanking him and raising their guns.

			Vorne’s eyes were wide and she was staring at a shape in the wall. It was just a pillar of black stone, but she was watching it as though it were a daemon about to devour her. She whispered something under her breath, shaking her head, and it struck Draik – not for the first time – how fragile her hold on reality was. 

			Taddeus glanced at her, concerned, then turned back to Draik, softening his tone.

			‘It doesn’t matter. Don’t you see? You came to me, just as predicted. Just when you were meant to, with your hand stained red. It does not matter why. You may think it was through deceit but what made you deceive me? It was the will of the God-Emperor, working through you – working through all of us so that we may reclaim what is rightfully His. Don’t you see, Janus?’ He waved his mace back the way they had come. ‘This place was not created by the enemy. It was not created for the enemy. It is the Emperor’s. It is His to wield.’

			Draik was not interested. He knew where he needed to be. ‘I am leaving. I have a chance to save those people.’ He turned and began walking away, waving for Grekh and Audus to follow. 

			Vorne was now glancing from shadow to shadow, as though expecting them to attack, but the other three zealots looked to Taddeus for guidance, fingers still hovering over triggers. 

			Draik did not pause to see how the preacher responded. Taddeus could not attack him now. He had played his part too well. Taddeus could no more attack him than he could attack the Golden Throne. 

			‘Wait!’ cried Raus, running after him, looking panicked. ‘We have to get to the Crucible.’

			Draik ignored him, looking for the quickest way to reach the edge of the plateau. 

			‘Besides,’ said Rein, appearing at Raus’ side, ‘without us, you have no way of navigating the fortress. There are no maglevs out here. How would you get back to your ship?’

			Draik closed his good eye and looked out through the optical implant. He opened the aperture as wide as it would go, letting the darkness into his mind.

			He stumbled, drunk on the influx of information. In a moment, everything was revealed to him. He could see not just the walls and chambers of the fortress, but also the patterns that had previously eluded him. Angles and vertices that had previously seemed random now formed an intricate pattern, beautiful in its complexity but also logical and consistent. 

			‘I understand,’ he whispered, looking at Grekh. ‘I see.’

			He looked in a different direction and found that the patterns were so deliberate and clear that they enabled him to extrapolate from each sequence of lines and discern what lay behind the walls. It was as if his eyepiece had pierced the resolute blackness of the walls and revealed the skeleton frame beneath. He could see a clear, simple route to something he had not even been aware of: maglev chambers, peppering every surface. He could see hundreds of them in this one chamber alone and his grasp of the fortress’ geometry enabled him to pinpoint hundreds more in every direction. 

			‘I see,’ he said, shaking his head in wonder.

			‘See what?’ demanded Taddeus, appearing at his side, his face flushed with rage.

			‘All of it,’ said Draik. 
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			Data filled Daedalosus’ vision, flooding his retinal implants and relaying the same message in a dozen different ways: he had been poisoned. His augmented organs had already classified the toxins and filtered them from his bloodstream, but he had been unconscious for one hour, fifteen minutes and forty seconds. 

			As he grew more alert, more information filtered through. While unconscious, minor surgery had been performed on him. No, not minor – something profound had been altered in his body. His internal cogitators spoke of calcification and accelerated ossification, focused around his wrist. Daedalosus felt a surge of outrage and opened his eyes. He was shackled to the inside of what he thought, at first, was a fused ribcage. As more of his auto-senses blinked back into life, he realised he was in the cargo hold of a small ship, but the bulkheads were entirely covered in bone, great whirls and arches that had been melded together somehow, forming a kind of cage.

			There were crates and canisters stacked against the bones, and the floor was littered with pieces of machinery. There was a single, harsh lumen burning overhead and it was swaying violently, throwing shadows like a magic lantern, giving the impression that the bones were in motion, coiling and tightening like snakes. The whole room was shaking and the pieces of discarded metal on the floor were rattling back and forth. Tukh and Lees were dangling from the opposite wall, as was the ape, and they were all bound by the bones. They looked dreadful.

			‘We’ve been drugged,’ murmured Daedalosus, finding it hard to form clear words. His brain was recovering quicker than his flesh.

			Tukh’s face was the colour of the deck plating and his eyes were rolling feverishly. He managed to nod in reply. ‘Lees?’ he groaned, straining to see his wife.

			She grunted in reply. Her gaunt face looked as pale as the bones on the wall. The ape looked equally dazed and the devices had all been removed from its shaggy mane. Daedalosus looked down and saw that several items had been removed from beneath his robes – weapons and diagnostic equipment, even some of his augmetics. 

			‘This is an outrage,’ he said, straining against his restraints. ‘Who would dare to imprison a member of–’

			+An outrage?+ 

			The voice bypassed Daedalosus’ ears and manifested directly inside his skull. The blizzard of data on his retina shifted into new patterns, announcing that he was being addressed by psychic means. Parietal implants at the rear of his skull indicated that the words had entered his body at the wrist and then been relayed through his central nervous system to his left frontal lobe.

			+The outrage is that a representative of the Priesthood of Mars has resorted to piracy. There are rules about trespassing, even in Precipice, or so I had been led to believe.+

			As the words filled his thoughts, Daedalosus looked down at his wrist and saw the source. There was a puncture wound in the flesh of his unaugmented hand and there was a small growth visible under the skin – a lump of gleaming bone that had spurred up from his ulna. 

			Any embarrassment he might have felt at the accusation of piracy was washed away by a flood of anger. 

			‘How dare you profane my flesh. It was sanctified by the Deus Mechanicus. Who do you think you are? What right do you have to–’

			The blast door slammed down and a massive quadruped stomped into the room. It was so bulky it had to squeeze through the frame. It reminded Daedalosus of the centaurs that decorated the borders of STC manuals. It was taller than a man and far more muscular and, rather than clothes or armour, it was covered in thick, dull-green scales. As it flickered in and out of the swaying light, Daedalosus saw that the reptilian’s face was hidden behind a bulky rebreather. The apparatus amplified its breath, making a sound like the wheezing of broken bellows. 

			Daedalosus shook his head. ‘You?’ 

			‘You know this thing?’ said Tukh, grimacing as he studied the hulking monster that now filled half the room.

			‘The Archivist,’ said Daedalosus. ‘It accompanied me on one of my first expeditions to the Blackstone, masquerading as a technical advisor. Playing the part of an ally.’

			The Archivist nodded its head. +I am touched that you remember me, machine-priest.+

			‘This thing is in league with the heretics,’ said Daedalosus. 

			The Archivist laughed, a liquid rattle that was amplified by its breathing apparatus. +You underestimate me. I have no interest in blood magic.+

			‘You are a liar.’ Daedalosus strained against his bonds. ‘You showed your hand last time I was foolish enough to endure your company. You are here to turn the Blackstone into a weapon and turn it on the Imperium.’

			The creature laughed again, thudding further into the room and looming over Daedalosus, raising a foreleg and tapping the bionics on the tech-priest’s chest. 

			+For an organisation that worships machines, you have very little understanding of technology. Mind you, it seems to be a lack of insight that cripples all of your pitiful Imperium. Mankind has never had the wit to use technology for anything more creative than big guns, so I suppose that’s all you can see when you look at the creations of more advanced cultures. The Blackstone Fortress, as you call it, is capable of doing so much more than simply shooting things. It exists in ways, times and places you could not comprehend.+ 

			Its tone darkened, its words becoming a snarl. +Your fellow zealots down there, with their black shrines, have no idea what they’re playing with. They are on the cusp of disrupting plans set in motion before your species crawled from the sea. Humankind has no place here. You have no rights here. Any of you. Whichever absurd deities you profess to worship.+ 

			The creature sighed and spoke in a softer voice. +But none of it matters. In a few hours the circle will be complete and I shall ascend. While your friends squabble over scraps, I shall be delivered to the heart of my destiny. I have no idea what brought you here, engine-priest, but it is a well-timed visit. I need all the minds I can gather before I return to the Blackstone.+

			Daedalosus realised that there must be some reason why they were not already dead. The Archivist was a murderous liar. It certainly would not have baulked at killing trespassers. Why had it captured them rather than simply killing them? 

			Binaric filtered through his head as he processed the various explanations. The alien had mentioned needing minds. What did that mean? He needed time to process the information so he decided to try and engage the creature in conversation.

			‘You are not going to survive long enough to make another flight to the Blackstone,’ he said. 

			+I am not flying anywhere,+ rumbled the creature. +I have taken too many risks down there already. I have arranged for another, less crude mode of transportation.+

			‘It will not matter how you intend to reach the Blackstone. Precipice is about to collapse. The Blackstone’s gravity well is ripping it apart.’ Daedalosus nodded at the lumen shaking violently overhead. ‘Surely, if you are so technologically advanced, you have realised that.’ 

			+I don’t need technology to realise that Precipice is doomed, engine-priest. And I welcome it. This pile of junk has attracted a surprising array of life forms. I am almost certain there is nothing here to challenge me, but I can rest a little easier once I know I am the only survivor.+

			The Archivist stroked some of the ribs that snaked across the walls. +In fact, you’re about to help me accelerate the process.+

			‘What are you talking about?’ demanded Lees, struggling against her bonds. ‘We ain’t helping you do anything.’

			The Archivist seemed to have lost interest in the conversation and was focused on the wall of bones. Daedalosus struggled to see much over the creature’s hulking frame, but it appeared to be sliding a sharp, blade-like spur of bone into the cage. As it shifted position slightly, he saw that the bone protruded from beneath the scales on its foreleg. He could not tell if it was a device of some kind, or if the creature had somehow managed to sprout a sliver of sharpened bone from its body. 

			The Archivist turned the blade like a key and triggered a reaction in the other bones. They all began moving. The snake-like motions Daedalosus had imagined earlier now began for real as the bones writhed around each other. As they slid and turned, Daedalosus caught snatches of human faces under the mesh. They were rigid and pale and he quickly realised they were made of bone. They looked like statues, but Daedalosus had the troubling suspicion that they were real people that had been ossified somehow.

			He glanced at the bone that had engulfed part of his wrist and wracked his brains for information about the category of xenos that the Archivist belonged to. Very little was known about zoats but he recalled that they were an unusually ancient species and that they were far more advanced than their savage appearance might suggest. There were also a few scraps of Imperial xenologist reports that made mention of zoats employing technology rooted in organic matter, including bone.

			‘You have to let us go,’ he stated. 

			The Archivist laughed, but continued working at the bones. The whole chamber was now in motion and the coiled ribs and vertebrae were turning in circles around the four captives, causing them to judder and lurch.

			‘The Blackstone is a threat to the entire galaxy,’ said Daedalosus. ‘If I do not lead a detachment of ships through the Oort cloud, there will be dire consequences for every species in the galaxy, not just mankind.’

			+Not true,+ replied the zoat, still grinding the blade into the wall. +The Blackstone will mean the renewal of the galaxy. A chance to begin again without the infestations that have sprung up over the recent millennia.+

			As the Archivist worked, Daedalosus looked around for a weapon or a way to free himself. He noticed that the jokaero appeared to be using its tongue to unscrew one of its teeth. There was a glint of metal. The ape had not lost all of its digital devices.

			The Archivist stopped working and looked over. Its face was mostly hidden behind its bulky mask, but enough of the musculature was visible for Daedalosus to realise it was smiling.

			+I am in your head, priest. I see what you see. You should be careful where you look.+

			Before he could respond, the Archivist whirled around and snatched the metal object from the ape.

			+It was lax of me not to remove your teeth, jokaero. Let me rectify that.+

			The ape struggled as the Archivist raised a foreleg and revealed the blade that had slid from beneath its scales. It looked like a shard of bone, but as the Archivist leant closer the pale spur began to rotate, spinning like a drill.

			A howl of pain filled the cabin, but it was not from the ape.

			‘Throne!’ cried Tukh, struggling with even more violence. ‘What is this?’

			The bones circling him had sprouted spokes that were now wrapping around him. As the bones touched his body it began to change, growing pale and rigid.

			The Archivist looked over at him and nodded. +Heterotopic osteogenesis. You are about to join my council of advisors. As are all of you.+ The zoat pointed out the frozen faces that were being revealed between the ribs. I have been adding minds to my nebulium bank since I arrived here. It is only through huge amounts of processing power that I was able to realise how I can accelerate the destruction of Precipice.+

			Lees screamed and cursed as she saw that Tukh was slipping beneath the mass of bones. ‘Let him go! I will tear you apart if you don’t stop this!’

			There was a loud bang from outside the ship and the room shook so hard that the Archivist staggered against the wall. The drill sheared through a metal shelf, spraying filings and scattering rock samples across the floor. The zoat laughed. 

			+Do you see? The end is nigh!+ It glanced at Daedalosus. +Thankfully I am not mired in prayers and superstition. By harnessing minds I have been able to destabilise Precipice’s gravity engines. I have been able to weigh anchor.+

			The Archivist wrenched the drill free and then turned back towards the ape, grabbing the weaponsmith’s mouth and squeezing it open, revealing cruel-looking canines.

			+What is that?+ demanded the Archivist, pausing and sniffing the smoke that was suddenly filling the room. It muttered in annoyance and lifted its foreleg. The smoke was rising from its claw – the one that was gripping the silver object it had taken from the ape.

			There was another loud bang from outside and the Archivist slammed back against the wall, scattering more junk across the room. The zoat’s claw was now hidden in a cloud of smoke. The Archivist bellowed and rounded on the ape. 

			+What did you put in me?+

			Even if the jokaero could have replied, there would not have been time. The room was rocked by another violent tremor and then rolled over as though it had been tossed into the air.

			The captives remained fixed in place by their bonds but the Archivist was hurled from its feet and crashed, face first, into the ceiling, which had now become the floor.

			Daedalosus struggled to move, hanging upside down in his restraints as engine parts and weapons flew past him. A skull-splitting shriek sliced through his head as the Archivist cried out in pain. Smoke was quickly filling the room, but he could see that the zoat was injured and trapped under a mound of fused bones, struggling to free itself.

			‘We’re going to burn in here!’ cried Lees, kicking wildly against the wall.

			Tukh had vanished, subsumed by the bones.

			Daedalosus looked at his own restraints and was surprised to see the jokaero standing in front of him and fiddling with the lock on his shackles. The ape gave him a slight nod of acknowledgement, before continuing with its work. It had a small tool gripped between its long, dextrous fingers. It looked like a piece of crystal or ice, and as the ape turned it, it folded into different shapes. Eventually, after a few failed attempts, the jokaero managed to insert the tool into the lock and Daedalosus fell from the wall. Hanging on by one arm, the ape reached out and grabbed the tech-priest, preventing him from landing as heavily as the Archivist.

			After lowering Daedalosus to the floor, showing surprising strength, the ape leapt from the wall and bounded over to Lees to repeat the process.

			The muscles and servos in Daedalosus’ legs struggled to work as blood and hydraulic fluid tried to force their way through his cramped limbs. He limped through the smoke and wreckage, recovering his stolen augmetics and looking for a weapon. As he rifled through the mess, he stumbled across a laspistol that looked like it might work.

			There was a crash of limbs on metal behind him and he turned to see Lees, trying and failing to land punches on the ape.

			‘Wait!’ he yelled, pointing his pistol at her with no idea if it would work. 

			‘The ape brought us here,’ cried Lees, backing away from the jokaero, her face flushed. ‘It led us into a trap.’

			‘The weaponsmith was a prisoner too,’ pointed out Daedalosus. ‘The Archivist was about to remove its teeth.’

			The room shook and they all staggered, trying to dodge falling debris.

			‘Besides which,’ said Daedalosus, when the tremor faded, ‘the jokaero has just wounded the zoat.’

			Lees scrambled across the room towards Tukh, or at least the space where he had previously been. ‘What have you done with him?’ she yelled, hammering her fists on the bones. Some of them splintered and fell away, revealing a pale figure behind. ‘Get him out!’ she cried, clawing at Tukh’s lifeless body.

			The jokaero shook its head and drew its finger across its throat.

			‘No!’ screamed Lees, tearing harder at the bones. ‘He was speaking. Just a few minutes ago. He was speaking!’ 

			The ape looked at Daedalosus with an even more mournful expression than usual and shook its head. Before he could reply, another painful howl ripped through Daedalosus’ skull, causing him to reel back against the door.

			+Get me out from under this thing!+ demanded the Archivist in a voice that struggled to maintain human tones, devolving into a bestial roar. Flames were leaping across overturned canisters and crates, filling the room with thick clouds of smoke. 

			The ape rushed past Daedalosus, removing another one of its teeth as it went. It pointed another metallic device at the trapped zoat but before it could do anything, the Archivist managed to heave the bones away and stand up. 

			The zoat drew a pistol that was strapped to its flank and fired. At that moment, the whole room rotated again and the zoat’s shot sizzled through the air, missed the ape and burned a channel through the wall of bones. 

			Lees screamed with grief and fury, and ran at the zoat. The Archivist was on its side but managed to club the woman with the butt of its pistol, sending her flipping back through the flames. The noise from outside the ship now sounded like an earthquake or a powerful storm, and the room was so full of smoke Daedalosus could not see if he was standing on the floor or the ceiling. 

			The Archivist howled again and crashed out through the doorway.

			‘Lees!’ cried Daedalosus, rushing to her side. ‘We have to get out of here. Look at the fire.’

			She shook her head furiously, still clawing at the shape in the bones. Then she howled and backed away. Some of Tukh’s ossified body had crumbled at her touch. Half his torso was missing.

			‘What do I do?’ she wailed. ‘What do I do?’

			Daedalosus triggered the sensorium array in his augmetic hand and dozens of needle-thin probes slid from the digits. He held them up before the remains of Tukh and shook his head.

			‘He’s dead. I’m sorry, but he’s dead.’

			She grabbed him, her eyes wide with panic. ‘That xenos creature said he would join our minds to his machines. That means Tukh’s mind is still in there.’ She stared at the crumbling mass of bones around Tukh’s body. ‘He’s still in there.’

			‘He is dead,’ insisted Daedalosus, trying to steer her away from the body.

			‘No!’ she wailed. ‘I’m not leaving him!’

			Then she fell back through the smoke.

			For a moment, Daedalosus thought she had fainted; then he realised the ape was holding her. It waved cheerfully at Daedalosus and showed him a bulky ring on its finger with a fine needle sticking out of it.

			Before Daedalosus could say anything, the ape dragged Lees away from him, hauling her easily through the smoke and out through the doorway. Daedalosus rushed after them and emerged, coughing and spluttering, into a companionway. Smoke was spilling out into the corridor, but Daedalosus could see immediately that the ship was not xenos in origin, as he had suspected, but Imperial. It looked like a small freight hauler from one of the nearby hive worlds. The strange bone constructs in the cargo hold had clearly been added by the zoat.

			There was no sign of the Archivist, so he took a moment to look around. The ship was on its side, so they were currently standing on one of the bulkheads. During the fight with the zoat, he had not had time to consider what was causing such violent tremors, but now it hit him. 

			‘Precipice is collapsing,’ he said, looking down at the ape. It’s happening now. This is the end.’

			The jokaero looked up at Daedalosus, nodding slowly and looking for all the world as though it might weep. Then it began making a strange hand gesture.

			It took Daedalosus a moment to realise that the ape was asking for more wine. He shook his head in disbelief.

			The weaponsmith shrugged and lolloped cheerfully off down the companionway, carrying Lees over its shoulder. Daedalosus hurried after them, his pistol raised as he looked for a sign of the Archivist. It had been wounded, but the thing was massive and well armed. 

			‘We need to find the exit quick,’ he called out to the ape. ‘We need to get back to my ship.’

			Then he stumbled to a halt. One of the blast doors leading off the companionway was open and he could see into a cabin. The fumes were quickly spreading throughout the whole ship, but he could see what looked like scientific equipment of alien manufacture. There were several objects scattered near an overturned table, made of the same bone material as the cage they had just escaped, and they were all covered in columns of text – intricate characters of a kind Daedalosus had never encountered before. 

			He hesitated at the doorway. Claxons were now braying through the ship’s emitters and its superstructure was groaning pitifully, as though the hull were about to split open, but the sight of unfamiliar technology was too intriguing for Daedalosus to ignore. 

			‘Wait!’ he called to the ape, before stepping into the room. He scoured the smoke for any sign of the zoat, but the room was small and he was sure the creature could not be hiding in there, so he holstered his pistol and stooped down to grab one of the objects from the floor. It was about the size of a human skull and made of similar material, but it was perfectly spherical and one half of it was covered in round, fingertip-sized swellings, similar to the runeboard on a cogitator. He let his fingers rattle over some of the keys.

			Pain exploded in his chest as a spear of bone slid from the sphere and punched through his ribcage. Despite the agony, Daedalosus let out a cry, not of pain but delight. A blizzard of equations had filled his thoughts. He laughed, barely noticing that the bone spur was grinding deeper into his chest and blood was rushing down his robes. 

			In an instant, Daedalosus understood computations that had baffled him for decades. He saw ways to unravel technological mysteries that even the greatest minds of the priesthood had failed to solve. Then, in the jumble of digits, he saw what the zoat had referred to in the cargo hold. He saw the incredible power of Precipice’s warp engines. A theory started to form in his mind. If he reversed the process begun by the Archivist, he might be able to repel the currents of the Blackstone’s gravity well. He stared at the whirling formulae, on the cusp of grasping every detail. Then the pain in his chest doubled and he fell to the floor, blood spraying from his robes.

			The ape was standing over him, clutching the bone sphere. The sharpened spike was drenched in blood and was thrashing around like it was alive. It tried to plunge into the jokaero’s chest, but the ape hurled it across the room and pointed one of its digital devices at it. There was a crackle of blue energy around the ape’s fist and the bone sphere exploded, hurling shards of bone across the room.

			Daedalosus pulled his sodden robes open and saw that the spike had cut through his chest armour and almost killed him. The ape had saved his life. 

			He crawled across the room, being careful to avoid the other bone constructs, and examined the device that the ape had detonated, fascinated to see its exposed workings. He expected to see circuit boards or wire coils, but there was just more bone. The thing looked organic, as though it had been grown rather than designed. Most of it had been turned to dust by the ape’s digital weapon, but the sections that were still intact looked like the remnants of a nautilus shell, with a beautiful logarithmic spiral centred on a small lump of soft, fleshy tissue. He stared closer at the piece of meat. It looked like grey matter from a human brain.

			The freighter shook again and started to roll back the other way, hurling the pieces of bone machine through the air.

			The ape carried Lees to the lopsided doorway and waved for Daedalosus to follow. Even now, with his robes drenched and his head spinning from blood loss, Daedalosus could not entirely give up this chance to learn more about the xenos technology. He took a metal canister from his robes, and using the scalpel attachments on his augmetic hand he cut the piece of meat from the bone and dropped it in the canister and locked the seal. Then he stumbled after the weaponsmith, drawing his gamma pistol and pointing it ahead of him as he fell back out into the companionway.

			The freighter rolled again but he managed to stay upright, grabbing hold of a handrail as he lurched after the ape. It had already opened the landing hatch before Daedalosus reached it, and the scene outside was even more chaotic than the one inside. 

			The enclosed space that had been sheltering the freighter had been ripped apart, revealing the storm-lashed void screen and the menacing, dark mass of the Blackstone. Part of the mooring spar had torn free and was whipping around in the storm, slamming tons of metal into the surrounding ships. Banks of smoke were snapping past in the wind like hosts of banshees, and there were dozens of fires. As Daedalosus watched in disbelief, vast sections of the orbital platform came loose, hurtling towards the Blackstone in a shower of sparks and ruptured plasteel.

			Daedalosus staggered in the wind, struggling to stay upright as it slammed into him. 

			‘We have to reach my ship!’ he cried to the ape. ‘I think I can repel the Blackstone’s gravity. I think I can stabilise Precipice. But I need my diagnostic equipment.’ He flinched as a section of hull clanged past, then staggered out into the open.

			The force of the storm was immense and he had to haul himself along, as though he were crossing the deck of a listing ship, grabbing onto wreckage and pieces of hull. The ape struggled after him with Lees over its shoulders, nodding its head eagerly.

			They passed near the Dromeplatz and saw that the trading hall was mostly intact, but there were huge rents in its armour plating and thick trunks of smoke rising from its windows. There was no sign of any people. Daedalosus guessed that they must all be hiding in their ships or cowering in the Helmsman.

			As they left the Dromeplatz behind and headed off down another mooring spar, one of the ships tried to take off. It was a slender, streamlined xenos ship, with swept-back wings. It was beautiful, in a cruel kind of way, but the storm robbed it of its usual grace. It was only twenty feet up before the wind flipped it over, sending it tumbling towards the void screen. Its thrusters kicked in just in time to blast it through the screen and it managed to straighten out, screaming away from the Blackstone and towards the heaving mass of debris that surrounded Precipice.

			The ship would be crewed by inhuman monsters who had no place in the Imperium, but Daedalosus felt sorry for them somehow, making such a desperate bid for freedom. All of them faced the same dreadful odds now. 

			The ship was only minutes away from Precipice when the Blackstone opened fire. A miles-long stretch of the star fort lit up as its weapons batteries flashed, cutting the void open with rocket trails. The xenos ship was vaporised, scattering a cloud of embers across the stars and drifting into oblivion.

			Daedalosus remembered the equations he had learned from the bone machine and nodded. ‘I can stop this,’ he said, as Precipice toppled and burned. ‘I can save us.’

			He rushed on but as he approached Orbisgate, where his ship was moored, he saw that the landing platform had been torn away. Where his ship should have been, there was now a mangled knot of glowing metal where something had smashed through the mooring spar. 

			‘By the Omnissiah,’ he whispered. He reeled backwards, as though punched, trying to comprehend the magnitude of the loss. He had spent months on Precipice, gathering technological relics from the traders in the Dromeplatz and even braving expeditions himself to gather items of interest. He had amassed an incredible, invaluable collection. And now it was gone.

			The walkway he was standing on shook and slipped down, almost throwing him onto the ruined mooring spar, but he was too dazed to do anything but cling on, shaking his head. It took him a moment to realise that the shrieking he could hear was not the sound of breaking plasteel, but the ape, trying to summon his attention. The creature was dragging Lees onto a gantry on the far side of the mooring spar and was gesticulating wildly for Daedalosus to follow.

			Girders were crashing down all around Daedalosus. He knew he needed to move. But the thought of all his research, scattered to the void, had stunned him almost as effectively as the toxin the zoat had drugged him with. ‘Forgive me,’ he whispered, trying to imagine how he could explain the loss of his ship if he managed to survive.

			There was a flash of light, so bright he had to shield his eyes, and he thought a fire must have broken out where he was standing. But then he realised there was no heat coming from the light and it was a cool, blue colour.

			He lowered his hand to see that a dome of blue energy had encompassed him. He drew his pistol and whirled around, looking for the Archivist but seeing no sign of the creature. He reached out and gingerly touched the dome. Plasma ripped harmlessly across his fingers as they passed through the light. The ape screamed again, still waving furiously for him to follow.

			Daedalosus nodded. The loss of his ship was one matter. Failing to warn the rest of the Imperium about the Blackstone was another. He stepped slowly through the dome of light, feeling only a faint electric charge. It was only once he was outside the light that he saw its purpose. A large piece of fuselage had fallen from overhead and would have crushed him, had the dome not interrupted its fall. The slab of rusting metal was balanced on top of the dome, even though it must have weighed tons.

			Daedalosus looked over at the ape and it held up the ring on its index finger, waving it cheerfully. Daedalosus silently reprimanded himself for letting shame distract him from his purpose. The ape was a barbaric animal, but it was showing more restraint than he was.

			He climbed down from the walkway, carefully crossed the buckled mooring spar and climbed up onto the gantry that the ape was hanging from. 

			‘I have no equipment,’ he said, sure by this point that the ape would understand even if it could not reply. ‘My ship has gone.’

			The ape nodded furiously and pointed through the forest of broken spires and air vents to another distant mooring spar.

			‘Your ship?’ said Daedalosus, shaking his head. ‘You have some logic engines I could use?’

			The ape ambled over to him, stood erect and gave him another of its terrifying grins.
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			‘What do we do?’ whispered Quintus as Draik strode off into the darkness. He brushed his fingers against the swelling at his wrist, trying to contact his employer. There was nothing. Not even the chorus of animal sounds that usually accompanied the words. He had struggled to hear clearly before, but never failed to even make a connection. Something had happened. Perhaps the Archivist had grown impatient and decided to come and find the Crucible itself? The idea was not a comforting one.

			As most of the group followed the rogue trader, Quintus was left standing with the two ratlings, who seemed equally thrown by this new turn of events. 

			Raus looked anxiously at the distant oval of light. He scratched furiously at his patchy scalp. ‘We find ourselves in a tricky situation, Rein. Very tricky.’

			Rein nodded, looking equally panicked. Draik and the others were looking down the slope of the plateau, planning their descent. ‘But I’m sure we can agree that the only logical course of action is to head back with Draik to–’

			‘We carry on,’ said Raus. ‘We’re so close. It’s madness to go back. All the Archivist wants is for us to get him to the Crucible. He won’t care that Draik and the others have left. They were just a means to get us here safely. If we can carry on, we’ll find the device and teleport the Archivist to his goal. He’ll be delighted.’

			Rein looked at him, then at the endless darkness that surrounded them. ‘Carry on alone,’ he muttered.

			‘Alone,’ repeated Raus.

			Quintus shook his head, watching Draik and the others. ‘I have to stay with Draik.’ He looked at the swelling at his wrist. ‘I have no choice.’

			‘Maybe we should go with him,’ said Rein, drumming his fingers on the barrel of his lasgun. ‘We’ve never been anywhere down here on our own.’

			Raus gripped Rein by the shoulders. ‘Remember who you are, brother. We’re soldiers. Decorated Imperial Guardsmen from a distinguished Auxilla regiment. Think of everything we’ve been through. And we have the route in our heads. How hard can it be to travel this last stretch and set up the teleporter? Remember what’s inside the Crucible. Taddeus said it’s full of holy relics. We won’t get another chance like this, brother. No other sod is going to come down here with us. Not now Precipice is on its last legs. This is it. One last chance to get something of value.’ He lowered his voice. ‘What do you think will become of us if we leave Precipice with nothing?’

			Rein licked his lips. ‘Good point, Raus, good point.’ He muttered the words, though, and still looked doubtful.

			‘We have to try,’ whispered Raus, still holding him. ‘This is our chance to make it, brother. Our only chance.’

			Rein nodded, took a deep breath and stood as tall as he was able. ‘You’re right. We’re soldiers, dammit.’

			Quintus paced back and forth, distracted by the babbling talk of the ratlings and unable to think clearly. The Blackstone was rumbling and churning all around them and Draik was about to leave. Could this be his way to avoid killing him? The more time he spent in Draik’s company, and Audus’ company, the surer Quintus was that he could not murder the rogue trader. For all of his arrogance, the man was principled and brave. Perhaps, if the rogue trader was returning to Precipice, the Archivist might not care what became of him? It only wanted him dead to clear its way to enter the Crucible. 

			He touched the bone at his wrist. The Archivist’s instructions had been clear: if he strayed from Draik’s side the bone implant would take over his whole body. He shivered as he remembered the pain he had felt when it grew just a fraction of an inch. 

			‘Wait a minute,’ he said. ‘Even if you do manage to get to this Crucible, how would you get your holy relics out of here? Draik is taking his ship. How would you get back to Precipice?’

			The ratlings both gave him a sly grin. ‘We have maps in our heads,’ said Raus. ‘Thanks to the Archivist, we can find our way around here even as it changes.’

			‘And we know the locations of landing ships,’ said Rein. ‘Dozens of them, left empty after their crews failed to make it back.’

			‘And you’re pilots, now, I suppose?’

			‘Yes,’ said Rein, in a tone that made it clear that they were not. ‘As good as, anyway.’

			‘How hard can it be?’ said Raus with a shrug. ‘We’re talking about landing shuttles not battle cruisers. They’re idiot-proof.’

			‘And we’re not even idiots,’ said Rein, giving Quintus a sage look.

			Raus nodded proudly.

			The ground juddered underneath them and Rein grimaced, but Raus waved a finger at him. 

			‘Hold your nerve, brother, we’re so close. Our friend here can flee if he likes, but we go on. Besides, if we head back to Precipice again without triggering the teleporter I’m not sure the Archivist will let us off so lightly.’

			‘He didn’t really let us off lightly the first time, Raus,’ said Rein, massaging his wrist.

			‘Exactly. So with or without young Quintus here, we need to finish the job.’

			Rein nodded. The Blackstone had grown louder than usual over the last few minutes, grinding and clanging, so he had to raise his voice to be heard. ‘Do you remember what was guarding the Crucible, brother? Do you remember the drones? An extra pair of hands might come in useful.’

			Raus frowned and licked his lips. ‘Valid point, Rein, valid point.’ He shook his head and looked up at Quintus. ‘My brother is right. If you came with us, we would be prepared to give you a small portion of the proceeds. Say twenty or–’

			A deafening clang juddered through the air.

			Quintus looked back in the direction of Draik and the others and cursed. The edge of the plateau had vanished, along with Draik and most of the rest of the group. The whole edifice had reconfigured itself while they had been arguing and now, rather than being at the summit of a plateau, they were on the floor of a deep crevasse. He could just make out the priest’s servo-skulls bobbing off through the gloom, and the kroot, pacing along at the rear of the group, his gun trained on the darkness.

			‘I think the decision has been made for you,’ said Raus, giving Quintus a look of commiseration.

			‘Wait!’ cried Quintus, sprinting towards the sheer slope that now surrounded them. Colossal shadows speared in every direction as the fortress rumbled and reconfigured itself. 

			There was another deafening series of booms and the floor of the crevasse started to tilt under their feet, causing Quintus to slide and stumble down a steep slope, landing heavily at the bottom and winding himself.

			‘Raus?’ he managed to gasp once he had caught his breath. The ratlings were nowhere to be seen. And neither was Draik. He was in a tall, narrow channel, only as wide as his outstretched arms, and there was only a single light source – a faint red glow coming from one end of the channel.

			‘Draik?’ he howled, sprinting down the channel. 

			A shape loomed up in front of him and Quintus cursed, raising his pistol.

			‘Where are they?’ said Draik, placing a finger on the muzzle of the pistol and glaring at Quintus.

			‘Who?’ gasped Quintus, trying to steady his pulse as the others came into view.

			‘The ratlings,’ said Draik, staring past him into the darkness.

			Quintus looked back the way he had come. The slope he climbed down had vanished, replaced by an empty chasm. The servo-skulls glided out into the void and revealed a miles-wide chasm that seemed to have no far side.

			Quintus shook his head. ‘They were back that way.’ 

			‘Raus!’ bellowed Draik, striding to the edge of the drop. ‘Rein!’

			His voice echoed back at him, but there was no other reply.

			‘Look,’ said Grekh, pointing his rifle upwards.

			One of the servo-skulls had flown higher than the others and its lumen had revealed that the chasm had a ceiling. 

			‘It’s them,’ gasped Quintus as he saw the ratlings. Somehow, they were already miles away and they were upside down, running across the ceiling as though that were the floor of the chamber. They looked like a pair of mites, scuttling across the hull of a battleship.

			‘Too far to hear,’ muttered Draik. ‘Isola. Have you got the flares we–’ He cut himself off with a curse.

			‘We could go after them,’ said Audus, sounding doubtful as she looked down at the sheer drop and up at the distant ceiling.

			Draik massaged his jaw, scowling. ‘Damn them. What do they think they can do down here on their own?’ He glanced at Quintus. ‘Do they think they can get in the Crucible by themselves and ransack the place?’

			‘They didn’t tell me what they were planning,’ lied Quintus with practised ease. 

			Draik frowned at him. ‘They didn’t say anything?’

			‘They said we’ve come too close to go back. Maybe they do think they can get in alone.’

			‘Only the Anointed will enter,’ replied the priest, staring at Draik. ‘And the abhumans are well aware of that.’ He looked at the tiny disappearing shapes of the ratlings. ‘I have no idea what they hope to achieve.’

			Draik watched the ratlings in silence for a moment, then shrugged. ‘There’s nothing we can do. They’ve chosen their path.’

			‘Not true!’ Taddeus jabbed his mace at the darkness. ‘You can do something. You can follow your destiny. Head to the Crucible. Save the abhumans at the same time.’

			Draik shook his head and turned away, heading back down the passage with Audus and Grekh at his side, leaving Quintus with the priests.

			‘No!’ snarled Vorne, but she was not addressing Draik. She was glaring at the wall. 

			‘Vorne,’ said Taddeus, stepping towards her, but before he could grab her arm she attacked the wall with her chainsword, filling the corridor with sparks and curses as the weapon screamed against the stone.

			‘I was right!’ she howled, causing everyone to back away as she lunged and hacked uselessly at the wall.

			‘Vorne!’ boomed Taddeus, amplifying his voice through the vox-caster in his gorget.

			She faltered and looked around in surprise, as though she had forgotten the rest of them were there. Taddeus gripped her by the arm with one hand and silenced her chainsword with the other.

			‘Stay strong, Vorne. This is a momentary delay. My visions were clear. Draik will enter the heart of the Blackstone. He cannot evade his destiny.’

			Vorne stared at Taddeus, panting and twitching as she lowered her chainsword and let the muzzle clang against the floor. She stepped closer to him, confusion clouding her gaze.

			‘You burned my mother.’

			Taddeus was about to reply with his usual bombast, and looked surprised. ‘What?’

			‘On Gethsemane,’ whispered Vorne, glancing at the walls then back at Taddeus. ‘You burned her.’

			Taddeus drew himself to his full height and glared at her, gripping his mace in both hands. ‘I purge the faithless, Vorne. Always. Divine retribution makes no allowances for family ties.’ He shook his head. ‘As you well know.’

			She stared at him, mouthing silent phrases and shaking her head.

			Taddeus frowned. ‘You are here because of your unswerving faith, Vorne. Pious Vorne. You knew what would become of your confessions on Gethsemane. You knew where your trail would lead me, but you still pointed the finger. The Emperor is in you, child. I can see Him in every blink of your eye. You knew, even then, that my visions were the truth. That they would lead me to the Anointed and that He would–’

			‘He is heading away from the Crucible,’ said Vorne quietly, meeting his eye with more confidence. ‘You said you were the Anointed. Then you said Draik was the Anointed. And now he’s headed back to Precipice.’ Her eyes flashed dangerously. ‘What if you are wrong about everything?’

			The other three priests glanced at each other, and Quintus wondered how Vorne thought she could get away with challenging Taddeus so openly.

			Taddeus took a deep, juddering breath. ‘This is the work of the black shrines, Vorne. The air down here has been polluted by the heretics. Find the strength you showed on Gethsemane. Find your soul. Find the truth behind the lies.’

			Her gaze hardened and she snatched her flamer from Taddeus’ grip. The other priests raised their weapons but Quintus could not tell if they meant to stand with her or against her. He backed away, noticing that Draik and the others were almost out of sight.

			‘I saw her here, in this benighted pit,’ whispered Vorne, lowering her flamer and looking at the floor, her shoulders slumping and the rage leaving her eyes.

			Taddeus nodded. ‘But she is dead, Vorne. So you know it was a lie. You did not see her.’

			She said nothing.

			‘You are not responsible for her fate,’ said Taddeus. ‘None of us are responsible for the misdeeds of our kin. We can only do what we know to be right and hope that we lead by example. Good fruit can fall from rotten trees.’

			Vorne straightened up, rolled her shoulders and nodded. ‘Of course. Forgive me, eminence.’

			‘No forgiveness needed.’ Taddeus looked round the group. ‘Heresy is a poison. It can seep through your pores. Ward yourself with faith. We are close, my children. Whatever Draik does in the meantime, I know he will eventually enter the Crucible and join his divine spirit with the fortress.’

			They all muttered prayers. Then Taddeus smiled as he waved them after Draik. ‘We have all sacrificed a lot but we are so close now. So close.’ 
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			The deeper he looked, the more he saw. Draik could hear the others gasping for breath as they scrambled down collapsing slopes, cursing and hissing as they bashed their shins and rolled over unexpected drops, but he ran as easily as if he were on a freshly surfaced transitway. The fortress’ impenetrable darkness was gone. Rather than colourless walls and brutal angles he saw numbers. His expanding consciousness had absorbed every detail of its structure and seen logic where it had previously seen only madness. He saw the cracks before they opened at his feet and he saw for miles in every direction, discerning routes and hazards that should have been hidden.

			The rest of the group quickly recognised his ability to find the easiest route and began stumbling in his wake, trying to match his steps as darkness whirled around them. 

			He paused and looked back the way they had come. The slopes had folded away into a forest of pyramids and towers. As the servo-skulls whirred overhead, they illuminated a landscape that looked like a city in miniature, with hundreds of slopes and blocks trailing away into the distance. Draik turned his attention to his companions. The group was thinning out fast. Just five priests now, including Taddeus and Vorne, along with Audus, Quintus, Grekh and himself. 

			‘Are we safe to continue without our guides?’ Taddeus looked at Draik with an odd mixture of emotions. He seemed furious and awed at the same time. ‘How will we follow the route?’

			Draik nodded. ‘I can see everything.’ He gestured away from the jumbled remains of the plateau. ‘I can see a maglev chamber, not more than half a mile from here. And what’s more, I can see where it will take us.’

			Taddeus stared at him and recited a line from his holy text. ‘And he shall see the face of his god.’ He shook his head. ‘You are everything that was promised. But it is in the Crucible that you will become one with the Blackstone. It is there that you will steal it from the clutches of the Great Enemy and secure it in the name of the Holy Synod. So why are you heading away from it on this foolish errand? Those scoundrels in Precipice are not worth risking anything for. Can’t you see? Half of them are criminals and the rest came here to escape their duties as Imperial citizens. They have sealed their own fate.’

			‘I will not stay down here, knowing I could save them,’ replied Draik. ‘If the Imperium’s ruling classes do not stand watch over the lower orders, we become no better than the xenos or the heretic. Whatever their backgrounds, those people came to the Western Reaches to do the Emperor’s work.’

			Audus raised an eyebrow. ‘Really? All of them?’

			Draik waved at the surrounding darkness. ‘The Senatorum Imperialis laid claim to this site and offered legitimate salvage contracts for anyone who managed to reach Precipice. Those people are here under the aegis of the Lord High Admiral and the Fabricator General. My personal disputes with House Draik do not mean I can abdicate my responsibility for ordinary Imperial citizens.’

			‘What about your responsibility to the God-Emperor,’ snarled Vorne, looming from the shadows, her eyes burning above her pitted faceplate. ‘The Blackstone is His to wield. And He has elected you as His mortal representative. Is that not a more important matter than your fealty to the Lords of Terra?’ Her head was shaking and she was gripping her flamer in both hands. She looked ready to attack.

			‘What do you think will happen to us,’ replied Draik, ‘if Precipice crashes into the Blackstone? How do you imagine any of us will ever leave the Western Reaches? If Precipice falls every ship on its mooring spars falls too. We would have no way of ever leaving this system.’

			Vorne stared at him and a low growl escaped from behind her mask. She was even more dangerous than Taddeus, Draik realised. She spent half her time glancing at imagined shapes in the darkness and her mood was growing more erratic by the minute. And her faith in him was not as sure as Taddeus’. He would have to tread carefully.

			‘What does it matter if we leave or not,’ she hissed. ‘If you are who you say you are, the Crucible is your destiny. As it is written in the Liber Eudoxus. You cannot try to escape it, whatever excuses you make.’

			Draik sighed and stepped away from her. He took out his lho-stick, lit it and took a deep drag, thinking over everything he had seen over the last hour.

			‘The Blackstone is covered in black shrines,’ he said, speaking quietly, talking as much to himself as the others. ‘The ones we saw are the tip of the iceberg. The whole structure is corrupted. These tremors are not the normal changes that affect the fortress. There are so many shrines now that the Blackstone has become something else. It has been fundamentally changed. It has become some kind of portal into the warp.’ He frowned and shook his head. ‘No, not a portal. More like a conduit. I’m not sure exactly what. I can see clearly but the science is beyond me. It is becoming a lens through which all the madness of the immaterium can be magnified, and then focused on our own, physical realm.’

			No one moved to interrupt him as he spoke. Vorne was glaring at him. Taddeus still looked torn between fury and devotion. Audus was staring into the middle distance, her expression grim, and Grekh was crouched low to the ground, chewing on something and tapping the floor with his claws. The three missionaries were standing guard, watching over the darkness with their flamers raised. Quintus was watching him and frowning.

			‘There’s something more important going on here than just a few cultists defacing a xenos wreck,’ he continued. ‘Something major is happening out here in the Western Reaches, something on a much bigger scale than the admiralty realise.’ He jabbed his lho-stick at the darkness, scattering embers. ‘That’s why I feel this maddening urgency. The need to save Precipice goes beyond simply saving the lives of Imperial citizens. If Precipice falls, we have no way of warning the rest of the galaxy.’ He shook his head, still struggling to process what had happened. ‘And my eyepiece is showing me how to avert the catastrophe. It is speaking to me, speaking through me somehow.’ 

			He reached up and touched the controls. As the lens rotated, he felt the metal turn in his brain. There was no pain, nor even any discomfort, but more images flooded his mind. Draik saw the magos again, even though he was conscious. He was having a waking dream. The scene superimposed itself across Vorne and the others, so that Draik was seeing two places at once. He saw the tech-priest again, clearer this time. He was in a kind of laboratorium on board a ship. But it did not look like a Mechanicus vessel. There was none of the religious paraphernalia he would expect and the furniture was of an odd design – clean and angular and made of a smooth ceramic material. He could see xenos designs on the bulkheads and workbenches. Then he saw the equation again, flickering in the air between the priest’s hands. It was some kind of hololithic projector, but more advanced than any he had seen before. The images were perfectly clear, with no trace of interference or static. 

			The priest looked up and, as his hood fell back, Draik realised that he had seen the man before. He knew him. They had met on a previous expedition. He struggled to place the name for a moment, then it came to him: Daedalosus, a decent man, of senior rank, sent by the Martian priesthood to study the Blackstone. There were other men in the chamber with Daedalosus; no, not men, Draik realised, apes – some of the jokaero creatures that had recently landed on Precipice. He saw one of them clearer than the others. It was tapping at the dataslate and drinking thirstily from a metal cup. 

			Draik drew back from the scene, as though he were a spirit, and passed out through the hull of the xenos ship. The sensation of flight was dizzying and exhilarating, and he would have fallen if Grekh had not rushed to steady him. As the eyepiece showed him the exterior of the vessel he was able to pinpoint the location, recognising the mooring spar despite the terrible storm that was tearing across Precipice. As the storm grew in ferocity, he stumbled again. Then he realised the tremors he could feel were actually on the Blackstone.

			Draik took his hand away from the eyepiece and looked at Grekh and the others. The floor was shaking violently and pieces of debris were clattering past them, but they were all staring at him as though he were a vision. 

			He looked around and pointed his lho-stick to the far side of a rectangular chamber. ‘The maglev we need is that way.’ 

			As he strode away from them, he had the surprising realisation that he was enjoying himself. He could feel the Blackstone growing inside him, spreading through the eyepiece. It should have been horrific but it was not. As peculiar, inhuman thoughts mingled with his normal brain functions, he felt an exhilarating vitality spread through his muscles. It reminded him of the times he had been injected with combat stimms, but the effect was far more profound and powerful. He felt as though he could have leapt into the air and glided across the chamber. It took all his strength to keep walking calmly across the floor rather than bounding like an excited youth. He could feel the others staring at him in silence and understood why. He was changing. 

			He was becoming.

			He led them on, following the route with confidence. Even as walls and ceilings rotated all around him, Draik could see every step he needed to take to reach the maglev chamber to the Stygian Aperture. They crossed over a long, narrow bridge spanning a lightless chasm larger than any they had passed previously.

			As he walked, Draik stared harder through the eyepiece. Now that he was embracing the visions, he no longer felt the pains that had plagued him when they first arrived. His mind felt clear and quick, but, he realised, not entirely his own. Peculiar thoughts occurred to him that seemed to originate somewhere beyond his own consciousness. As the architecture moved around him, Draik saw answers in the shapes. It began to feel like language, as though the fortress were teaching him a new form of grammar. He could not read the messages, yet he sensed that he was close. Soon he would understand every detail of its workings. The essence of the words was already taking shape. He could see that everyone on Precipice, everyone on the Blackstone, was simply a point of energy – each one identical, despite the various physical forms they were clad in. They were all flames from the same fire: the fire of the fortress.

			He shook his head, trying to rid himself of the strange, distracting thoughts. The people of Precipice were Imperial citizens, not pieces of a cosmic puzzle. And he was duty-bound to save them. 

			‘Quickly,’ he snapped, irritated, even though no one in the group was lagging behind. 

			They reached the far side of the bridge and began to see the red glow of shrines across the top of the next slope.

			‘Draik?’ muttered Audus, waving her gun at the lights.

			He shook his head and led them down a raised, curving path that skirted the slope and headed away from the lights. The path led into a circular, domed chamber and the servo-skulls drifted up high into the gloom, scattering light across the black, faceted surfaces. A loud humming sound rumbled up through the floor, as though the chamber were built over a generator, and the air was shimmering with flickers of electricity.

			Draik hesitated at the threshold. He was about to ask Isola to scan the room with the arrays on her cogitator, but caught himself in time. He shook his head, marching on into the hall.

			The light from the servo-skulls only pierced a fraction of the darkness, but as they drifted back and forth, Draik saw that there were four doorways, facing each other across the circular chamber. They followed a familiar, hexagonal design that Draik had seen on many of the maglevs he had used. Taddeus shook his head as he struggled to match Draik’s pace. 

			‘Closed. All of them.’

			Vorne eyed Draik suspiciously. ‘Do you have a plan? You can’t use a maglev chamber once it has closed.’

			Draik nodded, studying the four doors. His eyepiece had shown him, before he even entered the chamber, which one led back to the Vanguard. But he was still fascinated by one of the others. It led back to the location Taddeus had been trying to reach – the Crucible. Now that his vision was so clear, Draik saw that the priests had been right about the significance of the place. Every route through the Blackstone ultimately pointed to the Crucible. It was like the hub of a wheel, with thousands of chambers and corridors fanning out from it. 

			‘What do you see?’ asked Grekh, peering at the door. ‘Is that our route home?’

			Draik shook his head.

			Grekh nodded. ‘The Crucible. The Blackstone wants you to find it. We are all cogs in a great machine, designed to join you to her.’

			Taddeus stomped over, his face flushed and his eyes glittering. ‘Did the animal say something about the Crucible? Have you come to your senses?’

			‘I’m taking the Vanguard back to Precipice,’ replied Draik. ‘I will not let it fall.’ He strode off across the chamber, ignoring the sparks that clicked around the heels of his boots and the buckles of his dress coat.

			As the servo-skulls glided back towards him, their lumens revealed that the chamber was not entirely empty. There was a circle of figures at its centre – nine of them, each as tall as a man and formed of the same black substrate as the rest of the fortress. They were motionless.

			‘Drones?’ asked Audus, swinging her autogun up onto her hip. Since Isola died, there had been no sign of Audus’ usual sardonic sneer. She looked wary and tense as she reached Draik’s side. ‘They look like they’re guarding something.’

			Draik nodded and waved his hand to his left. ‘Spread out, don’t give them an easy target.’ As Taddeus and the other missionaries fanned out in one direction, with Grekh, Quintus and Audus heading in the other, Draik raised his splinter pistol and continued approaching the circle of motionless figures. Audus had made a reasonable assumption, but he sensed that there was something else happening here. Drones did not wait patiently to attack. They fell on explorers in a frenzy, attacking like mechanised arachnids. And these figures looked more humanoid in shape.

			Draik was still thirty feet from the figures when he recognised them. Even though they were formed of gleaming black polygons, their faces were unmistakable.

			‘It’s us,’ he muttered, lowering his pistol in surprise. 

			The nine figures were statues, and they were perfect likenesses of the people edging towards them. Draik, Audus, Grekh, Quintus, Taddeus, Vorne and the other three missionaries were all recreated down to the very last detail.

			Draik felt as though he were approaching a dark mirror as he drew close to his statue. He had been captured with his rapier drawn, raised in an en garde position. The sculptor clearly had an understanding of fencing, because the pose was perfectly portrayed. As Draik studied it, he was thrown back through the years to his youth on Terra. He had seen his father and his tutors demonstrate this position hundreds of times. Seeing it here was a surreal experience. 

			The others approached their statues with the same mixture of caution and fascination. Audus laughed, a sound Draik had not heard since Isola died. 

			‘Gods,’ she said. ‘Look at my face. I look like I’ve been kicked by a grox.’

			Draik looked over at her statue. It had captured her essence perfectly. Her face was battered and crooked, and her stubbly scalp networked with old scars, but she looked strong and determined. There was a nobility to her that he had noticed when he first rescued her from bounty hunters, months earlier.

			He nodded. ‘You look like a survivor.’

			She patted him on the back. ‘Let’s not speak too soon.’

			Draik lit his lho-stick and walked around the statues with Audus, studying them as he smoked. Taddeus was tapping his statue gently with the head of his power mace and Vorne was glaring at hers, whispering curses at it. The other zealots had backed away, mouthing prayers, clearly unnerved. Quintus was staring at his likeness in horror. 

			When Draik reached the statue of Grekh he frowned.

			Audus laughed again. ‘Unlucky!’ she said. ‘Yours was obviously done in a rush. I’d send it back if I were you.’

			The statue of Grekh was a malformed, indistinct lump. It was just possible to recognise, from its tall, wiry build and the suggestion of a beak and quills, but the details were obscured by dozens of half-formed faces. It was like a blurred pict-capture of a crowd scene, rendered in three dimensions.

			Audus looked up at the shadows and yelled. ‘Give him his money back. This is shoddy work.’

			Her words echoed strangely around the hall, magnified by the acoustics. They grew louder as they repeated, heading back through the single open door towards the distant crimson lights.

			Draik scowled at her.

			‘I think I understand,’ said the kroot, still studying his statue. He checked the priests were out of earshot, then looked at Draik and Audus. ‘My expeditions to the fortress have allowed me to encounter more species than ever before.’

			‘Encounter?’ said Audus, raising her eyebrow.

			Grekh nodded, oblivious to the jibe. ‘And I have absorbed more cultural ideas than at any previous point of my life. The insights I have gained from all these in-dwelling spirits have altered me beyond recognition. I may look normal on the outside…’

			Audus gave Draik a sideways glance.

			‘But on the inside, I have evolved into something new,’ continued Grekh. ‘Something that the fortress cannot quite see, or understand.’

			Draik nodded. He had spent years studying xenos species but Grekh was unique in his ability to digest the knowledge and traits of other creatures. He was about to ask the kroot a question, when the red light coming through the doorway flared brighter, followed by a thudding that sounded like dozens of armoured feet.

			Draik glared at Audus again and waved the rest of the group on. ‘Keep moving. The chambers are all rife with heretics.’ He extinguished his lho-stick and headed towards the door opposite.

			There was a clattering din as all the statues sprang into life, following him.

			Everyone turned to face them, weapons raised, but as soon as Draik stopped, the statues also halted.

			‘This place is so damned weird,’ hissed Audus, backing away with her gun still gripped in her hands, pointed at the statues.

			Draik took another few steps and the crystalline figures followed, glinting and flashing in the light from the servo-skulls. They moved with a mechanical awkwardness, like clockwork automata, but they were fast and had drawn weapons, just like their living counterparts.

			‘This is nothing to do with the heretics,’ said Taddeus, peering at them.

			Vorne frowned. ‘But if they’re part of the fortress, like the drones, why are they just watching us?’

			Draik nodded. ‘They could have attacked us as soon as we entered.’ He took another few steps and, again, the statues kept pace with him, like a well-drilled unit of Guardsmen.

			The crimson light flared brighter in the doorway and the noise of running feet grew louder.

			‘We have to go, whatever they are,’ he said, heading off towards the door to the maglev. He broke into a jog, trying to ignore the statues as they hurried after him. As they picked up speed he noticed that there were sparks flashing under the soles of their feet. Either they were the source of the energy he had noticed when he entered the hall, or they were powered by it.

			He was still fifty feet from the doorway when a loud, bright banging filled the hall.

			‘Draik!’ cried Audus, rolling across the floor and coming back up with her gun in her hands. 

			There was no need for the warning. The air was alive with gunfire and shards of black ore exploded from the walls. Draik dropped to one knee and aimed his pistol at the approaching shapes.

			‘Heretics,’ he muttered, firing a barrage of poison splinters into the oncoming horde. 

			There must have been over a hundred of them, all as grotesquely deformed as the ones he saw earlier, but more heavily armed and better equipped. Several of them were carrying hefty, high-calibre weapons, and instead of regular flak armour they were encased from head to toe in moulded plates of armaplas, similar to that which Draik had seen on Militarum Tempestus storm troopers. Rather than weakening this armour, their mutations had bolstered it, forming crustacean-like plates of shell over the carapace, giving the heretics such a bulky, solid presence that they almost resembled warriors of the Adeptus Astartes. Draik cursed as his splinter rounds failed to pierce their thick armour. 

			Shots blazed through the darkness as the Traitor Guardsmen rushed into the hall, guns barking.

			‘Purify them!’ howled Vorne, striding back towards them as though she had hundreds of zealots at her back. Fire gushed from her flamer, lighting up her brutal iron mask and washing over the front row of heretics.

			They raced through the flames, still firing, oblivious to the heat.

			Vorne howled in outrage, triggered the weapon’s chainsword and slammed it into the first heretic to reach her. The man fell back in a shower of blood and shredded armour, and Vorne wrenched the blade free and staggered away, steadying herself for another attack.

			Taddeus and the other priests rushed to help her while Audus, Grekh and the valet fired from a distance.

			Draik sighed, holstered his pistol and drew his rapier, triggering its powercell as he strolled back towards the fight. ‘We do not have time for this,’ he muttered.

			He had almost reached the fighting when shadows rose up and attacked the heretics. It took him a moment to realise what was happening. The front row of heretics were toppling as black shapes sliced through them, dismembering limbs and splitting neck armour. 

			It was the statues. They had followed him, and now rushed at the heretics.

			Vorne and the other priests backed away, stunned, as the statues slaughtered the Traitor Guardsmen. They did not fire weapons or use blades; they simply sliced through the heretics with their limbs, swinging them like swords – swords powerful enough to glide through bulky armour plate. The heretics foundered, unable to grasp what was happening as the darkness seemed to rip into them. 

			Audus and Grekh ceased fire, for fear of hindering their new allies, and the whole group watched in disbelief as the heretics were driven back by the ferocity of the statues’ attack. A few of the Guardsmen managed to land shots on the fast-moving shapes, but the rounds vanished into the figures with no effect. After less than a minute, most of the heretics had been cut down to the ground and were either dead or howling in agony. The few that could, bolted back the way they had come, sprinting out into the crimson light with a few final, useless shots.

			Then the statues turned on the wounded. Ignoring their screams for mercy, they began dismembering the Guardsmen with another flurry of razor-edged limbs. They looked more like butchers than warriors, cutting and sawing in silence until the screams finally halted.

			When the killing was over, they marched back over towards Draik and formed a circle around him, becoming motionless once more.

			Draik stared at them. There was no sign that they were anything other than statues. There was no trace of blood on them and they looked like they were incapable of movement. There was a faint shimmer where their feet touched the floor, but nothing else.

			Shouts came from outside, and the sound of more running feet. 

			Audus smiled. ‘Let’s see that again, just one more time. It felt nice to be on a winning side for a change.’

			Draik shook his head. ‘We have to reach Precipice quickly.’ He hesitated, though, looking at the statues, fascinated by them. Never had he felt so clearly that the fortress was willing him to succeed. He touched one, running his fingers over the frosty surface. Then he turned and strode towards the maglev chamber, waving for the others to follow. 

			The door was a featureless black slab, but when Draik triggered his eyepiece, it revealed a complex pattern of diagrams networking its surface – hundreds of geometric shapes that spiralled around a central circle. He placed his palm in the centre of the circle and moved it over some of the shapes, sensing intuitively the right path to trace. 

			The door hummed and slid down, revealing a small circular chamber beyond. 

			Draik waved the others inside. ‘We will be back at the Vanguard in moments,’ he said, without a trace of hesitation. 
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			‘Hey! Jabboc!’

			Raus could hear Rein laughing, a few feet above, but he had no idea what he was talking about. The ratlings were scaling a wall that appeared to have no bottom or top. They had been hauling themselves up its surface for nearly two hours and Raus’ muscles were burning from the exertion. He was starting to wonder if Quintus might have had the right idea.

			‘What’s a Jabboc?’ grunted Raus, slamming his grappling hook into the wall and heaving himself another couple of feet. They had strapped their lumens to their heads but there was no other source of light and the slender beams only managed to reach a dozen feet ahead of them. It was like crawling through a void. 

			Raus flinched as something rushed towards his face. Then he realised it was Rein’s hand, reaching back for him. He grabbed the proffered hand and, as his brother dragged him higher, he saw that Rein had climbed into one of the triangular holes that peppered the wall. As he clambered over a ledge and into the aperture, he saw a severed arm and then, a few feet further into the corridor, the rest of a corpse. It was one of Taddeus’ missionaries.

			‘Remember?’ said Rein, smiling cheerfully. ‘Jabboc! Friendly chap. Used to share his rations.’

			Raus raised an eyebrow. ‘Share?’

			Rein nodded eagerly. ‘I could sense that he didn’t mind me taking them.’

			Raus walked over to the corpse. ‘Wait a minute, Rein,’ he said, aiming his lumen further down the passageway. ‘This could be useful. Look, there are more bodies down there. More priests.’

			‘Useful?’ Rein looked unconvinced. ‘Hungry or not, there are limits to what I will–’

			‘I’m not talking about cannibalism!’ Raus kicked the nearest body. ‘Do you remember when these men died, Rein? They weren’t part of this expedition. They were part of the last one. They came with us last time.’

			Rein nodded but his expression remained blank.

			‘Think!’ Raus waved him over, pointing out the other bodies. ‘Where were we when these priests died?’

			Rein shook his head, his mouth hanging open.

			‘We were on the final approach to the Crucible,’ said Raus. ‘Or, at least, that’s what Taddeus said.’ He waved at the floor. It was formed of black octagonal slabs, bevelled along the edges like paving stones. ‘This passageway has moved but I recognise the floor. And the bodies are still here. If we follow this to its end, we should see those buildings where we had to leave the bone machine. And if we do, we’re right next to the Crucible.’

			Rein’s eyebrows lifted in dawning recognition. Then he shrugged and tried to look unsurprised. ‘Why do you think I dragged you in here, brother? That’s exactly what I was thinking.’ He started picking at the corpse’s robes. ‘But we may as well check for food.’

			Raus pulled his brother away from the body. ‘Don’t be a fool. You saw what happened to the last food we were eating. Don’t eat anything down here, Rein. I don’t trust this place.’

			Rein stared at him. ‘Don’t eat anything?’

			Raus patted him on the back. ‘We’re close, now, brother. Steel yourself for just a little longer. We’ll eat like kings once the Archivist opens that vault and we get our hands on some relics.’

			Rein nodded sadly and they carried on down the passageway. The further they went, the more certain Raus was that they were on the right track. He had an internal compass, provided by the Archivist before their first attempt to reach the Crucible, but it was not always easy to follow, offering vague hunches rather than clear directions. But combined with the familiar design of the passageway, and the corpses, the map in Raus’ head became unmistakeable.

			‘Do you think it will stay in our heads forever?’ he muttered. ‘The map, I mean.’

			Rein shook his head. ‘I was hoping the zoat would remove it once we’re done.’ He grimaced. ‘I don’t like the idea of that grub staying in my ear canal.’

			Raus put his finger in his ear but felt only the usual wax boulders. He fished one out and chewed it pensively. ‘I hope it hasn’t gone… you know… deeper.’

			They looked at each other with matching expressions of disgust.

			Raus tapped the spur of bone jutting from his wrist. ‘Have you tried speaking to the zoat?’

			Rein nodded. ‘No answer.’

			‘Same here.’ Raus halted and stared at Rein. ‘What if it’s wounded, or dead? Half of Precipice wants its head on a plate. What if that’s why we’re not able to contact it?’

			Rein shrugged. ‘At least we won’t have to have any more worms stuffed down our ears.’

			‘Yes, but think. If the zoat’s dead, what’s the use in us triggering the bone machine when we find it? The zoat won’t come and that means we can’t get in the Crucible. The Archivist was adamant that it was the only one who could get into the vault. No zoat, no relics. Do you see?’ He looked around at the oppressive blackness. ‘And no route home.’

			Rein licked his lips. ‘I’m sure it will be fine. We’re so deep here that the messages can’t get through. The bone machine will be different. The Archivist said it was powerful, able to teleport anything from anywhere.’

			Raus nodded, but as he carried on down the passageway he could not shake the feeling of dread. He touched the bone at his wrist and tried to send his thoughts back to their employer, but again there was no response. 

			They followed the trail of bodies for nearly half a mile, and gradually the passageway started to climb upwards. The layout was still familiar and still meshed perfectly with the map in Raus’ head, so he began to feel more optimistic again. Finally, they emerged into another of the Blackstone’s bafflingly huge chambers. It was impossible to see its walls with the feeble light of their lumens but, as they stepped out onto a ledge, the booms and groans of the fortress echoed through the emptiness, reverberating through what sounded like a miles-wide abyss.

			Turning slowly at the centre of the hall, about half a mile up, was a mirrored cube. It was floating in the void like a planetary body, suspended by nothing and hazed by ice clouds. It looked like mirrored chrome, polished to a dazzling sheen. With no landmarks as reference, it was impossible to scale the thing. It might have been as small as a dice or as big as a macro transport.

			‘There it is,’ whispered Raus, his breath pluming in the darkness. ‘The Crucible.’

			‘So damned pretty,’ muttered Rein, stepping further out onto the ledge.

			Raus nodded. ‘If it looks that pretty on the outside, think what it will be like inside.’ He looked around and spotted steps leading down into the darkness. Like most of the steps on the Blackstone, they were far too large for the likes of a ratling to walk down, so he dropped to his knees and began lowering himself carefully down each one. 

			‘We came this way, for definite,’ he said, after they had climbed down a dozen steps. ‘I remember this damned cold.’

			The lower they got, the icier it grew. Their fatigues started to feel like plates of armour and their breath froze in their beards. It took another couple of hours to reach the floor of the chamber and then the lumens on their helmets began to pick out more familiar details. There was a colonnade of featureless pillars that they had travelled down with Taddeus and Vorne. Then Raus saw something new. 

			It looked like someone had made camp – temporary buildings had been erected, like tents made of glinting metal shards. As they got closer, he realised they were actually piles of junk, carefully placed to form pyramids. They looked like shrines, or burial mounds, and some of the people who had made them were still around, their corpses preserved by the low temperatures. There were dozens of the blue-grey cadavers scattered throughout the pyramids, some huddled together, frozen in a last embrace as they failed to keep each other warm. Others had their hands raised in front of their faces as though, even in death, they could not abide the light of the cube drifting overhead. They were all grotesquely thin, little more than skeletons in clothes.

			‘Why would people build shrines down here?’ muttered Rein, following Raus. ‘How did they expect to survive?’ He shook his head. ‘Starvation. What a way to go.’

			‘Look at them,’ replied Raus. ‘They were well equipped. And rich. Money makes you stupid.’ 

			The dead explorers were human but they did not look like Imperial citizens. They wore elegant, tight-fitting enviro-suits, as gleaming and white as their tents. Even in death, it was clear that these people had been far healthier than the wretches who toiled in hives and void ships or marched in the endless legions of the Astra Militarum. They were tall and had long, straight backs and limbs. Their enviro-suits had obviously managed to work despite the Blackstone’s wishes, as they were all wearing clear, spherical helmets. They were also carrying weapons that looked as though they had been manufactured yesterday, rather than the battered, unreliable relic Raus was carrying. 

			He picked one of the guns up. An elegant, streamlined pistol that looked more like a piece of art than a weapon. He pointed it at one of the bodies and pulled the trigger.

			There was no recoil or muzzle flash, but the corpse jolted and then dissolved, leaving just a vague outline of pale ash. The ratlings looked at each other, their eyes wide. 

			‘Damn,’ whispered Rein, looking around at all the abandoned weapons. ‘I wish we had a way to haul them all back with us. I’ve never seen anything like it.’

			Raus stared at the pistol, then stuffed it in his belt and shook his head. ‘Remember what Taddeus said. Once we get in the Crucible, there will be relics dating back to the earliest days of mankind. Arms dealers are one thing, but zealots will pay any price for the fingernail of a dead saint. I say we leave these for now and grab some on the way back if we don’t get our hands on the relics.’

			Rein narrowed his eyes and tapped his nose. ‘Mother always said you were the clever one.’

			‘Clever dick, I believe is how she put it, but I took it as a compliment.’

			Rein laughed. He grabbed one of the pistols for himself and looked up at the slowly turning cube overhead. ‘Then we just need to find this damned bone machine.’ 

			Raus nodded at a row of octagonal columns. ‘That’s definitely the crotch of the matter, Rein. I know where I threw it before we legged it. It’s the tenth column along.’

			‘Why ten?’

			Raus held up his hands, fingers splayed. ‘Easy maths, brother.’

			Rein tapped his nose again and followed as Raus strode away from the dead bodies, making for the colonnade. They had not gone far from the campsite when a sound echoed through the darkness. It sounded like dozens of knives being dragged against a whetstone.

			Raus recognised the sound instantly. He whirled around, pointing his lasgun back towards the campsite. ‘Drone.’

			They were only about thirty feet from the mounds but the shapes had already been swallowed by the gloom, leaving only a vague suggestion of glinting spires.

			‘Can’t see it,’ said Rein, crouching low and looking down his gun for a target. He looked over at Raus, shaking his head. ‘We’re on our own down here, brother. How can we deal with drones on our own?’

			Raus knew his brother was right, but he knew how Rein would react if he showed any fear. ‘All right, Rein,’ he snapped, ‘don’t soil yourself.’ He looked over at the columns. ‘Running is what we can do.’ He slapped his brother on the back and bolted towards the colonnade. ‘No one does that better than us.’

			Rein sprinted after him but neither of them could resist looking back over their shoulders and it was only a few seconds before a tall, anvil-headed shape scuttled out of the darkness. The drone was as black as the walls but it had a lumen mounted on its triangular head, and as its tripod-legs scuttled across the floor, the light fixed on the two ratlings. 

			‘There!’ Raus managed to gasp, pointing his gun at one of the columns, only a few feet away. There were more dead priests lying around it, preserved by the cold. ‘I’m sure this is the place I hurled the bone machine.’

			‘Raus!’ cried Rein as a drone rushed at them from the colonnade, approaching from the opposite direction to the first one.

			Rein fired his sniper rifle with his usual impressive accuracy, shattering the light on its pintle-mounted head. The drone veered and Raus fired too, blasting one of its legs away and sending it crashing across the floor.

			Another jittered from the colonnade, making for Rein. Raus hurled a grenade that clanged onto the side of its head, mag-locked in place. Rein dived clear as the drone exploded, flinging lethal shards.

			Raus vaulted through the still-smoking wreckage and raced to the tenth column, spotting the burned-out groundcar he had hurled the Archivist’s device under. Rein dropped into a crouch behind him and fired a flurry of shots, blinding the other drone and sending it scuttling off in a different direction. Raus rolled under the groundcar and grinned. 

			‘It’s here, Rein! The damned thing is here!’

			The bone machine was no bigger than a man’s fist, but as Raus grabbed it, he remembered how strangely heavy it was. It felt as though it were made of a material far denser than metal. It was the weight that had forced him to drop it last time they were attacked here. 

			He rolled out from under the truck and examined the device for signs of damage or tampering. As he expected, it was just as he’d left it. No one else would be crazy enough to come looking for things down here. It looked like an ammonite fossil – an ear-shaped coil of bone, frosty and glittering in his gauntleted palm. 

			The groundcar exploded as a drone ripped through its chassis, lunging at Raus. He fell back, firing with one hand and trying to hang onto the heavy device with his other. The shots ricocheted uselessly off the drone’s plating. It lashed out with a flat, serrated limb. He ducked and the blade sliced into the column. Gears squealed inside the drone as it struggled to wrench its limb free. Then its head exploded as Rein slammed another grenade onto it. 

			Raus looked around and cursed. ‘I bet there’s more of them out there.’

			Rein nodded.

			Raus slapped him on the back, heading into the centre of the hall. ‘Come on! They won’t be able to follow us up to the Crucible!’

			The pair of them ran as fast as they could, but Raus was struggling under the weight of the bone machine and Rein was firing as he ran, cursing as more drones swarmed into view.

			‘They really don’t like us being down here!’ he cried. ‘We’re not going to make it.’

			‘You’re my brother,’ cried Raus. ‘And no brother of mine is going to die down here.’ He unholstered the pistol he had taken from the campsite and began firing furiously at the drones.

			The ratlings laughed in delight at the result. The drones disintegrated just as easily as the corpse. 

			‘Now what?’ panted Rein, as they reached the centre of the hall and looked up at the mirrored cube.

			Raus grinned at him as he took a grappling hook launcher from his back. ‘Pray, brother, that we have enough rope to hang ourselves.’

			Rein frowned and shook his head, but Raus, not really understanding his own joke, simply struck a hero pose and fired the grappling hook. It blasted up through the darkness and the ratlings craned their necks, trying to see if it had reached the cube.

			After a few seconds, when the hook failed to hurtle back towards them, they grinned at each other. Rein wrapped his arms around his brother and gripped him tight as Raus triggered the winch in his launcher. They hurtled upwards with such force that they both cried out in pain as their shoulders jolted.

			The winch slowed as they reached the underside of the cube and then juddered to a halt with the ratlings dangling ten feet beneath their goal. The surface was so reflective that they could see their own frantic faces looking back at them. 

			‘Now what?’ said Rein, struggling to catch his breath.
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			Audus shook her head. ‘You want me to land on that?’ 

			Precipice was almost entirely hidden by the storm of debris whirling round it. Several mooring spars had torn loose, flailing like broken arms, and the whole platform was listing badly, spilling ships and gantries as it leant inexorably closer to the Blackstone.

			‘The whole thing’s about to go,’ she said, yanking the controls to one side as a fuel tank hurtled towards them. The Vanguard banked hard to the left and the tank screamed past, causing no damage, but there were more objects rushing at them.

			‘Fifteen degrees starboard,’ said Draik with the nonchalant air of a man leading a ceremonial flotilla. 

			Audus responded without question, hauling the Vanguard back in the other direction. A second fuel canister, larger than the first, rushed past. 

			‘That would have finished us,’ muttered Audus. She glanced back at Draik. ‘How did you know it was…?’ She nodded and looked back at the viewport, steering the ship past another hulk of torn metal. ‘Of course. The fortress told you.’

			Draik did not answer. His head was full of visions, poured directly into his mind from his eyepiece. It no longer felt like an alien presence in his skull. It was as much a part of him as his real eye. He was being possessed. He knew, on some level, that it was wrong, but it felt like this was how he would finally escape his manic sense of urgency.

			‘I can guide you in,’ he said. ‘Make for the Dromeplatz.’

			Even through the blizzard of junk, the space station’s largest trading hall was visible, not far from the blazing gravity engine at Precipice’s core. A few ships were still moored to its anchorage points but plenty more had either been ripped free or attempted to escape.

			As the Vanguard looped through the scrap, getting closer to the Dromeplatz, a ship hurtled past, dodging through the wreckage and heading away from the Blackstone. It had barely passed them when it foundered and began to slip back towards the fortress, caught in its gravity well. Its thrusters blazed and it started to pull away again.

			‘Give it some,’ muttered Audus. ‘You can do it.’

			Vivid light sizzled from one of the Blackstone’s apertures and engulfed the ship. The hull pulsed with energy, then the light died and the ship had simply ceased to exist.

			Audus grimaced. ‘My mistake.’

			‘This is madness,’ hissed Taddeus, leaning forwards against his harness, his face and robes drenched with sweat. ‘Even if we make it to the orbital platform we will only be in time to watch it collapse.’

			Vorne nodded furiously, glaring at Draik. ‘Meanwhile, the cultists are free to move on the Crucible and claim it as their own.’ Her voice broke with emotion. ‘You are betraying the trust that has been placed in you.’

			Draik ignored the priests and took a drag from his lho-stick, watching Audus steer the Vanguard skilfully between wrecks. As ever, he was amazed by the grace she dragged from his ship. It was as though she were born to fly it. Every soul, he thought, however misshapen, belongs somewhere. We all have a place.

			He glanced at Taddeus. ‘Sir, if it is my destiny to reach the heart of the Blackstone, then I will reach it, whatever I do on Precipice, but I refuse to let these people die without a fight.’ He kept his voice level, but it required effort. ‘I would think, as a representative of the Holy Synod, that you might feel the same. The Emperor guards His flock, does He not? Isn’t that the very essence of His tenets and crusades? The preservation of humanity? We fight for the Emperor because He fights for us.’ He could see from the priest’s blank stare that his words were wasted, but he finished the thought anyway, talking to the whirling mess outside. ‘Lives matter. All of them.’

			Audus glanced up from the flight controls. ‘Damn you, Former-Captain Draik, you almost make be believe humanity still has some worth.’

			Draik shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t be here if it didn’t. If humanity has no worth, why fight for it?’ 

			‘All the worst crimes I have seen,’ she replied, ‘were perpetrated by men.’

			Draik nodded. ‘So we strive to do better. And we find people of character to lead and inspire. And we judge ourselves on more than just our failures. A race cannot be defined by its lowest ebb. I see decency in us.’ He looked at Audus. ‘I see decency in you.’

			She laughed, turning back to the controls and wrenching the Vanguard into another roll, narrowly avoiding a drifting hull. Draik waved his lho-stick, as though signalling to a waiter, and Audus rolled the ship back again, dodging another lump of wreckage.

			Audus whistled tunelessly as she banked and dived, weaving the Vanguard between broken spars and clouds of wreckage until at last they reached the hulking mass of the Dromeplatz. Like the rest of Precipice, it was hard to make out. The station’s gravity engine was blazing so brightly that it looked like a star, and it was directly beneath the Dromeplatz, so the whole structure seemed aflame.

			‘There,’ said Draik, pointing his lho-stick. ‘The anchorage point at the apex of the Dromeplatz. It looks stable.’

			Audus nodded and turned the ship, struggling to grip the control yoke as turbulence battered the hull. Debris was hitting the Vanguard with such force that it sounded as though it might come apart. There was a scream of reverse thrusters as the ship slowed and approached the docking point. All around the command bridge, faceless servitors worked at gilt-framed cogitators, groaning and shuffling in their alcoves as they triggered the ship’s landing protocols.

			The ship was shaking so violently that it took Draik a moment to realise that Audus had killed the engines. They were docked.

			He unfastened his harness, stood and almost immediately fell onto the deck. He gripped the back of Audus’ seat and then staggered towards the door, grabbing the backs of other chairs as he went. The others followed – the five remaining priests, Audus, Grekh and the valet.

			As they staggered down the companionway towards the exit, Draik gave Quintus a nod. ‘You survived an expedition onto the Blackstone. That makes you a member of a very select group.’

			Quintus looked grey and drawn, shaken by the final approach to the Dromeplatz, but he managed a weak smile.

			The doors opened and the landing ramp clanged out into the storm. It was a hellish scene. The light of the station’s embattled engines had drenched everything in a painfully harsh glare and the air was acrid with the smell of smoke, fuel and recycling chemicals. Draik shook his head as soon as he stepped onto the ramp and then he re-entered the ship, ushering the others back as he coughed and spluttered. 

			‘Rebreathers,’ he gasped, waving at a cabinet near the doors. ‘The air is dreadful.’

			They did as ordered and strapped masks to their faces, apart from Vorne, who simply fastened her existing mask tighter and adjusted the seals. 

			Draik stepped back out onto the ramp. His normal eye was momentarily blinded by the glare so he triggered his eyepiece, but rather than showing him the anchorage point he was standing on, it flooded his head with images of the tech-priest, Daedalosus. The magos was no longer in a xenos vessel. He was clinging to a wind-lashed gantry, gripping the rusty metal with one hand and a measuring device in the other. He was leaning out from the gantry, hanging over a drop, pointing the device at a wall of bright light. His Mechanicus robes were billowing around him like a crimson cloud, caught in a ferocious crosswind. The jokaero were with him, climbing over buckled struts and trailing electrical cables behind them. They were attaching the cables to the gantry and connecting them to boxes.

			‘The gravity engine,’ said Draik, staring at the struggling figure of the priest.

			‘What?’ cried Audus, barely audible over the storm.

			‘We have to reach the gravity engines,’ he replied, shutting off the eyepiece and addressing the whole group. ‘That’s where we can save Precipice.’

			Taddeus squinted into the station’s burning core. ‘You’re not talking sense. The whole station is unstable, the engines most of all.’ He pointed his mace at the light. ‘Look at it, Draik. We’ll be burned to cinders if we get close.’

			‘Not possible,’ replied Draik, looking around for an access hatch so he could leave the platform. ‘I’m destined to reach the heart of the Blackstone, remember, not to burn on Precipice.’

			Taddeus’ face turned purple and he smashed his mace into a girder, buckling it. Draik finally spotted a hatch and, ignoring Taddeus, strode over to it, grabbing the wheel handle and turning it. The hatch opened with a rusty scream and he dropped onto a ladder, clambering quickly down to the next platform and then the next, heading for the sea of fumes that had once been the Dromeplatz. Grekh followed closely behind, then Audus and Quintus. Trailing at the rear came the glowering, shaven-headed priests. 

			The scaffolding that caged the Dromeplatz was shaking and toppling as Draik climbed down it. He had to pause several times as pieces broke away under his feet or slipped from his grip but, finally, with a gut-wrenching leap, he dropped down onto the floor of the trading auditorium. 

			Figures were reeling through the smoke, pilots and data-traders, their expressions grim as they stumbled past, clinging to each other like drunks as they fought through the storm. There were dozens of fires, and the stalls had all been dismantled or destroyed, leaving a jumble of half-assembled engines and weapon parts. An aeldari lander had crashed through one of the walls and its slender, graceful hull had been ripped open, spilling its contents like the belly of a gutted fish. The alien crew were clambering from the wreckage, drenched in blood and choking on fumes. 

			Beneath the howling of the storm, Draik could hear the low, ominous grinding of the orbital platform coming apart. It was listing badly and the void screen was blinking in and out of view, giving juddering glimpses of the Blackstone’s dreadful mass. There was a trail of wreckage tumbling down from Precipice towards the Blackstone and Draik guessed they had minutes, at most, before the whole station fell from orbit. If his vision had misled him, if the eyepiece had lied, he was about to die. 

			He had a brief moment of clarity, realising how close he was to an ignominious death. He drew his rapier, triggered the powercell and stared into its blue-white blade. ‘To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield,’ he whispered, reciting a scrap of ancient poetry. The words reminded him who he was and what he was fighting for. Whatever lay ahead, he would face it with dignity. He strode on through the madness, cutting down whirling debris like he was performing exercises at his old fencing academy.

			‘There is an access hatch to the maintenance platform,’ said Grekh, battling through the wind to his side, using his rifle to bat wreckage away. ‘It runs underneath the station. We can drop down onto it and reach the gravity engines.’

			Draik had no idea that Precipice had a lower level, but he nodded. 

			The kroot shouldered on through the storm, hauling himself over the mounds of wreckage with one claw and shielding his face with the other. As they crossed the Dromeplatz, Draik saw more people trying to reach their ships, but no one looked his way. They were too focused on the pressing matter of survival.

			Grekh led him under a crooked old derrick and used the butt of his rifle to smash the handle off an access hatch. A column of light lanced up into the smoke as Grekh wrenched the hatch open. The low, grinding sound grew even louder.

			‘Down there?’ said Audus, stumbling under the derrick, arm in arm with Quintus. ‘Are you sure?’

			Draik looked at Grekh, who nodded in reply.

			Audus shook her head. ‘When you said I would be safe under your aegis, did you mean safe like dead people are safe?’

			Draik was about to give her a curt answer but an image of Isola flashed through his mind and the words stalled on his lips. Audus noticed his pained expression. 

			‘Sorry.’ 

			He nodded, and once the priests had managed to reach the derrick, he gestured for Grekh to continue. They climbed down into the light, feeling blindly for the rungs of the ladder until their eyes adjusted enough to make out a few vague shapes. They descended another ladder and reached a narrow ledge that appeared to be hanging over an enslaved sun. 

			Blistering heat crashed over them. Precipice’s engine was suspended from the underside of the station and it was a sphere of seething plasma, circled by a corona of scaffolds, transformers, gurneys, gas turbines and cooling systems. Draik had never studied the engine closely before. Even for a jury-rigged lump of scrap like Precipice, it seemed a shambolic affair.

			‘This is what’s been keeping us in orbit?’ yelled Audus as she reached his side. ‘You’re kidding me. It looks like it was built by a lunatic. A whole army of lunatics. Why is it just hung out here on the outside of the station? Aren’t engines usually kept inside?’

			Even as they watched, whole arches of the framework were breaking free and the ball of light at its core was spitting arcs of plasma, like miniature solar flares. Draik tried again to use his augmetic eye to filter out the light, but again he saw the priest, holding his measuring device out into an inferno. Then Draik laughed as he realised the eyepiece was showing him reality. Magos Daedalosus was clinging to the circular gantry they were looking out onto. The tech-priest was just a hundred feet away from where Draik was standing, hanging precariously over the ball of plasma. The ape-like jokaero were scrambling around him, swinging easily across the metalwork, fixing cables and hammering pieces of machinery into place.

			‘Daedalosus!’ cried Draik, cupping his hand to his mouth, but it was no use. This close to the gravity engine, the noise was deafening. It was like standing next to a perpetual roll of thunder. 

			‘I have to reach him,’ said Draik, looking for a way to drop down onto the circular frame.

			‘Wait,’ said Audus. ‘Are you sure?’ She nodded at the jungle of gantries and scaffolding around the station’s core. ‘What about waiting until he climbs back off that deathtrap? Might that be a sensible plan?’

			Draik shook his head, squinting at the heat-hazed platform. ‘This is it, Isola…’ He winced and corrected himself. ‘This is it, Audus. This is where I can help him.’ He was having to shout to make himself heard, which meant the rest of the group heard him as they climbed out onto the ledge. ‘However that magos intends to stop Precipice falling has something to do with this gravity engine.’

			‘You think he’s found a way to boost it?’ said Audus, watching the jokaero swing back and forth across the spars and struts.

			‘Perhaps,’ replied Draik, looking for a way down onto the juddering structure. There was so much heat slamming into him that his good eye was streaming and his skin felt like it was blistering. ‘Whatever it is, he needs the information I have in my head. The runes Isola transcribed from that shrine down on the Blackstone.’

			‘Why?’ cried Quintus, on his knees and hanging desperately to the ledge.

			Draik did not answer. He had spotted a vent pipe that looked relatively stable and stepped out to grab it.

			‘Draik!’ cried Taddeus, rushing to stop him, but Draik had already begun climbing down.

			Almost immediately, his weight wrenched the pipe free, and with a brittle scream it swung out over the plasma core, breaking away from its brackets with a series of explosive pops.

			‘Damn,’ muttered Draik as breath-stealing heat washed over him.
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			Raus shook his head. The cube was much smaller than he had expected. The skewed geometry of the Blackstone, or maybe just the absence of light, had made the thing appear massive, but from here Raus could see that it was no more than ten feet wide. It was also devoid of any handles, hinges or any other signs of an opening. 

			He shrugged and crawled up the last stretch of rope until he was within arm’s reach of the surface. He was about to reach out, but then hesitated. The air around the thing was humming with power. He could feel it tickling the hairs on the back of his hand. 

			‘We can’t go back down,’ said Rein in his ear, still clinging to his back. ‘It’s this or nothing.’

			Raus nodded. ‘I’m sure it will be fine.’ He climbed a little higher, reached out and touched the surface.

			The instant his hand pressed against the mirrored wall of the cube, he fell. Not back down the rope towards the drones gathered below, but up, towards the cube. In that moment of contact, gravity flipped and he turned head over heel and slammed onto the Crucible. His breath exploded from his lungs as he hit the surface. He was lying on his back, looking up at the drones. They were now waiting on a distant ceiling, looking down at him.

			Rein crashed down beside him and leapt to his feet with a cry of surprise. Raus stood too, but felt so disoriented he almost fell over. He was now standing on the cube he had previously been looking up at, its surface so polished that he could see the ground he climbed up from reflected under his feet. 

			‘My head hurts,’ he muttered.

			‘Are we up or down?’ replied Rein.

			Raus looked around and cursed. ‘Wait a minute! Now it’s huge again!’ The side of the cube they were standing on stretched away in every direction, hundreds of feet wide. 

			‘Or have we shrunk?’ said Rein, patting himself down, as though that would give him the answer.

			Raus pawed at his forehead and groaned. ‘This place. I’ll be glad to see the back of it.’ He took out the bone machine and looked at it. 

			‘Can you remember how to trigger it?’ asked Rein, leaning close and peering at the spiral of bone.

			Raus nodded, tracing a finger over the machine. It looked more like a ram’s horn than a piece of technology, but he found a depression, just where the Archivist had said it would be. 

			‘Cross your fingers,’ he said. ‘If the Archivist is dead, we’ve wasted a lot of time and energy.’ He looked at the reflection under his feet, at the drones. ‘And we’ve got no way home.’

			‘I’m crossing everything I can,’ said Rein.

			Raus pressed the button with his thumb and heard a distinct click. ‘Ha!’ he said, as the thing began to quiver and rattle. ‘It still works.’

			In a few seconds, the machine was shaking so violently he could no longer hold it. He placed in on the ground and stepped away, waving Rein back. The spirals on the bone machine’s surface juddered into life and began rotating like the blades of a turbine. Dust billowed around it and the smell of burning filled Raus’ nostrils. 

			Rein stepped closer. ‘How does it teleport anything? What do we have to do?’ 

			‘The Archivist just said get it to the Crucible.’ Raus shrugged. ‘I didn’t think we needed to do anything else with it.’ 

			Rein leant over the whirring object. ‘Maybe we just need to–’

			He did not manage to finish the sentence. As his hand neared the bone machine, a tendril lashed out and fastened onto his wrist. Rein howled and tried to pull away, but the tendril jolted tight and refused to come loose.

			‘It’s locked onto me!’ cried Rein, his voice taut. ‘It’s connected to the implant in my wrist. What’s it doing, Raus?’

			Raus grabbed his brother’s wrist and shook his head. Rein was right. The limb from the bone machine had merged seamlessly with the wrist implant. The bone machine turned faster, rattling on the ground like a spinning top. As it rotated, it began to glow at the centre, lighting Rein’s panicked face from underneath.

			‘I can’t move it!’ gasped Rein, rocking back on his heels and trying to wrench the bone machine from the surface of the cube.

			The thing stayed where it was, turning faster.

			‘My arm!’ cried Rein. 

			The bone at his wrist was spreading up his arm, turning the skin into the same dusty white substance as the machine.

			Rein looked at Raus, his eyes wide. ‘Cut it off! It’s changing me! Cut it off!’

			‘But…’ Raus shook his head. ‘But what if this is how it works? Maybe it has to be connected to someone to summon the zoat?’

			‘Damn you!’ cried Rein. ‘I don’t care how it works! It’s turning me into a bloody bone!’

			Raus nodded, grabbed his combat knife from his belt and dragged it across the tendril. The blade’s serrated edged ground uselessly against the surface, and when Raus took the knife away there was not even so much as a scratch.

			‘Get it off!’ cried Rein. ‘I can feel it! Inside me!’

			Raus tried once more, leaning all his weight into it. ‘It’s like iron,’ he muttered as he took the knife away again. 

			The machine suddenly stopped spinning and the noise ceased. 

			‘Maybe it’s done?’ whispered Rein, breathing fast.

			With a sound like rustling leaves, more tendrils sprouted from the machine. They sliced through the mirrored floor, burrowing like worms as they broke the surface, creating a fan of cracks. As the forest of limbs wriggled deeper into the floor, the machine burned brighter and brighter.

			‘I don’t think it’s done,’ said Raus.
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			Draik snatched a grappling gun from his belt and fired blindly at where he hoped the circular scaffold was. The hook clanged against something and he leapt, leaving the vent pipe just as it vanished into the plasma, flashed white and melted.

			The heat was immense. Draik’s eye was streaming and he could feel his skin blistering beneath his smouldering coat. As he swung through the scorching fumes, Draik could still hear Taddeus bellowing his name, despite the din of the gravity engines below him.

			He saw shapes rush towards him and reached out with one hand just in time to prevent his face crashing into the scaffold. He gripped the metal and this time it held his weight. He climbed up through the smoke and emerged onto a piece of blackened fuselage that had been welded into the framework around the plasma core. He hauled himself to his feet and tried to bat away the cloud of embers that was circling him. The heat was so intense his head was spinning, so he stood still for a moment, taking deep, lung-scorching breaths. 

			‘Captain Draik?’ cried Daedalosus, now only ten feet away. The tech-priest’s face was mostly hidden behind a bulky rebreather and dozens of augmetic modifications, but Draik could see one of his eyes and it was wide with shock. ‘What are you doing here?’ 

			The tech-priest was hanging over the core at what appeared to be an insanely precarious angle, but then Draik noticed the powerful cybernetic arm attached to his spine. Its plasteel grip was locked tightly around one of the girders and it had spewed a knot of mechadendrite cables that had also wrapped around the metal struts.

			‘I have to speak to you!’ cried Draik, edging slowly across the platform he was perched on.

			‘Wait!’ cried Daedalosus, holding up a warning hand to the jokaero that were rushing towards Draik, gripping glinting objects in their fists. ‘I know this man. He means me no harm.’

			The apes halted a few feet from Draik and gazed at him. They showed no sign of being impressed by the apocalyptic scenes taking place all around them. They studied him with cool disinterest, sprawling on the girders in relaxed poses.

			‘Help him over!’ cried Daedalosus.

			A few jokaero swung down to Draik’s platform and extended their long, shaggy arms, indicating that he should take their hands.

			‘They work for you?’ called Draik, eyeing the creatures suspiciously. They were still holding the small silver devices that he presumed were weapons. 

			‘What?’ cried Daedalosus, trying to lean closer to him.

			‘Do they work for you?’ yelled Draik, his voice cracking as he struggled to make himself heard over the din.

			Daedalosus shook his head. ‘No, but they understand what I am trying to achieve.’

			Draik let the apes take his hand and lead him across the scaffolds and gantries. They were only about half his height, but they were surprisingly strong, lifting him easily over the drops until he reached Daedalosus. The tech-priest held out a hand.

			‘Well met,’ said Draik, gripping his hand and shaking it.

			‘Glad to see you still alive, captain,’ said the magos. 

			Draik nodded. ‘You too, magos.’ 

			‘It is most fortunate that we have run into each other,’ said Daedalosus.

			‘It was not by chance, magos. I came here with the express intention of finding you.’

			‘Really?’ Daedalosus shook his head. ‘How did you track me here?’

			‘Hard to explain, magos, quickly at least.’ He looked at the metal blocks the jokaero had attached to the rattling metalwork. ‘What are you trying to achieve out here? Do you have a plan to save Precipice?’

			‘I have formulated a hypothesis, yes.’ Daedalosus sounded hesitant. ‘The idea came to me from an unexpected source.’ He tapped the diagnostic tool he was holding. ‘But the calculations I have made in the last hour appear to support my theory. This is no ordinary gravity engine, Captain Draik.’ He looked down at the shimmering inferno beneath his feet. ‘Precipice has been built around something quite spectacular. The core does not employ fuel or thrusters. It is an extraordinary piece of work. Unlike anything I have encountered before. The product of a visionary mind. From what I can discern, it is an etheric equilibrium valve, designed to create an area of warp-entangled space around Precipice. I have never heard of such a thing being achieved before.’ He looked back at Draik. ‘You have been out here longer than me. Do you have any idea who built the original orbital platform, before the docking spars were added? Who was here at the beginning?’

			Draik shook his head. ‘I have heard rumours, but all contradictory. Some say it was built by one of your brethren – that an explorator fleet was the first to arrive out here. But I have also heard that Precipice was begun by aliens of a kind unknown to Imperial xenologists.’

			Daedalosus nodded and began to baffle Draik with a more detailed explanation of his theory.

			Draik nodded politely, only grasping a fraction of the tech-priest’s meaning. 

			‘Forgive me, magos,’ he said finally, holding up his hands. ‘Can you explain in layman’s terms?’

			Daedalosus looked surprised. Then he shrugged. ‘These incredible gravity engines have been damaged, in a deliberate act of vandalism, and they are no longer repelling us from the Blackstone. This, combined with the fury of the geomagnetic storm, means Precipice is about to go the way of all the wreckage you can see falling down to the Blackstone. The void screen is failing. We are about to be obliterated, Captain Draik. But a few hours ago, I stumbled across a way to not only undo the damage, but triple the power of this peculiar engine. If my theory holds up, I can revive the void shields, thus avoiding any more storm damage, and I can prevent us crashing down into the Blackstone. I have already stabilised the core. Precipice would have died an hour ago if we had not fixed these thermal governors in place.’ 

			He frowned and shook his head. 

			‘But I am missing something. I have not been able to complete my work. My calculations do not quite mesh. I thought I understood the nature of the Blackstone’s gravitational well, but I have missed something.’

			The scaffolding shook as another piece of Precipice broke free and tumbled towards the Blackstone. The ball of energy beneath them flashed and blinked like a guttering candle, and the whole station tilted a few degrees, hurling more ships from the moorings.

			Draik would have fallen to his death, but one of the apes was still gripping him by the arm.

			‘Magos,’ said Draik, once he had steadied himself. ‘I cannot easily explain how, but I saw you struggling with this problem. That is why I came back to find you.’ He took out Isola’s battered cogitator and triggered the power, showing the screen to Daedalosus. ‘My attaché recorded these runes. They were produced by one of the Chaos shrines down on the Blackstone. Could they be the missing piece of your puzzle?’

			Daedalosus squinted at the display, shaking his head. ‘No. That is not at all relevant.’ He made some adjustments to his diagnostic device, moving its callipers and turning the dial on its casing. ‘No. I’m sorry, Captain Draik.’ He peered into the viewfinder of his machine. ‘I see no connection between those runes and my–’

			The tech-priest stumbled and fell as the platform vanished from under his feet. A whole stretch of the scaffold had simply disappeared. 

			Draik would have fallen too, if the jokaero had not still been gripping him. The ape hauled him back onto another platform. Daedalosus used the servo-arm in his back to swing up onto another crossbeam and looked around in confusion.

			‘Did it fall?’ he cried, looking down towards where the platform had been. 

			‘It vanished,’ replied Draik, looking suspiciously at the apes who were sprawled all around him, still looking unimpressed by the destruction that surrounded them.

			Draik was about to say more when the floor beneath him vanished again. He fell with a sickening lurch, but again the ape dragged him to safety. As he scrambled for footing he caught sight of movement further down the ring of scaffolding. There was a man crawling up towards them. No, not a man, he realised; it was too big and powerfully built. It was a xenos creature.

			‘Magos!’ he cried, drawing his splinter pistol and pointing it at the approaching shape. ‘Do you recognise that creature? Is it part of your entourage?’

			Daedalosus leant out from his perch to look down through the jumble of spars and deck plates. Then he whipped out a gamma pistol and fired. A line of electrical charge simmered from the weapon, lashing against the scaffold, throwing up a storm of sparks.

			When the beam died, there was no sign of the alien.

			‘What is it?’ cried Draik. A large section of bulkhead had disintegrated but he could see no sign of a falling corpse.

			Daedalosus kept his gun raised, peering through its sight. ‘The Archivist. Watch yourself, captain.’

			Draik’s lip curled into a snarl. ‘The Archivist? Still alive?’

			Daedalosus nodded and fired again, blasting through another section of the scaffold and sending more wreckage hurtling towards the Blackstone. Draik’s rage was magnified by embarrassment. The zoat was a homicidal killer, bent on killing anyone in its way, but on a previous expedition it had made of fool of Draik – convincing him, along with Daedalosus and several others, that it was an ally.

			He glowered through the fumes, determined to get a shot at the treacherous creature.

			One of the jokaero screamed as another section of scaffold fell away, ripping away some of the cables they had fastened to the gantries. Immediately, the ball of energy at the centre of the scaffold flashed brighter and began to judder, spewing lines of plasma into the void. Precipice’s groans grew louder, becoming the unmistakeable sound of tearing metal.

			‘No!’ cried Daedalosus, staggering as though he had been hit. ‘The thermal governors!’

			Draik caught another glimpse of movement down below. He could recognise the Archivist’s brutal, reptilian face, even hidden behind a rebreather. He fired but the creature was too fast. The splinter rounds clanged off a metal strut.

			The apes howled again, looping and swinging across the scaffold as another section fell away, tearing more cables free. The sphere of light vanished completely for a moment and the whole of Precipice dropped, then the core blazed back into life with a shriek, burning savage red.

			The frame around it shook and swayed, spitting metal in every direction as the whole edifice started to collapse. 

			Sensing they were seconds from death, Draik shrugged off the jokaero and leapt, making for one of the scaffold’s support struts. He caught the strut and used it like an acrobat on a bar, swinging and loosing the metal, sending himself flying onto another gantry.

			The metal behind him vanished and he caught a glimpse of the zoat pointing a gun in his direction. He dived again, moments before the gantry vanished, and grabbed hold of one of the severed cables, using it to swing straight at the shocked Archivist. The zoat staggered backwards as Draik hurtled towards it, firing his splinter pistol. The creature was wearing a mechanical gauntlet on one of its forelimbs and used it like a shield, deflecting Draik’s rounds.

			Draik collided with the dazed creature and they rolled across splintering metal, punching and kicking as they crashed onto another gantry. The zoat managed to stand faster than Draik and clubbed him with the gauntlet. The side of Draik’s head erupted in pain but he managed to roll clear as the zoat fired. 

			The shot hit the gantry and made it disappear, causing both of them to fall onto the next one.

			They both landed heavily and lay there for a moment, gasping and struggling to rise. All around them the scaffold around Precipice’s engine was coming apart. 

			Draik was too stunned to attack the zoat as he watched the warp node at its centre blink and die.

			‘What have you done?’ he gasped, as Precipice upended itself and began sliding towards the surface of the Blackstone.

			Dozens more ships tore free as the station fell, along with the whole of the Dromeplatz, which ripped away in a single, flaming piece. People flew screaming into the void and explosions blossomed along the remaining mooring spars. 

			The Archivist lay where it was and started to laugh.

			‘You’ve killed yourself too!’ cried Draik as Precipice fell faster.

			The zoat continued laughing as bone sprouted from its gauntlet, spreading over its body like pale vines, then knotting together to form a gnarled cocoon. Draik fired and his splinter rounds punched into the cocoon, shattering it in a cloud of dust. 

			When the dust cleared, the cocoon was empty. The zoat was gone.

			Draik threw his head back and howled, grabbing his eyepiece and trying to wrench it from his skull. ‘You lied!’

			Precipice drowned out his rage. There was an ear-splitting scream as it turned and finally fell, hurtling towards the surface of the Blackstone Fortress.
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			‘So much has been lost,’ said the Emperor as she surveyed her army, ‘that there are no words now to describe it.’ 

			Hundreds of Guardsmen were gathered beneath her throne, their bodies crooked with disease, their eyes bright with faith. They lined the star-shaped pit they had carved. The floor was entirely gone, leaving just the pink, heaving mass they had summoned into being. The Emperor saw what they could not. Shapes in the flesh. The army that would march at their side. The army that would bring her victory.

			‘But today,’ she continued, ‘within a matter of hours, I will begin the work of reforging the entire Imperium of Man. You have come from every corner of this sector.’ She lifted her voice with the power of her mind, letting it shake the hidden recesses of the Blackstone. ‘You fought for leaders who did not deserve you. You performed deeds that were hateful and wrong. And you have endured sickness that transformed you.’

			She leant forwards in her seat, feeling her skin strain. She and the throne were one, no longer distinct from each other. Living bone had fused with dead. She could no longer walk, but there was no need. Others would walk for her. She could see through their eyes now, and feel through their fingers. 

			‘You worked tirelessly in this pit. And now,’ she cried, raising her staff, ‘now the end is upon us. The final battle has come!’

			The soldiers cheered. It was a strange sound. Not all of them still had working throats or vocal cords and their cries sounded more like the braying of beasts or the lowing of cattle. Those that were mute raised their guns or stamped their boots. It was a deranged cacophony, but the Emperor basked in it as if it were the ringing of trumpets. 

			‘Our foes will be weak and in disarray,’ she continued. ‘They will present little threat, but I mean to take no chances. Your work at the pit has been painful but it means I can guarantee your victory.’

			Her soldiers fell quiet and eyed the lake of flesh, glancing at each other with a mixture of fear and anticipation.

			‘Behold!’ she cried, hammering her staff on the ground. ‘The weapon we have made!’

			The strip-lumens on the walls blinked and some of them died as a peculiar sound filled the hall. Thousands of voices sighed at once. The chorus swelled and grew, becoming a roar of whispers.

			The soldiers looked around, peering into the darkness, trying to see who was approaching. Then some of them cried out and pointed at the lake of flesh. It was boiling and separating, forming distinct shapes. The hissing grew louder, building to a crescendo, and then died. 

			With a hiccupping giggle, one of the shapes rose from the lake. It was a shocking sight. It had dozens of limbs, none of which were recognisably an arm or leg. And its face, which was stretched across its distended belly, consisted only of a wide, tooth-crowded mouth. It was naked and its skin was the same angry colour as the lake. It dragged itself up, as though emerging from mud, and scuttled towards the edge of the lake, moving in lurches and gambols but with surprising speed.

			The mutant bounded from the meat and landed on the shattered remnants of the chamber floor. It circled, twitching and spider-like, then rushed at the nearest Guardsman, its stomach hinging as its mouth stretched wide. The soldiers cried out and raised their guns but, before the mutant could reach its target, the Emperor brought it to heel, easily crushing its will. 

			‘They do not live!’ she cried, seeing the panic in her men’s eyes. ‘They are fragments of the warp that I will use as a weapon.’

			There was a drum roll of slaps and pops as more mutants rose from the meat. No two were the same. They were a bewildering variety of shapes and sizes, linked only by their abhorrence. Within seconds, there were hundreds of them ambling and lurching towards the lake’s edge. The soldiers started backing away to make room, but the Emperor waved her staff.

			‘Let our crusade begin!’

			With a thought, she dragged shafts of light from the floor, creating a crimson avenue that led towards one of the chamber’s hundred-foot-tall doors. Sergeant Falso seized the moment just as she had instructed him to and ordered the first units forward, leading them with a semblance of discipline, despite the cumbrous growths that covered their bodies.

			As the first blocks advanced, other sergeants ordered their men back into line and advanced in ranks, following Falso’s lead. The blocks of troops marched down the avenue, past the now abandoned shrines, and the warp spawn followed, snaking, hopping and fluttering after them, trailing clouds of flies.

			As the army left the hall, the Emperor’s attention wandered. She was seeing so many things at once now that it was hard to distinguish the present from the past. Her head had grown so large that the back of the throne had to support it, cradling its fluid mass with a broad, scallop-shaped loop of bone. But the physical mass of her head was nothing in comparison to her burgeoning consciousness. 

			She saw beyond the walls of the chamber, through the dark leagues of the fortress, past frozen corpses and xenos landers that had lain abandoned for countless centuries, their technology so ancient as to be unrecognisable. She saw her rivals, gathering their armies, just as she was. She saw the silver-winged demigod, Amphyrion, surrounded by legions of bird-headed warriors, each clad in mirrored armour and nursing unholy fire. She saw the hulking warlord, Obsidius Mallex, clad in black and gold and marshalling ranks of huge, heretic Space Marines. She saw Kel-Bahar, lounging on a litter of human skin while androgynous, inhuman waifs pirouetted around him, twirling their sacrificial blades. She saw all the heretics, traitors and false prophets who believed they were about to possess the Blackstone Fortress. 

			All of them were too late. Only she, with her unbounded visionary powers, had seen where the final battle would take place. As they squabbled for dominance she cast her gaze to the northernmost point of the fortress, where a blazing comet was hurtling towards its surface. Precipice smashed against the Blackstone in a blaze of light but, as only she had foreseen, it did not explode in the impact. A sphere of dazzling energy spilled from its heart as it tore through the outer levels, preserving the dangerous souls within. 

			The Emperor’s throne subsumed a little more of her body as she lent her vision to Falso, guiding him towards Precipice and readying him for the slaughter.
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			‘A miracle.’

			The voice fished Draik from the darkness and turned him to face the light. Light was all he could see, at first, then shapes began to emerge – indistinct faces, moving in quick jerks, flitting in and out of view.

			‘As it was written,’ said the voice, and Draik recognised Taddeus’ deep, righteous tone.

			‘As it was written,’ echoed Vorne. 

			He tried to move, to sit up, but gentle hands pressed him back down. 

			‘Stay still,’ said Audus. He could not make out her face, but it was definitely her. ‘You took another blow to the head. It wasn’t Grekh this time, but it was still pretty bad. Probably best to rest for minute.’

			Draik lay back down and gradually his vision started to clear. He was still on the gantry circling the plasma core and he was surrounded by people. Audus and Quintus and Grekh, the priests, Daedalosus and the jokaero were all looking down at him. For a moment, he took this calmly, as though it were a perfectly reasonable turn of events. Then he remembered that they should all be dead.

			‘We’re not moving,’ he croaked, looking around. Precipice was static again. The brutal tremors were gone. There was no wreckage hurtling through the air and the groaning sound had been silenced. In fact, it was almost quiet. The fires that littered the station seemed almost calming compared to the maelstrom that had been whipping through it before. 

			Daedalosus crouched at his side, augmetics whirring and rattling under his hood as he focused on Draik. ‘You were right,’ he said, speaking so calmly that he might have been discussing an intriguing logic puzzle. ‘The numerals on your cogitator are relevant.’ He glanced at the nearest of the jokaero. ‘It took our friends here to point out the obvious. Your numbers were not the answer to my question, they told me the question I should be asking. They accurately described the gravitational waves emanating from the fortress. I was attempting to measure the wrong kind of angular momentum. Once I recalibrated my resonant mass antenna to the frequencies you provided, I was able to create an infinity loop.’ He nodded to the ball of light burning below them. ‘And stabilise the gravity engine.’

			Draik managed to sit, waving Audus back. His head was spinning wildly but he could see that Precipice was not. 

			‘So you repelled the gravity well? And kept us in orbit?’

			‘No…’ The tech-priest hesitated and looked at Audus.

			‘We fell, Draik,’ she said, her gaze wavering.

			He looked past the group gathered around him and saw that the stars had vanished. Beyond Precipice’s buckled landing spars there was only a void. He peered into the darkness. ‘We’re on the Blackstone?’ As soon as he said it, he noticed sounds beyond the crackle of the fires – the distant, subterranean rumbles of the fortress. The ball of plasma beneath him was too hot to admit the fortress’ chill, but he could taste the Blackstone on the air. ‘How are we alive? The impact…’

			‘A miracle,’ said Taddeus, looming over the rest of the group, leaning on the handle of his mace. The anger was gone from his eyes, leaving only wild adoration. ‘The miracle that was foretold by your prophet, Corval, and described in the Liber Eudoxus. You preserved us, Janus. Through the fire and the fall, you preserved us.’ He lowered his head. ‘I doubted you, but you were right. You had to come back here to fulfil your vision. Only now can you finish your journey.’

			‘A miracle?’ muttered Draik. ‘Precipice has fallen. We have been buried alive.’

			Audus nodded, her expression grim, and Quintus gripped his head, massaging his scalp, looking like he might scream.

			‘Thanks to you, Draik, I was able to redirect the etheric waves to the void screen,’ said Daedalosus. ‘Precipice’s warp-entanglement node is incredibly powerful. I was able to shield us as we hit the fortress. I could not be sure it would work, but the warp energy enabled us to sidestep the material realm for a moment. For a fraction of time we passed into the immaterium. It was like a brief warp jump. Very brief, in fact, but enough to pass us through the surface of the fortress intact. You saved our lives, Captain Draik.’ 

			The tech-priest was clearly impressed but Draik wondered if it had been worth his while. They had survived a fall to be interred in an eternal grave. He tried to stand and Grekh rushed forwards to help him up.

			Draik leant against the kroot for a moment, then managed to stand by himself. He took out his lho-stick to light it and frowned as he saw that it was bent out of shape. 

			‘Quintus,’ he muttered, casting it aside and reaching out to his valet.

			Quintus stared at him in disbelief. Then he rummaged in his jacket, found another lho-stick and handed it to Draik. They all watched in silence as Draik smoked, swaying slightly as he studied the ball of energy blazing beneath the gantry. 

			‘We still have an engine,’ he said, looking at Daedalosus. ‘Is there no way of launching Precipice?’ He knew it was an absurd suggestion, but he could not bear the idea of simply accepting defeat. ‘Could we fly out of here, somehow?’

			Audus laughed, but Daedalosus answered in the same reasonable tones he always employed. 

			‘It is not a thruster, Captain Draik. Thanks to you, I was able to stabilise it, which is why we survived the fall, but no, Precipice cannot simply fly to safety.’

			Draik nodded, taking another drag on his lho-stick, thinking over everything Daedalosus had said. He was sure the Blackstone had kept him alive, and that it had helped him save the people of Precipice. Why do that, only to let them die now? At the memory of his visions he triggered his eyepiece. There was grit in the mechanism and it growled angrily before managing to focus. 

			A vision hit him with such force he stumbled and would have fallen if Grekh had not held him. He was suddenly deep in the Blackstone, up on the Red Stair, surveying the lake of meat. It was boiling and churning as legions of misshapen creatures rose from its surface. It was not the mutants that troubled him most, though; it was the figure watching over them. 

			Seated at the top of a tower of flesh, on a throne of ribs and femurs, was a terrible regent. It must once have been human, and Draik could see shreds of a Militarum uniform, but from the legs up her body had been transformed into a gelatinous sac, like the head of a cephalopod, trailing tentacle-like growths that tumbled and writhed across the throne. It towered over the creatures pouring from the lake, thirty or forty feet tall, and right in the centre of its head, dwarfed by its monstrous bulk, was a pair of human eyes. As Draik met the monster’s gaze, he felt a flicker of recognition. They had met before. It was the officer he had shot when crossing the bridge with the ratlings. 

			‘It’s you,’ he muttered, with a mixture of fury and excitement. This must be the face that had been haunting him. This was what the Blackstone needed him to do. His urgency stemmed from the fact that this thing still lived. His heart raced as he realised he finally understood what he had to do to be rid of the mania that was gripping him.

			‘Draik?’ said Grekh. 

			Draik snapped the eyepiece off and shook his head. Why did the Blackstone need him to remove that particular horror? It was only one of countless, nightmarish creatures that infested the fortress. What was so important about it?

			He was dragged him from his reverie by the booming recoil of heavy weapons. 

			‘We’re under attack,’ said Grekh. ‘Already.’

			Draik backed away from the kroot and found that he was strong enough to stand. ‘Most probably drones,’ he said, dusting down his uniform and picking rubble from his moustache. ‘The fortress senses even the smallest foreign body. The arrival of Precipice will definitely have triggered its defence mechanisms.’

			‘We’ll be butchered,’ said Quintus, looking round the group.

			‘No one butchers a Draik. Magos, how many people would you say are still alive on Precipice? How many survived the fall?’ 

			Daedalosus shrugged and rummaged beneath his robes, taking out an ornate silver sphere that looked like an incense burner. He flipped the case open and held it aloft, squinting at notches running down its side. It shimmered with static charge and a ring turned around its circumference. He frowned, shook the thing and tried again. He shook his head. 

			‘The close proximity of the gravity engine is distorting my readings. The survivors definitely number in the many hundreds, but I think there may be many more. Possibly several thousand spread across the whole station.’

			Draik nodded. ‘Several thousand.’ He looked at Quintus. ‘And these are all people who survived every kind of hell to reach this place. The very reason I stayed out here on Precipice was that I have never seen such hardy, resilient, ingenious folk.’ He waved his lho-stick. ‘Listen to those guns. That is not the sound of people being butchered. It is the sound of people fighting back.’

			He looked around at the buckled scaffolding. ‘We need to get up there, quickly.’ He turned to Grekh. ‘You seem to know every corner of this station. Show me the quickest route to the mooring platforms.’

			Grekh nodded and began clambering up through the wreckage. Draik followed, and after a brief pause to exchange confused expressions, so did everyone else.

			The first few minutes were painfully slow. They stumbled across unsafe ledges and platforms as the guns continued to boom, joined now by the sound of all the other weapons batteries that warded the station. The whine of lasers sliced through the air, mixed with the crackle of autoguns and stubbers. 

			Then Grekh found a way onto a ventilation stack that led all the way up to the station’s upper level. Its maintenance ladder was still attached, so the group were able to pick up speed, clambering quickly up the rungs as the jokaero bounded and swung ahead. A few minutes later, they emerged onto the remnants of the Orbisgate mooring spar. Instinctively, they adopted combat stances and drew out their weapons. 

			Precipice had become a war zone. Traders, captains and crew members were hunkered behind hastily assembled barricades, firing down the mooring spar or dashing for cover as las-blasts cooked the air.

			Draik ducked as shots tore into the heat-shielding behind him. ‘Into cover!’ he snapped, striding across the walkway as shots ricocheted all around him. He reached the first barricade, an overturned groundcar, strolled behind it and began calmly reloading his splinter pistol.

			The group behind the groundcar looked up in surprise. There were a dozen men clad in a mixture of flak armour and bulky enviro-suits and a squad of massive abhumans – ogryns, so laden in tank treads and armour plating that they looked almost as mechanical as the groundcar. They were carrying slab shields as tall as Draik and had grenade launchers strapped to their arms.

			‘Captain Draik!’ cried one of the men, hope flashing in his eyes as Draik surveyed the scene with calm disdain. Draik recognised him from the Helmsman. He was an arms dealer by the name of Vathik who had arrived at Precipice just a few weeks after Draik. 

			Draik nodded. ‘Are these your men?’

			The sight of Draik looking so unperturbed seemed to embarrass Vathik. He climbed nervously to his feet and tried to smarten himself, adjusting his flak jacket and almost standing to attention.

			‘Yes, captain. We tried to hold the far end of the spar, but whoever’s up there,’ he waved at a wrecked watchtower, ‘is not a great shot.’

			Draik looked up through the smoke and spotted a hull-mounted laser, firing furiously from the top of the tower.

			Vathik shook his head and tapped a comms device at his wrist. ‘All the vox-networks are down, otherwise I’d just tell the idiot to mind where he’s pointing that thing. Mind you, he seems to have stopped firing. I think he may have been hit.’

			The man spoke as though he were in the middle of a campaign that had been waged for months, rather than as the shocked survivor of a crash that should have killed him. Yet again, Draik was impressed by the stoicism running through the denizens of Precipice.

			Shots screamed past in both directions and more people emerged from stranded ships, racing for cover and howling out to each other. 

			‘Drones?’ said Draik, squinting through the fumes and tying to see the far end of the platform.

			‘No.’ Vathik spat on the floor. ‘Men, captain, like you and me. Men who should be fighting for us rather than trying to storm the place.’

			‘Heretics?’ demanded Taddeus, appearing behind Draik with Vorne, Grekh and the rest of the group. 

			Vathik shrugged. ‘Who knows? They didn’t do much talking. I’d barely crawled from the wreckage when they attacked. They look like deserters to me.’ He grimaced. ‘Only, they have clearly been down here too long.’

			‘Meaning?’ said Draik.

			‘They’re diseased. Covered in scabs and tumours. It looks like some kind of rad-poisoning to me. Perhaps that’s why they’re attacking their own kin rather than helping us.’

			‘Radiation,’ muttered Draik, looking back at Daedalosus. 

			The tech-priest was too busy to notice. He was hunched over Isola’s cogitator with one of the apes, tapping the runeboard and batting the jokaero’s hand away as it tried to help him. Draik was surprised to notice that the jokaero was drinking from a hip flask that looked identical to his own. He patted his dress coat and cursed.

			‘Damn it, sir,’ he said, heading over to Daedalosus. ‘Your creature has light fingers.’

			Daedalosus did not look up from the screen. ‘I think you might have something,’ he said, still tapping at the runeboard, his plasteel digits making a brittle clattering sound. The ape bared its teeth at Draik and offered him the flask. 

			Draik took it, wiped the top with a grimace, closed it and placed it back under his jacket. ‘What do you mean–?’ 

			He had to duck as another volley of rounds tore into the groundcar. When the barrage ceased, he looked at Daedalosus again. 

			‘What do you mean, I might have something?’

			The magos wiped rubble from the viewscreen and tapped it. ‘It would be impossible to use the warp-entanglement core how you suggested, as a thruster to launch us through the hull of the Blackstone. However…’ He lifted the cogitator up and showed Draik a bewildering cascade of binary. ‘The information you supplied describes the gravitic waves that dragged Precipice down here. It also means I can locate their origin. There are resonators dotted around the Blackstone Fortress and they work in concert, producing incredible amounts of etheric energy.’ 

			He shook his head, sounding dazed by his own words. ‘Imagine the force produced by a pair of colliding neutron stars, harnessed and used to move an object through dimensions.’ He looked up at the darkness. ‘Perhaps that is how the Blackstone came to be here in the first place, simply materialising into realspace.’

			Draik had to duck as more shots rattled past. He was growing impatient with the tech-priest’s rambling, but he kept his tone neutral. 

			‘How does this relate to my suggestion?’ 

			Daedalosus waved at the ape. ‘The jokaero suggested another way to use Precipice’s entanglement node – by linking it to the Blackstone’s resonators. The ones you have given us the details of. That way we could harness some of that power.’

			Draik shook his head. ‘Would Precipice survive if we tried to fly it out of here?’

			‘Not fly, captain. We would use the resonators, in conjunction with Precipice’s warp-entanglement node, to “skim” the immaterium, just very briefly, and re-emerge at a different point in realspace.’

			‘A warp jump?’

			‘No, not exactly.’ Daedalosus shrugged. ‘We have no warp drive or Geller field, so we could not traverse warp space like a starship. It is hard to explain. But my point is that we would not need to fly.’

			Audus was staring at the tech-priest. ‘Skim the warp?’ Then she turned to Draik. ‘He’s insane.’

			Draik thought for a moment. The sound of gunfire was encroaching on them from every direction. More survivors had come to join the battle and the air was alive with shells and tracers. The men and women of Precipice were going to go down fighting, but they were still going to go down. Guts and determination could only carry them so far. 

			‘The magos is not insane,’ he said. ‘He has proposed a solution to our predicament.’

			‘And what do you think our chances of survival are if we follow his plan?’ said Audus.

			‘Slim,’ said Draik. ‘Which is preferable to none.’ 

			Audus replied but her words were drowned out by an explosion at the far end of the spar. It was so fierce that the whole structure juddered.

			‘Here they come again!’ cried Vathik, standing and firing his laspistol over the barricade.

			There was a drumming sound as booted feet raced towards them and then the groundcar exploded, hit by a grenade and hurling Draik and the others flying back through the air. Draik landed hard, a high-pitched whistling in his ears, but he rolled and flipped back onto his feet with his pistol raised. 

			Shapes rushed at him through the smoking wreckage and he fired, kicking the first two back into the flames and then drawing his rapier as a third managed to reach him. The heretic died on Draik’s blade before he even knew he had an opponent. Draik wrenched the blade free and turned on his heel, jamming the sword through the throat of an attacker charging him from the side. 

			The bullgryns rose from the wreckage and bellowed as they slammed into the oncoming soldiers, hammering them aside with their shields before firing a barrage of grenades. The spar shook again as the grenades detonated, flinging another storm of shrapnel. Draik opened the throat of a heretic and was about to fire on another when he saw that it was actually a xenos ranger, someone he knew by name. She was a slender, fast-moving aeldari by the name of Amallyn. She nodded at him as she vaulted the remains of the groundcar and flipped acrobatically through the fumes, firing a quick flurry of shots from her sniper rifle before slipping away into the smoke and vanishing from sight.

			A whole line of heretics toppled to the floor, killed by her quick shots, and Draik smiled as Amallyn reappeared further down the mooring spar, fired another elegant round of shots and vanished again. 

			The bullgryns were still pounding into the enemy, clubbing them with their shields and firing grenades, lighting Precipice up with explosions. More heretics broke from cover, emerging at the side of the spar and rushing at Draik. He stopped one with a headshot, then his pistol jammed so he shrugged and strolled out to meet them, triggering the powercell in his sword and filling the air with blue contrails. 

			The rest of Draik’s party was busy dealing with the wave of heretics tumbling over the wrecked barricade, so Draik found himself facing four attackers alone. They circled him, muttering and twitching as they studied his filth-splattered uniform. He could see from their fatigues that they must have once belonged to a Militarum regiment, but Vathik was right; their time on the fortress had left an indelible mark on them. They were covered in pustules and a crust of yellow scabs. The one nearest to Draik had an enormous goitre under his chin that was rippling and bulging, as though struggling to contain something. Another of them was moving with an odd, spasmodic gait and Draik realised the joints of his legs were all wrong. His legs bent back at the knee rather than forwards, and his feet resembled the scaled claws of a grox. The others all had their own peculiar mutations and Draik had the strange sensation he was fighting a menagerie of beasts. 

			The man with a goitre lunged at him with a combat knife. Draik parried and slashed, cutting through his bloated neck. Rather than blood, a thick cloud of flies spilled from the wound. The combatants all stumbled to a halt. The heretics seemed as surprised as Draik, and the man with the goitre grabbed at his throat, choking and wheezing as the seemingly endless swarm of insects surrounded his head. 

			Draik capitalised on the confusion, drawing back his blade and jamming it through the man’s chest. The heretic went down, spraying blood rather than flies, and the others leapt into action. Draik rocked back on his heels, dodging a punch, then planted his boot in the man’s stomach, doubling him over before clubbing him with his sword hilt. 

			More heretics rushed from the smoke and Draik was soon fighting for his life. He was massively outnumbered but, as he slashed and lunged, he felt himself growing stronger rather than weaker. The strange vigour he had previously felt on the Blackstone returned, coursing through his limbs and enabling him to fight with an elegance and speed he had never achieved before. Bodies dropped around him as he dived and rolled, filling the air with blood, flies and screams. 

			He could think of nothing but the glorious, heady rush. He laughed as he killed, driving the heretics back as though he outnumbered them rather than the other way round. The furious energy in his muscles came not from his heart or lungs, but from his head – from the rod of black ore he could feel still lodged in his cranium. 

			When there was no one left to kill, he finally staggered to a halt, gasping for breath and laughing, his face wet with blood. He reeled around looking for another opponent and saw Audus and the others staring at him in disbelief. Taddeus and Vorne had dropped to their knees, whispering prayers, and even the usually unshakeable Grekh looked surprised. 

			Vathik’s men and the bullgryns had driven back the rest of the heretics and there was a brief pause in the fighting. As everyone continued staring at him, Draik had the unpleasant realisation that he had lost control. He had slaughtered the heretics, but he could not really remember how. And he had a suspicion, from his bloody uniform and aching limbs, that it was not with the restraint and grace he expected of himself.

			‘More!’ cried Vathik, from further down the mooring spar. He moved his men back into cover on the far side of the walkway, hunkering down behind piles of smoking wreckage. They had been joined by dozens more survivors and others were still flooding from the shadows, forming an impressive defence force. Amallyn the xenos ranger was speaking urgently to Vathik, pointing out landmarks and presumably discussing tactics, before sprinting away, slipping back into the smoke once more.

			Draik cleaned his blade and wiped the blood from his face, walking back towards the others with as much dignity as he could muster. 

			‘Captain!’ said Daedalosus, hurrying over, flanked by the apes. ‘I am going to return to the engines. I have no time to perform a detailed dimensional analysis, but I believe the jokaero’s idea is plausible.’ He tapped a gilt-edged book fixed to his belt. ‘If I perform the Canticles of Hierachus, in their entirety, the other ceremonies may not be required.’

			Draik frowned, looking at the holy text. ‘Canticles?’

			Daedalosus nodded. ‘The procedure will be meaningless if the Omnissiah is not present.’

			Draik could not entirely follow the tech-priest’s meaning, but he had a hunch that the magos and the apes were on to something. Somehow he felt confident he had been meant to reach Daedalosus and plant the seed of this idea in his head. 

			The fighting had resumed at the far end of the walkway and it sounded even fiercer than before. 

			‘How long will you need?’ he said.

			Daedalosus shrugged. ‘The jokaero have already begun attaching the ether coupling. With the data you gave me it will be a simple matter to recalibrate and link the engines to the nearby resonators. We will have to send people out to locate the resonators, but as long as they…’

			As Daedalosus continued explaining his plan, Draik found his thoughts slipping away from the battle-ravaged station. The strange vitality he had felt when fighting was still growing, flooding his muscles with so much strength he felt like he might explode if he did not utilise it somehow. The metal in his frontal lobe was radiating such urgency that he had to battle the urge to howl in the tech-priest’s face.

			He was vaguely aware that a large crowd was gathering around them on the mooring spar. There were familiar faces in the throng – captains, alien bounty hunters, salvage merchants, rogue traders, even Imperial astropaths and Navigators; people he had fought and worked with since arriving on Precipice. He was glad to see them alive but he could not follow their words. He nodded vaguely, pretending to follow the urgent debate, but he felt intoxicated. Many of Precipice’s self-elected leaders were there and they were arguing with Daedalosus about the best course of action. Some seemed to be demanding that the warp-entanglement core be shut down because it was unstable; others were siding with Daedalosus, agreeing that it could be tethered to the Blackstone and used as a kind of dimensional catapult. 

			As the crowd grew larger and the debate more furious, Draik backed away, gripping his head, feeling as though his skull might break if the sense of urgency grew any greater. Audus and Grekh followed him, asking questions he could not hear. The power was becoming agonising, like a howl echoing round his skull. He had to relieve it quickly, and he was sure he knew how. 

			He triggered the power on his eyepiece and stared into the madness. 

			The lake of mutant flesh filled his mind, revolting and impossible, making him want to snap the device off, but he kept it on, forgetting all about Precipice and its survivors as he let the vision rock through him. He saw the woman on the throne; the terrible regent with her swollen, drifting skull and hard, staring eyes. The creatures in the lake were pouring forth at her command, rushing through the Blackstone’s chambers and corridors, racing towards an unsuspecting prey.

			‘They’re coming here,’ he whispered, gripped by cold certainty. ‘They’re coming to Precipice. That’s why I need to stop her.’

			Grekh and Audus were talking to him but they were just shadows at the periphery of the dreadful muster he was watching. He felt again the boiling hatred he had felt when he first saw the mutant on the throne, and began to understand its cause. Even by the standards of the Blackstone, she was an abomination. She was not merely using the fortress as a hunting ground or a treasure trove, she was planning a far more serious crime. He stared deep into the woman’s eyes, trying to understand what her dreadful goal might be.

			‘Kneel before your Emperor,’ said the woman, and Draik heard the words as clearly as if he were with her at the lake.

			‘Emperor?’ he whispered. And then he saw what she meant to do; what she thought she was. And in that instant, Draik realised everything that had eluded him up until that point. This was why the Blackstone had summoned him. This was why the fortress had filled his thoughts with visions and dreams and charged his limbs with unnatural strength. It had chosen him to stop this apostasy. To stop her before her creatures overwhelmed Precipice and ruined Daedalosus’ chance of escape.

			‘I have to go,’ he said, snapping the device off and turning to face Audus and Grekh. To his amazement, Audus did not argue or demand a reason, she simply nodded.

			‘Back out there?’ she said, waving her gun at the barricades and gun emplacements being thrown up at the edge of Precipice.

			Draik nodded. He was finding it difficult to stand and have a normal conversation. He felt as though an electric current were passing through him. ‘Daedalosus has a good plan. The others will listen to him eventually.’ He glanced at the crowds massing at the barricades and setting up more gun emplacements. ‘These people can buy him the time to make it work, I’m sure. They can hold off whatever comes until the magos has what he needs, but…’

			His words trailed off as he remembered the face of the creature on the throne. 

			‘But there is another threat. One they cannot halt. This one falls to me.’

			Audus frowned. ‘One of the Blackstone’s defence mechanisms?’

			Grekh shook his head. ‘Draik now is one of the Blackstone’s defence mechanisms.’

			Audus laughed until she saw Draik’s grim expression. ‘What do you mean?’ She waved at the darkness beyond the fighting. ‘You’re not part of this. How can you be?’

			Draik could not explain, even to himself, so he said nothing.

			Audus was about to say more when Quintus stumbled towards them through the fumes. The cut across his forehead was bleeding again and he was limping, but he was still gripping the duelling pistols Draik had given him and his expression was as determined as the rest of Precipice’s defenders. 

			‘I have to talk to you, Captain Draik,’ he said. He spoke in a formal, serious tone that caught Draik’s interest.

			Draik nodded.

			Quintus glanced nervously at Grekh and Audus, who were standing either side of Draik like bodyguards, glaring at him. ‘Alone.’

			Draik’s attention started to wander again and the mutant’s face swam back into his thoughts. Along with the memory came another surge of energy so powerful he almost attacked Quintus. Trembling as he battled to control himself, he shrugged.

			‘Then you will have to wait.’

			He looked at Grekh and Audus, trying to dampen his fervour so he could tell them something that had been on his mind for a while. 

			‘I employed you both for your skills,’ he said, keeping his voice as calm as he could. ‘But you have given me more than that. If it was not for your–’

			Audus held up a hand. ‘If this is a farewell speech, former-captain, you can forget it. We’re coming with you.’ She gave the kroot a sideways glance. ‘Am I right?’

			Grekh nodded. ‘I have a debt to repay, Captain Draik. You saved my life. In your culture, that may be an insignificant matter, but in the eyries of Akchan–Kur we know the weight of a soul. The balance must be maintained.’

			To his shock, Draik realised that he was not willing to let this peculiar creature kill itself on his behalf. Grekh seemed devoid of emotion, most of the time at least, and his methods were savage, but there was a quiet nobility to him that Draik did not wish to see crushed.

			‘You are needed here,’ he said, ‘both of you.’ He tapped Grekh’s rifle. ‘You have saved my life far more times than I saved yours. There is no imbalance, Grekh. The debt is paid. I free you from it.’

			Grekh shook his head. ‘The debt remains. Only I will know when the balance has been restored.’

			Draik prided himself on his eloquence but with energy pulsing in his skull he found his temper fraying. ‘Do not be fools. Think about what I’m saying. I mean to leave Precipice just as Daedalosus attempts to remove it from the Blackstone Fortress. I have no way of knowing if I can return in time to join him. In fact, I very much doubt I will.’

			He nodded at the scrum gathered around the magos and the apes. ‘He is your last chance of escape. The fortress is in flux. It is becoming something new. And what little of it remains stable is under the sway of heretics. Your only chance is to stay here and help the magos.’

			Another explosion rocked down the walkway and an armoured car crashed into the barricades. Fuel tanks spewed flame and gun emplacements roared into furious life, ripping the vehicle apart.

			Draik had to raise his voice to be heard. ‘This is not just a matter of whether they escape or not. They have to get word out, do you understand? The wider Imperium has to know what the Blackstone is becoming. The Lords of Terra need to act before it’s too late.’

			Audus and Grekh glanced at each other then looked at Draik in silence.

			He glared at them.

			They remained silent.

			Draik felt even more frustration as he saw Taddeus and the other priests break away from the argument and head over. The tempest in his head was too great for him to continue the conversation. He snarled in frustration, shook his head and strode back towards Daedalosus.

			He raised his voice over the shouting. ‘Listen to the magos and you will have a chance of surviving. A small one, but more than you could have hoped for. Find him what he needs – whatever resonators or powercells or devices he requires to enact his ritual – and then man those barricades until he’s done. You have to try. People have to know what is happening out here.’

			Dozens of voices railed at him, human and xenos alike, but Draik was not listening. The mutant’s rigid gaze was in his head constantly now, surrounded by warp-spawned horrors. 

			Daedalosus signalled to him through the crowd, indicating that he understood. Draik nodded an acknowledgement, then turned and marched away from Daedalosus with Audus, Grekh, Quintus and the priests hurrying after him, checking their weapons as they picked their way through the rubble. 
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			‘It’s coming free!’ cried Raus, as he hauled at the bone machine, trying to wrench it from Rein’s wrist. ‘The whole thing is coming apart!’

			Rein was howling too loud to register his brother’s cries, staring in horror at his arm. Veins of bone had threaded his wrist up to his forearm and were branching further across his skin. Sweat was pouring down his face, despite the Blackstone’s chill, and his whole body was convulsing.

			Raus backed away, unable to do anything but watch as the bone machine fragmented, its spiral curves parting to reveal a clicking jumble of shapes inside, all made of the same dusty bone. As Rein’s cries grew louder, the device folded and extended, growing quickly larger until, in the space of a few seconds, the brittle cage was bigger than the ratlings. At first, Raus thought the bones were creating a meaningless shape, but as the seconds passed and the bones meshed with each other they began to form a solid mass with distinct, recognisable features.

			‘It’s him,’ whispered Raus as the mesh of bones tightened into the likeness of a large, four-legged creature. ‘It’s the zoat.’

			Rein struggled even more violently as he saw what was being born from his wrist, but there was nothing he could do to free himself. The bones continued their fast, spasmodic growth, moving like accelerated pict footage. Some of them merged into femurs and ribs, while others took on the shape of muscles and organs. It was like something from an ossuary, thousands of bones, interlocked to create a towering statue.

			The light burned brighter as skin washed over the lattice of bones. The skin was a thick hide of scales that were as colourless as the rest of the zoat, and Raus wondered if their employer was going to come to them in the guise of a walking skeleton. Then colour spread through its dusty surface – just a faint blush of pigment at first, then deepening to a deep green hue. 

			Rein gave one last howl and fell back into Raus’ arms, unconscious. 

			At that moment the sculpture jolted into life, drawing a deep, juddering breath and letting out a triumphant roar. 

			The Archivist’s cry seemed to last an age as Raus cowered before the hulking creature, cradling his brother as spit rained down on them. As the Archivist bellowed, the tendril stretching to Rein’s wrist crumbled into dust and fell away. The zoat stomped away from the ratlings, stood on its hind legs and shook its armoured gauntlet at the darkness. 

			+I have come for you!+ it howled, the words exploding in Raus’ head and causing Rein to gasp and wake up.

			They both backed away from the creature as it pranced and stamped in a circle, howling and waving its fists. It took it nearly a minute to calm down enough to notice Rein and Raus, watching from a few feet away. It thudded its forelegs back down onto the floor and stared at them, its crimson eyes burning in its vivid green scales. 

			Raus performed a florid bow. ‘Welcome to the Blackstone Fortress, sir. As you can see, we have preformed – forthwith and with the utmost currency – everything you requested of us in our professional capacity.’

			Rein managed to steady his breathing and stand next to his brother. He nodded. ‘With complete capacity, sir.’

			The zoat closed its eyes and sighed. +All this time, I have had to endure the deluded claims of species that have no right to draw breath in my presence. All those wretched scavengers who came here looking for baubles, never knowing the true value of what they had found.+

			The ratlings shared an awkward glance.

			‘Quite,’ sneered Raus, sounding as derisive as he could. ‘Baubles.’ 

			+And now they are dead,+ it continued. +Smashed to pieces along with that pitiful wreck they called a space station.+

			‘Precipice?’ muttered Raus. He had a knack of spotting when things were going badly, and his muscles tensed involuntarily.

			The zoat opened its eyes and stared at them again. +Everything that was in my way has gone.+ It laughed and pointed a gun at them. +Almost everything.+

			Raus was neither brave nor bright. But he was fast. Before the zoat could take aim, Raus leapt towards it and kicked the gun from its claw. 

			The Archivist roared again and lashed out with its armoured gauntlet but, as so often happened, the zoat had underestimated Raus. The ratling had already leapt clear with an impressive display of acrobatics and, as the zoat’s fist smashed to the ground, Raus landed next to the gun and kicked it, sending it clattering across the floor to Rein, who snatched it up.

			‘You’re not the only one who can point this thing…’ began Rein, before toppling over, surprised by the gun’s weight and falling on his back.

			The zoat laughed and took something from the armour plates fixed to its scales.

			‘Grenade!’ cried Raus, as the zoat threw a round, fist-sized object at Rein.

			Rein was already gone, sprinting away from the gun with a burst of speed that was almost as impressive as his brother’s. The grenade exploded with a deafening flash but only succeeded in destroying the zoat’s gun, hurling it through the air and leaving it bent and smouldering on the floor. 

			‘We had a deal,’ said Raus, drawing his pistol and pointing it at the Archivist. The zoat laughed again and turned to face him. It stamped the surface of the mirrored cube they were standing on. 

			+You really think you can enter the Aberration?+ The creature seemed genuinely amused. +You think you have the strength of will to possess a Talisman of Vaul?+

			Raus glanced at Rein. His brother was behind the zoat and had his sniper rifle pointed at the creature’s head.

			‘I don’t see why not,’ said Raus, but he had to admit to himself that he was not known for his strength of will.

			The zoat was fiddling with something in its claw as it began pacing in a circle again, looking from brother to brother. +Let me be clear. You expect to enter this “Crucible,” as you call it, and take your pick of the relics it holds?+

			‘We’re not greedy,’ said Raus. ‘One or two objects of value would do.’

			+Morons. You reach the heart of the most powerful object in the galaxy and you think about trinkets.+ There was a shimmer of light in the zoat’s claw as a jumble of bones snaked around each other, solidified, and formed into a pistol that was pointing at Raus.

			Raus dived aside. There was no sign of a muzzle flash or sound of rounds being fired, but he felt something rush past his ear as he rolled clear. Rein fired his rifle but the shot never reached the zoat, creating a shimmering flash of light a few inches away from the creature’s head.

			The zoat cackled. It was a feral, rattling kind of sound that rose up from inside its broad, barrel-shaped chest. +And you think killing me would help you get inside? What exactly would you do if I were now lying dead?+

			The brothers looked at each other.

			The zoat sighed. +I do not have the time or inclination to continue this discussion.+ The creature removed a piece of the armoured carapace around its flank and tapped at it with one of its claws.

			Raus felt a flash of heat in his hands as his gun ceased to exist. He turned to Rein and saw that his brother’s rifle had also vanished. The two brothers grimaced at each other and started backing slowly away. But the zoat seemed to forget about them as it began pacing back and forth across the cube, staring at its surface. 

			+Where to begin?+ it said as an influx of power washed through its mechanical fist, lighting it up like a flaming brand. +Here should do,+ it said, leaning back and slamming the fist into the floor.

			The blow landed like a mortar shell and the cube burned brighter as a series of cracks sprang across its surface. At the same moment, cracks rushed across the distant floor of the hall, kicking up huge plumes of dust and making a sound like a landslide. As the zoat drew back its fist to strike again, Raus noticed that the cube was shaking and creaking. 

			‘Perhaps now would be the time to soil yourself, brother,’ he muttered.
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			Audus had almost reached the barricades when they became a storm of blue-white sparks. Draik was a few feet ahead of her and he slowed his pace as he approached the blaze, massaging his jaw and raising his eyebrow like he was surveying a sporting event. 

			Audus shook her head in disbelief at the sight of the light-haloed warriors charging towards her. The heretics blazed as they crashed into Precipice’s defenders, their skin bathed in plasma and their maces attached to generators on their backs. As those at the barricades rushed to drive them back, several were hurled through the air by the explosive currents blasting through the heretics’ weapons. They landed at Draik’s feet flashing and twitching, smoke pluming from their heads.

			Draik studied them for a moment, then took out his pistol and stepped over the bodies towards the barricade. Cultists bounded towards him in a frenzy, juddering and howling. Draik gunned them down with an expression of mild disapproval, while using his other hand to take a chronometer from his coat and check the time. He pocketed the timepiece and waved people back from the barricades.

			‘Best tackled from a distance, I think,’ he called out.

			As people backed away, firing furiously, Vorne strode past Audus to Draik’s side and raised her flamer. Audus shielded her eyes as Vorne poured a geyser of eye-watering flame from the weapon, lighting up heretics.

			‘Feel the Emperor’s truth!’ she cried, striding towards the burning figures, still spewing flames.

			Audus was never entirely comfortable in Vorne’s company, but she had to admit, the woman was useful in a fight. The heretics were not as impervious to fire as they were electricity and Vorne’s flamer had a dramatic effect. Their back-mounted generators detonated like grenades, ripping the cultists apart, scattering limbs and shattered armour in every direction.

			Draik stepped aside as a faceplate clattered past, fizzing and crackling. Then he took a few steps back from the fighting and stepped up onto a rail to look over the barricade. There were hundreds more of the electrified lunatics sprinting through the darkness towards Precipice, shrieking and convulsing as they ran.

			‘Do not engage them at close quarters!’ yelled Draik, waving at the heaps of wreckage surrounding the barricades. ‘They only have melee weapons. Pick them off from a distance.’

			Draik’s tone was so commanding that no one hesitated to obey. People scattered from the barricades, scrambling for elevated vantage points or sprinting back to where Daedalosus and the others stood arguing. As soon as the cultists clambered into view, they were gunned down by marksmen on the gantries and walkways overhead.

			‘We could spend hours here,’ said Draik, looking back at Grekh. ‘And this is not the threat I need to deal with.’

			Grekh nodded and looked around. Then he pointed his rifle to a silhouetted shape visible through the flames. Audus squinted into the blaze, trying to see what the kroot was pointing to. It was an armoured groundcar, spilled from the damaged hold of an enormous macro hauler.

			‘Yes.’ Draik clapped the kroot on the back. ‘Good thinking.’ He strode off past the people firing desperately at the barricades and headed into the jumble of ruined vehicles at the side of the mooring spar.

			Grekh raced ahead of him, wrenched the groundcar’s door open and disappeared inside. By the time Audus reached the vehicle, the engines were already growling and the air was full of fumes.

			‘You know how to drive human vehicles?’ said Audus as she climbed into the truck and saw Grekh hunched over the controls.

			The kroot nodded. ‘I have gained insights by consuming–’

			‘Grekh,’ said Draik, sitting down next to him and giving him a warning glance.

			Grekh stared, clearly baffled, then shook his head and turned back to the controls, gunning the engines as Quintus and the priests clambered in and dived into seats, frantically scrambling with the harnesses. The groundcar lurched forwards, and Audus shook her head in disbelief as it careered through the wreckage, roaring towards the outskirts of Precipice. The truck bounced and jolted as it picked up speed, but the armoured chassis held and within a few minutes they thundered past the final, smouldering edges of Precipice and screeched out into the pitch dark of the fortress.

			The lumen panels on the mudguards were powerful enough to punch through the gloom for at least a dozen feet or so, and Draik gripped the control panel as Grekh steered the truck straight towards what looked like a sheer drop. The groundcar left the floor for a moment, then crashed down a fan of broad, spiral steps. Audus laughed hysterically as Grekh hurled the vehicle round the tight bends, filling the darkness with sparks and screams as the treads ground across the floor.

			They sped out from a final step, turned a half-circle and screeched to a halt in the centre of a featureless void. The truck’s lumen panels illuminated the floor, but there was nothing to suggest what lay around them. The engine idled as Draik leant forwards and peered through the viewport. 

			‘We could be anywhere,’ said Audus, struggling to control her laughter. 

			Draik shook his head. Audus looked closely at him. His behaviour was growing more peculiar by the second. He was twitching and shifting in his seat, seeming almost as wired as the electrified cultists. He massaged his scalp with such brutality that he seemed to be trying to squeeze something from his skull. He was behaving as if he were deranged, but when he spoke it was with his usual magisterial calm. 

			‘I can direct you, Grekh,’ he said, scratching at his jaw and looking as though he were about to bolt from his seat. ‘Give me a second to–’

			‘Captain Draik,’ said the valet, Quintus, from the seat behind Audus. ‘Is that more of the… Is that more of the things we just saw?’

			They all followed his gaze. Pale figures were massing in the distance. They boiled from the darkness like banks of cloud, too vague to make out yet but moving quickly closer.

			Draik leant back in his seat and stared at them. ‘No,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Damn them, they’re already here.’

			‘They?’ asked Audus. ‘That doesn’t sound like a good “they”.’

			Draik said nothing, his stern features bathed in the blinking light of the control panel. Grekh turned the truck to face the approaching group and splashed light on them.

			‘What is that?’ said Audus, trying to keep her voice level as she saw the figures in more detail. It looked like an avalanche of body parts, strung together and hurled towards them. Limbs and internal organs rolled and flopped as they rushed towards the groundcar.

			Draik opened his door, leant out, took careful aim with his pistol and fired into the seething mass. 

			Nothing happened. There was no sign his shot had even hit anything, but Audus knew Draik well enough to know he would not have simply missed. 

			‘What are they?’

			‘Warp spawn,’ hissed Vorne. The words seemed to pain her. She rocked back in her seat with a whining sound. 

			Draik nodded and looked at Grekh. ‘They are not physical beings. If they reach Precipice, there will be no way those barricades can hold them. If I do not stop them, Daedalosus will not complete his work. And nobody will leave this place.’

			‘Warp spawn?’ said Audus, looking at Vorne, not entirely sure what that meant. ‘Not physical?’

			Draik was gripping his head again and his optical implant was whirring, as though he were trying to focus it on something.

			‘There is time,’ he whispered. ‘I can get to her.’

			Audus had no idea what Draik was talking about. ‘Her?’

			Draik looked at Grekh and pointed at the approaching wall of grey shapes. ‘Drive through them.’

			Grekh grabbed the controls then hesitated, looking at Draik. ‘Through?’

			‘Trust me, Grekh. They are mindless. They have no weapons. Drive through them. They have no explosives, nor anything else that could compromise our armour.’

			Grekh stared at him for a moment and Audus wondered if the creature might finally refuse a Draik order. Then the kroot shrugged, revved the engines and hurled the truck forwards again. 

			As they rushed towards the line of figures Audus felt like she was falling into a nightmare. Their anatomy was so illogical it made her stomach churn. She could see recognisable features – eyes, mouths and arms – but they were combined without rhyme or reason. The shapes were so disturbing she had to look away as the truck’s lumens revealed their grotesque absurdity.

			Even then the shapes stayed with her, filling her thoughts. In fact, seeing them in her mind was worse than seeing them with her eyes. They were clawing and lurching over each other to reach her face, to crawl into her body, to possess her soul. Audus had seen countless atrocities and horrors since she reached the Blackstone but this was worse than mechanised drones or nonsensical architecture. The shapes triggered something from the depths of her memory, summoning half-formed childhood fears of what lay in the dark. She felt as though she had regressed decades and was cowering under her bed sheets, whimpering for protection that no one could offer. She opened her eyes but tried to keep her gaze inside the vehicle.

			There was a series of deadened thuds as the groundcar slammed into the creatures, but Grekh’s moment of doubt was gone and he looked perfectly calm as he accelerated into them, thudding over ruptured bodies.

			She could see by Quintus’ face that he was as terrified as she was. He was drained of colour and he was clutching his wrist as though he were trying to stifle his own pulse. 

			‘They’re in my head!’ he whispered, catching her gaze. 

			Grekh drove faster and the drum roll of bodies hitting the truck increased.

			‘Burn it!’ howled Vorne as one of the creatures managed to latch onto the viewport and stare in at them. It was a slab of grey flesh, like an enormous invertebrate, and there was a cluster of circular mouths in its belly, crammed with needle-like teeth that slid into the armourglass. 

			Slid through it, realised Audus. 

			As the circular mouths stretched wider the teeth grew in length, breaking into the truck’s cabin and spreading cracks across the armourglass. 

			‘Burn them!’ cried Vorne, spitting and thrashing in her seat as she grabbed her flamer and pointed it at the viewport. 

			‘No!’ cried Audus. ‘Don’t fire that in here! You’ll cook us alive!’

			The viewport shattered, covering them in a shower of broken shards. Audus howled, shielding her face as the razor-sharp fragments sliced into her. The warp creature emitted a strange rattling sound as it flopped over the control panel and into the cabin. 

			Vorne hacked her flamer into it, triggering the chainsword. Grey, rubbery lumps filled the cabin as she leant forwards in her seat, wrenching the blade back and forth. Grekh yanked the steering wheel to the right, trying to escape the tumbling figures, but he turned too hard and the truck skidded sideways, slamming into dozens more of the creatures until it came to a stop surrounded by a deafening chorus of clicking sounds.

			‘Go!’ cried Draik as another pale shape rushed towards the broken viewport. 

			Grekh gunned the engines but the treads rattled uselessly on the gore-slick floor. 

			Vorne howled a prayer as the remains of the first creature started writhing across the cabin towards her.

			The groundcar finally lurched forwards, careering off in a new direction, but not before the second creature slammed through the viewport and lashed a thick, spiny tentacle around Grekh’s throat. The kroot made a hoarse coughing sound and clacked his beak, but managed to keep steering the truck through a series of bends and junctions, before clanging down another flight of stairs. All the while he was driving, the lumen panels on the front of the vehicle only managed to light up a few feet ahead, so he had to steer the truck in a series of frantic U-turns and screeching last-minute chicanes.

			While Vorne hacked furiously at the grub-like lumps of meat swarming over her, Draik triggered his rapier and sliced at the second creature. It did not seem to have any torso. It was just a nest of pale, tubular limbs with a face at the centre. 

			As Draik cut quickly through the limbs, Audus caught sight of the face and jolted in her seat, unable to breathe as panic cramped her chest. The face was perfectly human. It was the face of a young man, staring in horror from the centre of the nest of limbs. As she looked into his eyes, she saw that he was sentient and terrified, trapped inside that repulsive flesh but still human and alive and able to understand his monstrous condition.

			The youthful face was trying to speak, trying to say something to Draik as he cut away the limbs, and the idea was too much for Audus. She finally let out the scream she had been holding back since she first glimpsed the warp creatures. As she wailed she thrashed in her seat and struggled against her restraints, trying to unlock them, but her panicked fingers were too clumsy to undo the clasps. Quintus had seen the face too and he was howling and bucking in his seat.

			‘Hold your nerve,’ growled Draik, cutting away limbs and booting the face as hard as he could, sending the flailing mass back into the darkness.

			Even through her screams Audus heard the repulsive sound of the truck’s metal treads grinding over the thing and crushing it.

			Taddeus was singing along with Vorne, pounding his power mace into the shapes and, as Grekh hurled the truck down a steep ramp, the fragments of flesh in the cabin finally ceased their writhing and lay still. Draik wiped his rapier clean and slid it back into its scabbard; then he slumped back into his seat, breathing heavily as the truck roared on through the darkness. Audus managed to stifle her screams, but the creature’s terrified face stayed with her, and to distract herself, she looked over at Quintus.

			Everyone else was busy staring out into the darkness as Grekh raced on through a series of tight bends, so only she noticed what Draik’s valet was doing. Quintus was scratching so furiously at his wrist that there was blood running down his arm. There was a pale lump jutting up between his veins, and at first Audus thought he must have been wounded by one of the warp monsters. Then she realised that it was one of his own bones. He seemed to be deformed. There was a spike of bone sticking out of his wrist, and it was wet with blood as Quintus clawed at it. He was mutilating himself and muttering in a panicked voice.

			He caught her looking at him and his eyes widened. Then he pulled his sleeve down over the wound and gripped the material, holding it in place. He gave her a pleading look and shook his head.

			Up until that moment Audus had felt that she was teetering on the brink, about to slip into a bottomless well from which she would never be able to return. But something about Quintus’ silent request for help dragged her a little way back to sanity. She gasped, taking her first breath for what seemed like several minutes, then slumped back in her seat, staring at the cabin’s flesh-splattered ceiling, battling to steady her pulse. She reminded herself of all the hellholes she had fought through when she was still a loyal subordinate of the Imperial Navy. 

			Before she finally saw the war for the madness it was, her superiors had ordered her on missions that were effectively mass murder. There was a particular sortie that she carried with her like an infested scar. She and her crew had carpet-bombed whole continents of a world called Sepus Prime, even though they all knew it was crowded with loyal Militarum regiments battling to take the objectives they had been ordered to secure. Now she saw, in Quintus, the same fear and hurt she had seen in the eyes of her crew that day. It reminded her of her cold, impotent rage over it all, and somehow that was enough to get her through. She managed to breathe slower as she looked back at Quintus and nodded. They were the same, she and him: fighting to survive an Imperium that didn’t give a damn.

			Quintus visibly relaxed, leaning back in his seat, but he did not let go of his wrist.

			‘Give me a moment,’ said Draik, fiddling with his augmetic eyepiece. ‘I know this place.’ 

			As the truck jolted down another flight of stairs, Draik’s convulsions grew worse and he gripped the optical implant as though it were trying to break from his head. 

			‘Keep on as you are,’ he said. He was trying to maintain his usual clear diction, but as he juddered and twitched his words grew more jumbled. ‘The fortress is helping us, Grekh. We are not far from the source of those creatures.’

			‘The source of them!’ Audus felt her pulse start to quicken again. ‘What do you mean the source of them? That’s where you’re taking us? To the place those creatures came from?’

			Draik twisted around in his seat to look back at her. His face was pale and drawn and his normal eye was almost entirely red. ‘I told you, Audus,’ he began, but then Grekh interrupted him by clacking his beak and making a low, screeching sound.

			‘What is–’ began Draik, as he turned back around in his seat, but there was no need to finish the question. 

			The track they were on ended a hundred feet up ahead, at a featureless wall.

			Grekh slammed the breaks on and the truck screeched, sideways, to a halt. For a moment, the only sound was heavy breathing as they all sat there panting and trying to absorb what had just happened.

			Audus looked down at her flight suit and saw that it was in shreds, and damp with fresh blood. There were shards of armourglass stuck in her arms and chest, and as the panic subsided, her nerves eagerly informed her of how much pain she was in.

			‘Damn you,’ she muttered, picking fragments out and wincing. ‘I thought you meant you needed to find the rest of those electrified heretics.’ She laughed. ‘Which was bad enough. You never said anything about those…’ Her words trailed off and her humour died as she looked at the pieces of meat on the floor. 

			Draik unfastened his harness and wiped muck from his eagle-emblazoned cuirass. Then he looked at her. ‘Daedalosus and the others are determined, Audus. They can fight almost anything for a short time. And a short time is all they need for Daedalosus to try out his hypothesis.’ He kicked one of the lumps. ‘But this is an enemy they cannot defeat. I have been seeing it in my mind.’ He tapped the eyepiece. ‘The Blackstone has been warning me since before we lost Isola. I can stop them, I’m sure of it, if I reach the abhorrent thing that spawned them.’

			The engine was still idling and the lumens were fixed on the blank wall up ahead.

			‘And your eye is showing you the way?’ she asked, waving at the wall. ‘Because that looks suspiciously like a dead end.’

			Draik frowned and nodded. ‘We have to get back to the geyser of blood that the ratlings took us to. The place they called the Red Stair. If I can reach that chamber I can finish the job I started last time we were there.’

			Vorne was glaring at the pieces of meat on the floor, as though waiting for them to move again, but at Draik’s words she locked her brutal gaze on Taddeus. 

			‘I told you we should not have let that rite continue.’ Her voice was so taut it sounded barely human. ‘We should have stayed there.’

			Taddeus shook his head furiously. ‘We had no choice but to move on. We had to get Draik to the Crucible. How could we have known he would have to return to Precipice? And how could we have known Precipice would fall?’

			Draik opened the door and flooded the cabin with cold air as he stepped out, dropping down onto the floor of the Blackstone and walking over to the wall, still adjusting his eyepiece. Grekh and the priests followed him out, but Audus paused to help Quintus up from his seat. He was clearly badly shaken, and since their silent exchange during the attack Audus had felt an odd sense of kinship with him.

			‘We may be the only sane ones here,’ she said, plucking armourglass from his uniform.

			He stared at her, seeming confused by her kind tone. ‘How do you know I’m sane?’ There was no trace of humour in his voice. 

			She shrugged. ‘I suppose sane might not be the right word. We all chose to come to the Blackstone Fortress, after all.’ She nodded to the wrist he was still holding. ‘There might be medicae supplies in here. Do you need something to clean that thing out? Or stem the pain?’

			He shook his head, clearly unwilling to discuss the wound, but he made no move to leave. She sensed he wanted to discuss something. Audus waited in silence, giving him time to find whatever words he was looking for.

			‘You did things you regret,’ he said. 

			It was a statement, rather than a question, but she nodded. 

			‘So you came out here looking to buy yourself a new life, a new identity.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And you don’t care how you achieve that.’

			She wanted to nod but found that she could not. She cursed Draik for shattering a persona that had shielded her for so long. He was pompous and arrogant and he stood for everything that had ruined her life, but he had been irritatingly right. She took a deep breath and sighed. 

			‘I do care. I don’t want to, but I do. Draik has framed me as accurately as one of his damned hunting trophies.’ 

			She looked at the group of figures by the wall. They were silhouetted by the truck’s lumens and Draik’s strong, elegant form was unmistakeable. He was shaking and twitching but he refused to slouch. He was forcing his trembling body to stand tall, despite the pain that was obviously gripping him. 

			‘If he can save those people – if he has even a small chance of helping those people – I will try to help him. Damn him. I’m no hero. I should have left Precipice weeks ago, while there was still a chance, but the more time I spend around him, the more I start to feel that maybe things matter. That maybe people matter. That courage matters.’ She laughed at her earnest tone. ‘Listen to me. He’s made me into a bad joke. The deserter who ran from the war and now wants to save humanity. Could there be anything more ridiculous?’

			She looked back at Quintus. He looked almost as horrified as he had when facing the warp monsters. He shook his head and pulled his wrist to his chest. 

			‘I don’t know what to do,’ he whispered.

			His pain felt like her pain. She could see from his empty stare what the Imperium had done to him.

			‘Throne, you’re as broken as I am,’ she said. Then she shook her head and looked out at Draik again. ‘Only I don’t feel so broken now. Not since I decided to stay with him. I feel more afraid, but also somehow more whole.’ She frowned at Quintus. ‘Do you know what I mean?’

			He shook his head.

			‘I’m probably going to die down here,’ she said, only clarifying her thoughts as she voiced them. ‘But somehow it feels worth the risk.’ She shrugged. ‘Maybe it’s better to die whole than live in pieces.’ 

			She felt absurd saying such things out loud and she knew she would never have said them to Draik or Grekh, or even Isola when she was still alive. They hung in the air between them, leaving an awkward silence. Audus shook her head, annoyed at herself. 

			‘Ignore me,’ she muttered, heading for the door.

			‘No,’ said Quintus, grabbing her arm. ‘Wait.’

			She looked back at him.

			‘Thank you,’ he said. He nodded at his wrist. ‘For not saying anything.’

			She shrugged. Then she pointed to the slops of flesh on the floor. ‘Just know this – if you sprout belly teeth I’ll throw you to Vorne.’

			He looked panicked. Then, as he recognised her joking tone, a faint smile played around his mouth. ‘Fair warning.’ 

			‘Good man,’ she said, slapping his back and heading out into the darkness.
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			A man stumbled through a void, his mind and his flesh fading into shadow. Rather than weakening him, the dissolution made him stronger. He was a catalyst. He had triggered the momentous changes taking place all around him. 

			Draik watched for a while, fascinated, before realising he was watching himself. He was the stumbling man. Draik cried out, shocked at the revelation, but his words were drowned out by another voice. 

			‘Draik,’ it said, trying to call him back from the darkness. 

			Draik ignored it, looked deeper into the shadows, and saw that it was not a void but a kaleidoscope of people and scenes, shapes and colours, all of them coalescing to form a single, fragmented face. The face that had been watching him all this time. The face he was so close to destroying.

			‘Draik! What shall we do?’ The voice was so insistent that it snatched Draik from the face before he could see it clearly. 

			He fell with stomach-wrenching speed back into himself.

			‘Draik!’ cried Audus, grabbing him as he stumbled forwards and almost fell into the wall. 

			He tensed, annoyed by his lack of self-control. He had lost himself so completely in the visions that he had almost fallen like a drunk. 

			He straightened up and killed the power to the optical implant, gently removing Audus’ hand from his arm. Then he held out his hand to Quintus, who rummaged in his jacket and handed Draik a lho-stick.

			Draik smoked for a moment, using the time to ground himself in reality. For a troubling moment he could not recall what had happened. He could see, from the vast walls of darkness and the brittle air, that he was back on the Blackstone, but what was he doing there? Audus and Quintus were at his side, along with Grekh, and the priests were standing a few feet away, just four of them now: Taddeus, Vorne and two of their grim-faced zealots. 

			The group was plucked from the dark by the lumens of an idling groundcar, and at the sight of the vehicle Draik recalled everything. He had saved Precipice from destruction only to see it smash into the fortress. And now it was under attack by the legions of heretics that infested the place. 

			He looked up at the towering wall in front of him. He had to stop the warp-spawned creatures reaching Daedalosus. The visions from the eyepiece had led him here, to this point. The face that haunted him was the heretic on the throne, and the Blackstone needed him to kill her. But where there should be a clear route to the Red Stair, there was only this featureless wall.

			‘Draik,’ said Audus. ‘You said you could stop those things. How? Where do we need to go?’

			Draik was about to answer when Grekh held up a hand for silence and looked back towards the loop of stairs they had just driven down. 

			‘What is it?’ asked Draik

			Grekh shook his head and kept his hand raised. They all stood in silence, straining to hear whatever Grekh’s xenos ears had picked up. Draik shook his head, and was about to speak when he noticed a vague rattling sound. 

			‘What is that?’ he muttered. It sounded like rain, but he had never heard rain inside the fortress before. Then he recognised it. It was the strange clicking sound of the warp spawn.

			‘They’ve followed us,’ said Quintus looking back into the darkness, his eyes wide.

			‘We need to go,’ said Audus, striding towards the groundcar.

			‘We need to stay!’ snapped Vorne, slapping the barrel of her flamer. ‘And burn them clean!’

			Audus hesitated, looking at Draik.

			Taddeus smiled at Vorne’s zeal but looked to Draik for guidance. ‘What does the Anointed say? Do we stay here and fight, with our backs to the wall?’ He frowned as the distant noise grew louder. ‘Is it possible, Draik?’ His eyes shone. ‘That you could take on so many of those things?’

			‘Of course not.’ Draik was irritated by the man’s delusions. ‘We need to keep moving.’ He waved back to the steps. ‘But not that way.’ He stared at the wall. ‘It’s this way. I’m sure of it.’

			‘What is your goal?’ demanded Vorne. ‘You said it was to stop the warp spawn. And now they are coming directly to us. Why run from the fight?’

			Pale shapes were appearing in the distance, at the top of the steps, rushing towards them like mist rolling down from a black peak.

			‘We will not defeat them like this,’ said Draik. ‘I have to find the source. I have to reach the woman…’ He shook his head. ‘I have to reach the thing that has brought them here. I thought I killed her last time we were down here but I was wrong. She’s still there, conjuring them from her blood shrines.’

			While the rest of the group readied their weapons and spread out, eying the approaching shapes, Draik stayed where he was, smoking and studying the wall. 

			‘It’s here,’ he muttered. ‘The Red Stair is beyond this wall. I am sure of it. Perhaps we need to cut through?’

			Audus shook her head. ‘You know what the surfaces are like down here. Only the drones can cut through. There’s no way we could do it.’

			Draik frowned and flicked his lho-stick at the wall. It trailed embers as it turned through the air. But rather than hitting the surface of the wall, the lho-stick carried on and tumbled from sight.

			Draik drew his rapier and approached the wall with the blade held out before him. As he reached the wall, his blade passed out into thin air. Draik laughed. His feet were not at the foot of a wall, they were at the edge of a sheer drop. The wall they had been looking at was miles away, and it was even more impossibly vast than they had imagined. Between the lip Draik was standing on, and the distant wall, there were miles of darkness punctuated by countless pools of red light. He was standing at the edge of a colossal, perfectly straight valley. 

			He watched as the still-glowing lho-stick tumbled away from him before dissolving into a cloud of embers. ‘There’s your answer,’ he said, looking along the edge of the chasm and pointing his sword. There was a narrow ramp descending into the darkness not far from where he was standing. It was not wide enough for the truck, but they would be able to run down it if they moved in single file.

			‘Draik,’ said Grekh, calling his attention to the approaching crowd. They were moving fast, despite being so ungainly, and were only a few minutes away. 

			‘Move!’ snapped Draik, waving everyone to the ramp. ‘Audus and Quintus, stay close to me. Vorne, you take the rear. It’s a narrow path. You should be able to hold them at bay with that flamer.’ He chose Vorne on account of her eagerness as much as her weapon. He had faced warp denizens before and seen the effect they had on people’s sanity. He doubted Audus or Quintus would be able to face the creatures that were about to reach them, but Vorne was armoured with a faith so powerful only death could puncture it.

			He led the group down the ramp, running as fast as he dared on such a steep slope. There was no rail and a fall would send him plummeting. The darkness was punctuated by red flashes that he assumed were the altars they had passed before, but they were so distant as to resemble stars.

			They had only been descending for a few minutes when the creatures swarmed over the lip of the precipice. The first dozen simply tumbled off the edge, gibbering and flailing as they fell, but the next group managed to turn and scramble down the path. 

			‘Don’t look at them,’ Audus said to Quintus as they both raced after Draik.

			The group was bathed in light and heat as Vorne fired, screaming a hymn as she set the creatures alight. Taddeus’ servo-skulls were gliding ahead of Draik, lighting up the path, and he realised he needed to do more than simply run. Even Vorne’s holy wrath would not protect the group forever. She would eventually be overwhelmed and then there would be a massacre.

			Show me, he thought, triggering the eyepiece again. Show me the way.

			His world fragmented. With his normal, physical senses he could still see the path ahead and hear the slaughter behind. But at the same time, in his mind’s eye, he saw dark, whirling facets, pieces of obsidian turning in a void, creating the beginnings of the face. The harder he tried to recognise the face, the less clear it became, but as he looked into one of its pupils he saw himself, and the rest of the group, racing down the path with the pale, monstrous figures scrambling after them.

			Seen from this vantage point, he realised how limited his vision had been. Where his human eye saw a single, narrow path, running down the sheer face of a wall, his inner eye saw the truth: every line and intersection, every facet and plane, was a route through the darkness. Every hard-edged shadow and beam of light existed in countless dimensions. In some they were optical illusions, in others they were physical matter. And the distinction was only a trick of his mind. 

			He turned away from the wall and ran out into the darkness, following a line that had looked like a beam of shadow, but was actually the summit of an ink-dark ziggurat. The rest of the group hesitated, crying out in panic, but when Draik waved them on, Audus took a hesitant step, laughed and rushed after him, followed by the others.

			Through Draik’s natural eye, it looked as though he were running across nothing, his feet suspended in a void, but his expanding consciousness told him the truth: he was on a broad, solid plane of black rock. Once he had taken the first step into accepting this new reality, a baffling vista opened up around him. Everywhere he looked, he saw not empty shadow, but forests of walkways and slopes. The vigour that had been building in him since they left Precipice swelled to such a level that he could not help grinning as he ran. 

			The warp spawn tried to follow and some even took a few steps along the slope, but without the Blackstone’s guidance they were soon wrong-footed and plunged into the darkness. Draik ran faster, with increasing confidence, bounding from one edge to another, sliding down ramps that seemed to materialise as his feet touched them. As the routes grew clearer, he saw that they were all features on the face he had glimpsed earlier. Taddeus’ prophecies came back to him. ‘And he shall see the face of his god.’ Could this be what he was seeing? Had the priests been right all along? Was the Blackstone really a facet of the God-Emperor’s will? Was it His face that Draik was on the verge of seeing? Draik was not a devout man, but the idea was dizzying. Was he about to see the face of humanity’s saviour?

			‘Wait!’ cried Audus.

			With a great effort, Draik managed to drag himself back into the moment. 

			He had run so fast he had left the rest of the group behind. Audus and the others had halted in the middle of a path, unable to see it stretching out ahead of them and thinking they were at the edge of another abyss. The warp creatures had been unable to follow. He could see them far in the distance, no more than pale, indistinct shapes again. The danger had passed, for the moment. 

			Before heading back to Audus, he tried killing the eyepiece’s power to see how different the view would be if he only saw it through his normal eye. When he turned the dial, nothing happened. The augmetic remained on, filling his head with the same dark kaleidoscope. He nodded, unsurprised. It was no longer merely a bionic implant; it was part of him now. He could no longer feel an alien presence in his brain. There was no longer any distinction between his mind and the sentience that bled through the eyepiece. They were joined. 

			It took a huge effort for him to walk calmly back towards the others and address them like a normal man.

			‘How are you doing this?’ asked Audus as he reached her and the others. She looked around at the jumble of paths and slopes that surrounded her, but Draik knew she would only be seeing a bottomless void.

			He spoke carefully, not wanting to sound either insane or heretical. ‘The fortress has altered me. I can understand it.’

			As he looked at the group, he realised that even his understanding of their physicality had changed. He could see Audus’ blood racing around her body, and the oxygen it carried reaching her brain. But his insight was more profound than that. He saw the past she had never described to him in detail. He saw her piloting an Imperial Navy craft as it dropped virus bombs on soldiers she had fought alongside for years. He saw the moment she learned to despise her commanders and tried to convince herself she was done with idealism. He wondered if this was what Grekh meant when he spoke of insights. 

			At the thought of the kroot he looked at him, fascinated to see the contents of such an alien mind. To his surprise, he could barely even see Grekh, never mind peer into his past. Where the rest of the group had become shockingly vivid and clear, Grekh had almost faded from sight. Where he should have seen the tall, long-limbed alien, Draik saw a shifting mass of faces and ideas. They turned around each other like storm clouds, impossible to name. Draik was reminded of how Grekh’s statue had been ill-defined where the others had been so clearly rendered. He is a fusion of everything he has consumed, thought Draik, starting to understand Grekh’s peculiar mannerisms. He has devoured so many beliefs that he is no longer a single life but many.

			‘Draik?’ prompted Audus, dragging him from his thoughts again. They were all staring at him and the priests were quietly chanting prayers. 

			Draik battled to stay in the moment. His head was full of ideas and faces but he managed to focus on his purpose. ‘Precipice,’ he said, recalling the dreadful legions he had seen massing on the stranded space station.

			Audus nodded. ‘Yes. The place we could have stayed in. But you dragged us down here to stop those walking nightmares overrunning it. Remember? You said it was the only way Daedalosus would be able to get out of this place.’

			Draik looked around at the labyrinth only he could see. ‘We have to reach the woman in the throne.’ He could see the altars that littered the floor hundreds of feet below them and, at the far end of the chasm, he could see the fierce glow of the bloody lake they had passed on their last journey into the Blackstone. His eyepiece whirred and refocused, zooming in on the distant scene and revealing huge crowds of creatures spilling from the gore. He smiled as he saw how easy it would be to approach from above, unseen, travelling on paths that would not be visible to any eyes but his.

			‘I thought this would be a one-way journey,’ he said, looking back at the others. ‘But I’m starting to think I may be able to get you back to Precipice before Daedalosus takes it out of here.’

			‘You all heard that,’ said Audus, trying to sound sardonic despite her manic, exhausted expression. ‘I’m taking that as a promise. And a Draik is always true to his word, right?’

			Draik tried to think of a way to answer, but his mind was so crowded that none of the words he summoned made sense. The best he could manage was a nod, before he turned and walked into the abyss. 
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			Daedalosus had survived countless military engagements but he had never seen anything as desperate as the fight to save Precipice. Necessity had forced its various factions to shelve their differences and unite against the horrors flooding from the darkness.

			From his vantage point near the warp-entanglement node, he could see most of the wrecked space station. Las-fire and rocket trails were screaming through the ruined ships and anchorage points, creating a nightmarish scene as the explosions wrenched Precipice in and out of the darkness. Every corner of the station was under attack and there seemed to be little logic to the assault. All the attackers were heretics of one kind or another but they were not a unified force.

			The most intense fighting was around a wreck called the Galleus, where warriors in black-and-gold armour were laying waste to everything that stood against them. Daedalosus recognised the jagged, crude icons on their armour. Servants of the Abyss. Thought at one point to have been driven from the Blackstone Fortress, but now massing on Precipice in greater numbers than any other group. Some of them were men, corrupted and deformed by heresy, but others seemed to have never been men to begin with, walking on cloven hooves and howling with faces that looked more bestial than human; some were twice the size of a normal man, clad in hulking power armour more fit for the warriors of the Adeptus Astartes. As they fought, the warriors with bestial faces played curved, brass horns, filling Precipice with a brazen din. Whichever direction Daedalosus looked, he saw Precipice’s defenders being driven back towards him, back towards the core of the station where he was hunched next to the jokaero, waiting for them to finish their work.

			The sphere of plasma at the centre of the scaffold had been extinguished, leaving a dark, ominous hole at the centre of the circular frame. Precipice’s defenders were as afraid of the station’s unstable core as they were of the lunatics massing on their borders, so Daedalosus had humoured them, killing the reactor so that he could be left to work in peace. The time had almost come to trigger it again.

			‘Have you checked the couplings on this side?’ he called out, addressing the ape that was furthest away from him, swinging cheerfully across the gantries with a cable in its mouth. The jokaero looped over towards him to adjust the clamps near Daedalosus.

			Captain Lees was crouched lower down the scaffold, her expression bleak. She had not spoken since they’d escaped from the zoat’s ship. Daedalosus considered the thought processes of unaugmented women a foreign landscape, but he guessed that she was grieving over the death of her husband. He had offered, several times, to let her help the jokaero, but she had just stared at him from behind a curtain of matted, grey hair. She had a battered lasgun across her lap, but she had shown no desire to go and join the defence of the station. It seemed as though she would rather dwell on her pain than do something productive.

			As he climbed past her to check the work of the weaponsmiths, she finally snapped out of her trance. She tucked her hair behind her ears and frowned.

			‘What are you doing out here?’

			The woman had been following Daedalosus around since Tukh died and he had assumed she understood his various hypotheses.

			‘I am linking the entanglement node to resonators in the fortress.’ He shook his head, tapping the nest of cables the jokaero had knotted around the gantry, about to explain more, when he sensed that she was not really interested.

			He used his spinal servo-arm to place himself at her side. He could think of nothing to say.

			She stared at him in disbelief. He nodded, as though they had shared something profound. Then he stood next to her in silence, watching the gunfire tear Precipice apart.

			‘I meant,’ she said, ‘why did you come to the Blackstone Fortress?’

			‘Ah,’ he nodded, relieved by the straightforward nature of the question. ‘In search of knowledge. There are technologies on the fortress that are completely unknown to my priesthood. By deconstructing and understanding objects I have acquired on Precipice I have made invaluable progress in understanding the templates that govern our own technology.’

			The scaffold trembled as a series of mortar shells detonated, cutting a path through the barricades around the Galleus. An avenue of fire opened up across the station, catapulting bodies and sections of hull. Daedalosus had to steady himself until the tremors ceased, and when the smoke cleared he saw that Precipice’s defenders had been driven back almost to the foot of the scaffold.

			Captain Lees did not seem to notice. She stared at the gun on her lap. ‘We came for a new start. We thought we could escape all this.’ She waved vaguely at the violence below. ‘There’s no escape.’

			The apes had almost finished their work. In moments, Daedalosus would be able to trigger the entanglement node, harness the Blackstone’s conduits and free Precipice from this grave. He could not predict exactly what would happen next, but wherever Precipice ended up, he would have given its survivors a chance to reach civilisation and warn the Imperium. Lees’ ungrateful tone grated on him.

			‘We cannot escape what we are,’ he said. ‘But neither should we look to. We have a burden to carry, all of us. But despair is a step towards faithlessness. And without faith, we are no better than those wretches down there.’

			Lees glared at him. ‘You think they have no faith? Look at them. They have more faith than you. Why do you think they’re so happy to kill us?’

			Daedalosus looked at her. ‘Do you know what will happen if we fail to reach an Imperial outpost? Do you know what will happen if no one learns what is happening on the Blackstone? Your husband, Captain Lees, will be a drop in the ocean compared to the millions of lives that will be lost.’ 

			Lees looked shocked by the outburst, but made no sign of moving.

			Daedalosus shook his head, baffled by her. He and his kind were often accused of lacking empathy, but she seemed to have even less of it than him.

			‘The people down there defending us are normal people. Like you and your husband. People who only came to Precipice to try and forge a life. They came to escape, just as you did. They are not all soldiers or priests. Do you feel no sympathy for them?’

			She stared at him for a long moment, then nodded and climbed to her feet. ‘What can I do?’

			Daedalosus could not follow her fluctuations of temper but he was pleased she seemed less despondent. ‘Nothing yet, Captain Lees,’ he said, looking back at the scaffold. ‘I am just waiting for the weaponsmiths here to finish checking everything is in place.’

			The framework shook again, more violently this time, and Lees would have fallen if Daedalosus had not been close enough to catch her. They both looked down to see that they were almost completely surrounded. The station’s defenders were being butchered. Enough of them had listened to Daedalosus for them to make the entanglement node their final stand, but they would not hold out much longer.

			Daedalosus rushed to the nearest jokaero. ‘We have no time left. I have to trigger the reactor now.’

			The ape glanced at one of its fellow weaponsmiths. The other ape gave a non-committal shrug. The first jokaero turned back to Daedalosus and nodded with an eager flash of its canines. Daedalosus waved Lees over to what looked like a rusty barrel full of cables.

			‘Stay next to that transformer. If it moves, hold it down.’

			Lees climbed over to it while Daedalosus hauled himself across the gantries to a similar-looking object with one of its cables disconnected. He grabbed the cable, waved the jokaero clear and pushed it into the transformer. 

			The plasma ball at the heart of the scaffold flashed back into life, drenching them in so much light that Lees had to shield her face. The sphere made such a loud, crackling din that it was audible over the sound of the approaching gunfire. Daedalosus nodded, pleased to see that his work had not destabilised the core any further. 

			Gunfire ripped through a nearby support strut, filling the air with shrapnel and causing Daedalosus to duck. He used his servo-arm to swing onto another platform and then climbed down to a control panel he had welded near the inner curve of the circular scaffold. 

			More shots blasted through the gantries and an ape screamed, falling from sight. The other jokaero began howling and scrambling back and forth, horribly distressed, clawing at their faces. Daedalosus looked up from his work, shocked by their behaviour. They had always seemed placid but now they seemed deranged. Some of them began returning fire with the rings on their fingers, adding pulses of light to the storm of auto-rounds and laser blasts.

			Daedalosus tried to ignore everything apart from the cogitator in front of him. He hammered at the runeboard, entering the codes Draik had supplied. The equations matched perfectly and he backed away from the controls, smiling, as he waited for the warp translation to begin.

			The entanglement core flickered, then regained its steady blaze.

			Daedalosus’ smile froze. Nothing had happened. Lees looked across at him with a puzzled expression. He shook his head and re-entered the binary codes. 

			Again, nothing happened.

			‘What have I done wrong?’ he whispered.

			The apes shrieked louder and some of them started fleeing the scaffold. At first, Daedalosus thought they were going because of his failure, but then he noticed that Lees was staring at something behind him, her eyes wide.

			Daedalosus whirled around.

			When he saw the creatures that were clambering over Precipice’s defence lines, he whispered a prayer, wondering if his mind had given way.
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			The Emperor watched her legions march to victory. They were not the first to reach Precipice, but they would be the last to leave. She saw everything they saw. They were her and she was them. She saw the embattled station clearly as her armies reached its defences and washed over them, driving back the station’s survivors with barely any effort. All it took was one glance for most of the defenders to collapse in horror or flee. 

			The other cults and warbands tried to stand against her, but they were leaden and slow. Her warriors were not bound by the same constraints of the material realm. It was glorious. After thousands of years of slow, gnawing defeat, she was beginning again. The shrines had warned her that the people of Precipice would try to escape, that they would try to reach her enemies and bring them to the Blackstone. But within the hour it would be over. With the Blackstone as her blade, she would behead the beast of heresy that had riven the Imperium. She would cleanse the stars of every alien race that pitted itself against humanity. The dream would become reality. The Imperium would be transformed from rotten effigy to something vital. Invincible. She was about to save humanity.

			She was so lost in the heady thrill of watching Precipice die that it took her a moment to realise she was not alone. Someone had entered her throne room.

			‘Falso?’ she said, dragging her consciousness back to her body. She no longer had eyes, in any normal sense. The final summoning had removed the last few remnants of Lord Commissar Torgau, leaving only the larval beginnings of her new form. She no longer had need of physical senses, though. As her thoughts passed over the seething, star-shaped lake, she realised that the strangers were somewhere above her, moving through the darkness. 

			She presumed the fortress had sent more of its brittle-shelled drones to try and interrupt her but, to her surprise, she found it was a human – and one she had encountered before. It was the officer who had wounded her just before the summoning. She struggled to understand what was happening. The man was accompanied by a small group and all of them appeared to be running through the air. They were not using grav-chutes or any kind of aircraft; they were simply crossing the darkness as though it were solid. 

			She did not spend long worrying over the strange nature of their approach and she smiled as she realised she would have a chance to crush the man who had planted a shot in her head. She gave no sign she had seen the group, letting them continue their peculiar rush through the open air. She counted seven of them: the officer and two of his crew, as well as four priests who were following in their wake, chanting an absurd hymn. For a moment she thought she saw an eighth member of the group but then she realised it was just the shadows cast by the priests.

			‘Come,’ she whispered to herself, as they descended towards the lake with no idea they were being watched. ‘Come and kneel before the Golden Throne.’
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			Draik was only vaguely aware of the others trailing in his wake. As he reached the edge of the lake, his gaze fixed on the grotesque tower up ahead. It loomed over the chamber like an enormous cousin of the other shrines. Its limbs were spread like the branches of a tree, rising though clouds of flies and reaching up into the shadows, the boughs laden with thousands of chanting heads. It was like a vast, rotten oak, and at its crown the foetid meat had lashed together to form an ornate throne. 

			Draik jogged carefully around the edge of the lake. The blood soup that filled it had finished birthing horrors. The liquid popped and steamed but showed no sign of producing anything else. Draik looked up at the throne in the shrine. At first glance, it seemed to be empty, but then he realised there was a figure seated in it. Or, rather, there was a person embedded in it. The body had melded into the surface of the chair, forming a single entity. There was a vague suggestion of a torso and some wasted limbs, but it was only really the eyes, staring from the chair’s back, that revealed the presence of a living person. 

			The heads sang louder as Draik approached the trunk of the shrine, but the eyes in the throne gave no sign of recognition. They were fixed on some distant point, oblivious to his presence. The hatred burning through him told Draik that this wretched creature was bent on destroying Precipice. All her thoughts were locked on that goal. 

			Rather than using his grappling hook to scale the altar, Draik used his new awareness to walk up a slope that would have been invisible to anyone else. The fortress had brought him here to achieve this specific goal. It would not let him fail now. He imagined that, even if the creature in the throne sensed his presence, the Blackstone would lend him the strength to finish his work. He felt like a skilfully handled weapon.

			When he was forty feet from the throne, Draik paused and drew his pistol. The others were struggling to rush after him, watching in amazement as he strode through thin air towards a being that seemed plucked from ancient myth, but Draik could not pause. His whole body was screaming with the need to end the thing’s life.

			He took careful aim.

			The face in the throne turned towards him. ‘Is that how you greet your god?’

			Draik hesitated.

			‘You came all this way, pilgrim. Have you nothing to say?’

			At the sound of the voice Draik was hit by a wave of nausea and stomach cramps. The words came from every mouth on the shrine. The severed heads spoke in unison, producing a garbled, liquid chorus that made him want to howl. 

			He managed to hold steady and take aim.

			‘No,’ said the heads, speaking calmly but firmly. ‘You will not delay me a second time.’

			Draik’s pistol flew from his grip, snatched by a branch-like limb.

			‘No!’ cried Audus from behind him.

			Draik was about to draw his rapier when another tendril fastened around him, binding his hands to his sides and lifting him into the air. There was a chorus of shouts and howls as the rest of the group were caught in the same way. 

			Draik could not comprehend what was happening. He had spent so long sure that he was destined to kill this thing. He could not be mistaken. He strained to free himself, gasping in pain and disbelief, but it was no use. As the strand tightened around his waist, Draik’s ribs creaked and his breath was crushed from his lungs, leaving him unable to speak. 

			As his head grew dizzy and his chest started to burn, Draik realised that he was being held out over the bubbling surface of the lake.
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			‘These were the codes,’ gasped Daedalosus, hammering at the cogitator with increasing ferocity. He could tell, by the screams of the apes, that the warp spawn were coming closer. After the initial horror of seeing them, he had realised what they were. Such unholy creations could only be a product of the warp. He tried to banish them from his mind, but their knotted, multi-jointed limbs snaked into his thoughts, however hard he tried to stop them. The heretics’ shrines had pushed the Blackstone to the point of dimensional collapse. Boundaries between materium and immaterium were failing. Unreality was invading reality. 

			The apes were still hysterical but they had overcome their shock enough to defend themselves. They had gathered beneath him and were firing their digital weapons. Daedalosus doubted they would have any effect but he did not pause to look. He had minutes, perhaps seconds, to understand why the resonators had failed. 

			He looked at the cogitator and checked the links to the resonators. There was no break. Everything was as it should be. He looked up at Captain Lees, who was clinging to the scaffold a few feet away, staring in horror at the approaching warp creatures.

			‘It should work,’ he whispered, even though she could never have heard him over the gunfire. He peered at the display again. Then he tried running the data backwards, wondering if seeing the characters in a different order might reveal his mistake. But there was nothing. 

			He was just about to hurl the cogitator away in despair when he finally noticed something unusual. The mass of the resonators did not make sense. They seemed to exist in some kind of partial state, as though not entirely present. He could find no explanation for it until he thought of the creatures he had just seen pouring into Precipice – creatures from other planes of existence managing to exist concurrently in this one.

			‘The resonators have been altered,’ he muttered, growing even more confused. ‘By the tides of the warp. How is that possible?’

			The screams coming from beneath the scaffold doubled in volume and Daedalosus realised reasons did not matter any more. His time was up. He had failed. 

			He turned slowly from the cogitator, took out his gamma pistol and whispered a final prayer.
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			Draik’s head was so light that he took a moment to realise that the shrine was shaking, as though in pain.

			The tendril around him tightened and then relaxed, dropping him through the air. He fell dangerously close to the lake before grasping one of the angles that had been revealed by his new perception of the fortress. His arm jolted painfully but he hauled himself onto a ledge and raced back towards Audus and the others.

			One by one, the shrine began loosing its hold on each of them, but Draik was fast enough to reach them before they fell, saving them from a possibly lethal fall and guiding them onto the slope. Then they watched as the edifice in front of them clutched a gaping wound in its side. 

			The face in the throne stared out at them.

			‘How did you do this?’ said thousands of heads.

			Draik watched in confusion as a section of shrine collapsed, spilling innards and flies. He shook his head, but then he saw a small shadow climbing quickly across the surface of the shrine, wedging something in the folds of meat before rushing on. The face in the throne seemed oblivious, glaring at Draik.

			‘Grekh?’ gasped Audus, leaning heavily on Quintus as they both tried to catch their breath. 

			‘By the Throne,’ muttered Vorne. ‘It is. It is the alien.’ 

			Draik stared, unable to see the figure clearly.

			A second grenade ripped through the shrine, scattering more meat and flies.

			‘Why isn’t it defending itself?’ cried Taddeus. ‘It could easily crush the animal.’

			‘It does not see him,’ replied Draik. He was on the verge of saying, ‘And neither do I,’ when he realised how odd that would sound. He held his tongue and strained to see what the others were seeing. 

			‘Damn it,’ laughed Audus as another blast ripped through the shrine, nearly splitting it in two. ‘He’s repaying his debt.’ She looked at Draik, her eyes wide with emotion. ‘Do you see? This is why he stayed.’ 

			The heads screamed as the shrine uprooted itself from the floor, leaning towards Draik and the others and reaching out with its countless limbs. Draik looked for an escape route and was about to wave everyone back when another blast rocked the chamber and the throne collapsed, plunging through the heart of the altar and spewing a huge umbrella of flies and smoke.

			The altar fell with such force that Draik and the others had to steady each other to avoid tumbling from the ledge. The reverberations continued for several minutes and for a while the clouds were so thick that none of them dared move for fear of falling.

			When the haze cleared, Draik saw a faint silhouette, strolling towards them through the fumes, a rifle slung over its shoulder – and then it vanished. It took Draik a moment to realise that the heads were silent. An odd quiet had descended on the chamber. 

			One by one, the altars across the hall sank into darkness, robbed of their crimson fire.
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			Warp spawn were swarming up the scaffolding, moving like frenzied larvae: coiling, flopping and looping, immune to the gunfire.

			Daedalosus fired his gamma pistol, hurling radiation from the muzzle, but it was impossible to see if even his blessed weapon was having any effect. Precipice was a ruddy haze of fumes and shrapnel as the various factions battled to reach its heart.

			Lees fired wildly as a warp entity flipped towards her, spewing a wild profusion of limbs. Her lasgun had no impact and the creature engulfed her like a wave, smothering her screams in an amorphous, grey deluge. The creature shuddered as it consumed her, then turned to face Daedalosus, lurching like an unsteady drunk. It was twice as tall as Daedalosus but it looked like a faceless grub, with rings of muscle and limbs like the translucent fronds of a sea creature.

			Daedalosus fired his gamma pistol and the hideous thing flipped backwards though the air, one whole section of its body dissolved by the ionising blast. As the creature fell to the battling crowds below another one slithered into view, followed by another and then another, until dozens of them were ambling towards Daedalosus.

			There was no time for prayers now, or even fear. He simply raised his pistol and prepared to take a final shot. 

			The beam sizzled through the air and hit nothing. Daedalosus cursed, thinking he had missed. Then he realised that the creature had vanished. He looked around and saw that all the others had disappeared. 

			The sounds of fighting beneath the gantry faltered and he heard cries of excitement. Daedalosus scrambled to the edge of the scaffold and looked down through the fumes. There was no sign of the warp creatures. There had been a whole host of them a moment ago and now he could not see even a single one. The battle for Precipice’s outskirts was still raging as heretics battled to enter the station, but there was no sign of the grotesque things that had been about to overwhelm the gravity engine.

			There was a screaming sound from behind him and Daedalosus turned to see one of the jokaero hunched over the cogitator. It was the first of the creatures he had encountered, the one who’d drunk his wine, and it was waving frantically, screaming and pointing at the viewscreen.

			Daedalosus rushed over and grabbed the cogitator. The characters on the screen had changed. The description of the resonators’ mass was now showing as normal. 

			‘Could it be?’ he whispered, looking at the ape. 

			The ape nodded furiously at the cogitator.

			Daedalosus held his breath, his finger hovering over the runeboard, then entered Draik’s code. 

			The plasma core flashed white. The air creaked. Power escaped from the core and limbs of energy splashed across the circular scaffold. Then the whole conflagration began turning like the spokes of a vast wheel. Daedalosus narrowly avoided being incinerated as the jokaero dragged him clear of the blast. He had to shield his face as the whole of Precipice erupted with the same, dazzling light. Through a blizzard of sparks and smoke, Daedalosus looked back at the cogitator and saw numbers hurtling down the screen. He shook his head and then laughed, gripping the ape’s shoulder. 

			‘By the Omnissiah. It’s working!’

			Across Precipice, the gunfire faltered again as a new sound reverberated through the broken hulls. It sounded like cloth being torn, but it was louder than the station’s engines. Everyone who heard it sensed that something momentous was about to happen.

			Daedalosus whispered another prayer, but this one was not to his god. This time he prayed to Janus Draik.
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			Precipice was breaking free of the Blackstone, sidestepping reality with a shriek of tearing atoms. As Draik watched, he realised that he was not seeing some vision of the distant future. Daedalosus had achieved the impossible. He was about to escape. 

			‘We have to get back,’ he said, turning to face the others. 

			For a moment, he thought he was alone in the darkness. He was surrounded by a jumble of black, polyhedral shapes – edges, planes and vertices, bound into a single, beautiful edifice. 

			Then one of the polygons moved and he realised it was Audus. As he recognised her, the rest of the group materialised in her wake, shrugging off the optical illusion and looking at him with concerned expressions. 

			‘Get back to Precipice?’ asked Audus, handing his splinter pistol back to him.

			Draik found it hard to marshal his words. He spoke slowly and carefully. ‘The magos was right. His plan is working. Now that the shrines have gone he is free to harness the Blackstone’s power. Precipice is about to leave.’

			‘Leave?’ Quintus was standing behind Audus. He was ashen-faced and bloody but his eyes flashed. ‘We can escape?’

			Draik nodded. ‘Perhaps. If we make it back in time. The process has already begun.’

			He looked back towards where the shrine had stood at the head of the lake. The fortress was already consuming what remained of it, swallowing the mounds of offal beneath broad, seamless expanses of black ore. The whole chamber was remaking itself, closing over the lake of blood and removing any sign of the heretics. The lurid red glow had gone and the only light came from Taddeus’ servo-skulls, looping overhead, trailing scraps of ragged parchment. 

			‘Where is Grekh?’ he asked, turning back to Audus.

			She frowned and looked to her side. ‘He’s here, Janus.’

			Draik stared at the space next to her. All he could see were edges of shadow. The more clearly Draik saw the fortress, the less he saw other things. Even Audus seemed to exist on the far side of an impassable gulf. What am I becoming? he wondered. 

			He touched the eyepiece and had an even more troubling thought. The dreadful sense of urgency had not left him. There was still something critical he had to achieve. He looked hard at Audus and the others and realised that their arrangement was not as random as he first thought. A flicker of fear washed through him as he realised the shapes of his companions slotted perfectly together to create another, larger outline. It was the face, still watching him silently, through the crystalline blackness. 

			‘Draik?’ said Audus, her voice softer than usual. ‘You have done what you said you needed to do. Can you get us home?’

			Draik’s mind was so full of the Blackstone’s geometry that he found it hard to keep his attention on his fellow explorers. ‘Yes,’ he gasped, forcing his thoughts to stay with them. ‘I know a way.’

			He walked through the darkness without hesitation, as though he had trod the route a thousand times, leading the group up hidden walkways and impossible, gravity-defying stairways that turned in on themselves and crossed miles with a few, small steps. In minutes they had left the blood lake far behind, moving through chambers and halls at a bewildering pace. Behind him, Draik could hear the priests arguing. Taddeus was still talking about finding the Crucible, but Vorne believed she had undergone a kind of revelation, insisting that the prophecy must have referred to the entire fortress; that it referred to Draik cleansing it of heresy, which he had just achieved. She had never spoken about him in such ecstatic tones.

			Draik’s vision of the Blackstone was so clear that he had no doubt that Precipice was still up ahead of them. He could feel its molecules vibrating and altering, preparing for a new reality, but it was not too late for them to escape along with Daedalosus and the others. Strangely, the idea of leaving the fortress did not fill him with a sense of relief. When he tried to picture himself returning to an Imperial world it seemed absurd. How could he live in normal society, seeing the things he now saw?

			He led the group down a narrow corridor and out into a hexagonal hall with a maglev chamber at its centre.

			‘This will take us to the borders of Precipice,’ he said, picking up his pace, sensing that he did not have long before his mind slipped back into abstraction.

			They had almost reached the maglev when Draik became absorbed again by the angles that only he could see. Strands of the Blackstone’s web were rotating and folding, as though moving towards him. It was only when Audus and the others cried out in alarm that Draik realised they could see the shape too.

			He tried to see it as they did, limiting his visions to the spectra visible to a mortal eye. 

			Light filled the hall as Audus and the others opened fire.

			The jumble of facets merged into a humanoid shape. It was three times as tall as Draik and built like an armoured vehicle. It wore no clothes or armour but was constructed entirely of gleaming, black polygons that whirred and flashed as it sprinted towards them. It was unlike any of the drones Draik had ever faced, but it was unmistakably part of the fortress. Draik felt a rush of anger. The Blackstone was attacking him? It felt like a betrayal.

			Vorne bathed the drone in burning promethium, but the flames rippled away from its surface with no sign of damage. Audus fired her autogun, spraying empty shells as rounds clattered against the giant. Again, there was no effect. 

			The group spread out, all firing, but nothing would halt the drone. It did not even seem to register the shots as it ran past the group, making straight for Draik. He managed to fire his pistol once before the drone slammed into him.

			He flew back through the air, landed hard and slid across the floor. The others fired again, lighting up the darkness but not even scratching the drone’s surface. It whirled and reconfigured until it was facing Draik again, like a handful of black diamonds cast across a table. Then it sprinted at him.

			There was blood rushing from Draik’s nose and a blade of agony running up his spine, but he sensed his injuries were more profound than that. The impact had scattered his already fragmented thoughts. His grasp on material reality was slipping.

			The others howled at him to get up, and he moved just before the drone collided with him a second time. Memories of his fencing training came back to him and he managed to sidestep the attack, causing the drone to crash onto the floor, throwing up sparks as it slid into the shadows. 

			As it tumbled away the drone’s head transformed again, switching round to face Draik. Draik gasped in shock as he recognised the features. It was the face from his visions; the face he had seen peering at him across the bridge of the Vanguard. It had finally found him. 

			He fired furiously, spewing splinters at the thing.

			It attacked again, and this time Draik was not fast enough. An angular fist slammed into his head and sent him tumbling across the floor. His mind shattered as blood rushed from his head. 

			The drone loomed over him, preparing to strike again. 

			Audus sprinted into view and leapt before the blow. Draik heard something break in her chest as she crashed against him, but the drone staggered away, rotating sections of its body, and then paused, as though confused. 

			Draik leapt to his feet and dragged Audus up after him. Confused as he was, a furious determination gripped him. Audus would not die as Isola had died. He would not fail both of them. She was slumped in his arms, gasping and wheezing, but she managed a bloody grin.

			‘Grekh!’ cried Draik, staggering under her weight as blood loss made his head whirl. 

			‘Draik,’ said the kroot, from near his side.

			The drone was still watching from a few feet away, its cells turning and clicking as it prepared its next move. 

			‘The thing wants me,’ said Draik, speaking to where he thought Grekh must be standing.

			‘I understand,’ said Grekh.

			‘Yes,’ said Draik, ‘but what I mean is–’

			‘I understand,’ repeated Grekh. 

			The drone reared up to its full height and began striding back towards Draik. Grekh took Audus from Draik’s arms, and Draik heard him rush away towards the maglev chamber.

			‘Wait!’ croaked Audus, trying to struggle free.

			‘You saved me,’ said Draik, forcing the words out. He hoped he was looking at Grekh as well as Audus. ‘Now save yourselves.’

			‘Where is the animal going?’ cried Taddeus, stomping back over to Draik. ‘What did you tell it?’

			‘The maglev is leaving,’ said Draik, drawing his rapier and turning to face the drone, trying not to stagger. ‘Anyone who wishes to escape this place needs to get inside it now.’

			‘It’s leaving without you?’ cried Quintus. His voice was a thin shriek and his eyes were straining. ‘What do you mean?’

			The drone attacked.

			With his blade in his hand Draik felt more like his old self, dropping naturally into a fencing position and forgetting his pain. He sidestepped easily, slashing at the drone as it passed. 

			‘What are you doing?’ demanded Taddeus as the drone reeled away. He was spitting and gasping as he talked, and looked so furious he might forget his devotion to Draik and attack him. ‘If the chamber leaves, you will be trapped.’

			‘Perhaps,’ said Draik, surprised to find that he did not much care. 

			The drone had rotated to face him again and was preparing for another attack.

			‘Get in the chamber!’ snapped Draik. ‘Don’t just stand there gaping like imbeciles. Precipice is leaving. Go now, or stay forever.’

			‘I have to stay with you,’ gasped Quintus, shaking his head frantically and clawing at his wrist. He looked from Draik to the maglev. ‘I can’t go.’ 

			The drone rushed at Draik and he readied himself, standing in another, elegant fencing pose. Again he managed to dodge the attack, but by this point he was growing tired of being constantly on the defensive. As the drone lurched past, Draik leapt onto its back and latched his arms around its neck.

			The drone’s head turned on its shoulders to face him and seeing the baffling face so close made Draik feel like he was back in one of his visions. He leapt free, but not without leaving the drone a parting gift.

			As Draik rolled clear, the grenade he had attached detonated, kicking the drone from its feet and throwing it back through the darkness. A clatter of broken shards told Draik he had damaged the thing. His rage at the Blackstone’s betrayal made no sense, but it was growing all the same and he gave the drone a fierce grin as it scrambled awkwardly back onto its feet, missing a section of its upper left arm.

			As the drone stumbled, examining its wound, a humming sound filled the air. The maglev had left. Draik looked at the now empty chamber with a hollow feeling. He had not thanked either Audus or Grekh. He hoped they were in time. He hoped they reached Precipice. 

			‘You’re still here?’ he cried, noticing the priests and Quintus huddled a few feet away, staring at him. 

			‘You are the Anointed,’ said Taddeus, throwing back his shoulders and gripping his mace in both hands. ‘I will deliver you to the Crucible.’

			Draik felt like laughing at the glowering priests, but Quintus was a different matter. He stared at the tall, hunched youth and shook his head. ‘Why have you stayed?’

			Quintus looked back at him in terror. Then Draik realised Quintus was not looking at him, but something behind him. 

			Draik leapt aside, barely managing to avoid the drone’s fist as it hammered into the floor. The drone had doubled in size, now looming over them like a colossal statue. The blow landed with such force that the floor shattered, scattering pieces and leaving a jagged fissure. 

			The drone drew back its other fist to strike again and Draik had to jog backwards to avoid the blow. The priests and Quintus rushed after him, and they all had to dodge pieces of wall and floor as the drone began attacking the chamber. The frenzied blows drove the group back down the narrow corridor they had entered through. 

			Draik turned and ran, waving for the others to follow. ‘I’ll get you to another maglev!’ he called as the drone forced its way down the corridor, tearing the walls down as it came. He had no idea if that would be worthwhile. He sensed that Precipice was about to leave any second, but he could not simply leave the men to die. He had to try something.

			They emerged into a circular hall with arches leading onto four different corridors. Draik picked out the one he needed and ran towards it, but before he could reach it the drone charged across the hall at incredible speed and smashed the doorway apart, tearing it down in another frenzy of blows and causing the whole corridor to cave in.

			Draik changed direction and made for another doorway but, again, the drone rushed across the room and pummelled the exit, making the way impassable. 

			‘What are you doing?’ muttered Draik as the drone ignored him and strode over to the doorway they had just entered through, demolishing it with a flurry of blows. 

			Now there was only one exit left so Draik sprinted in that direction, ordering the others to follow. The drone loped after them but was too slow to bar their escape, so Draik led the group down a series of corridors until he reached another junction. 

			Again, the drone smashed its way into the room and began attacking exits until only one route remained. Draik found himself in an infuriating game of cat and mouse as the drone shepherded him through the fortress, blocking some routes and leaving others open. Draik even tried hidden ways revealed by his eyepiece, but it made no difference. The drone was always in control, always faster, always herding Draik and the others down a route of its choosing. 

			After a while, Draik forgot about the men struggling to follow him through the darkness. All he could think of was his fury at the drone. Then, as it corralled them into yet another hall, Draik saw that the drone had led them to a chamber that was in a state of collapse. There were cracks opening across the floor and sections of ceiling were crashing down all around them. 

			He turned to try and escape back the way he had come, but the drone had already barred the way, obliterating the doorway. 

			Taddeus cried out in surprise, reminding Draik of his presence.

			‘Emperor be praised!’ gasped the priest, struggling for breath after so much running. 

			Draik looked around at the hall, peering through the tumbling metal and dust, wondering what had made Taddeus so excited. He saw a collection of small, pyramidal shrines, little more than heaps of stones, but the priest was not looking at those. Up ahead, through whirling dust clouds, there was a flickering, cube-shaped light. It was broken and listing to one side, but Taddeus was staring at it as though it were the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

			Draik turned on his heel, rapier dangling from his hand, looking for the drone. To his surprise, the giant shape was motionless, standing a hundred feet away, watching him. He waited a few seconds, expecting it to attack, but then it turned and walked slowly away, disappearing into the banks of whirling dust and tumbling rocks. 

			‘You were leading me here,’ whispered Draik. He looked back at the distant cube-shaped light. ‘What is it?’ he asked.

			Taddeus rushed over, clutching the torn pages of one of his holy books. ‘This is it, Janus! You have found it. Somehow, despite everything, you have found the Crucible.’

			Draik looked at the scrap of paper and wondered if Taddeus might be even more insane than he had imagined. It was just a drawing of a square surrounded by a pattern of triangles.

			‘It is the Crucible,’ gasped Vorne, staggering through rolling clouds of dust and gripping Draik’s arm. ‘You have led us back to it, just as it was written.’

			‘It was not me who led us here,’ said Draik, but he could tell that the priests did not hear him. They were watching him with looks of blank-eyed adoration.

			The hall juddered as another wide crack tore across the ceiling, spewing more rocks and dust. At the same moment, the blazing cube jolted and slumped at an even more crooked angle. It looked like a broken lumen dangling from a frayed cable.

			Draik looked back towards where he last saw the drone. It had brought him here. It had driven him to the Crucible. This must be why his sense of urgency had not left him. The Blackstone still had work for him to do. 

			He ran across the hall, heading towards the cube with the priests racing after him. The cube was hanging way overhead, but Draik’s understanding of the fortress was growing clearer with every second. Even through the rolling clouds of dust and spinning shards he could see the true architecture of the place; the shadow routes that hid themselves so perfectly from normal, human eyes.

			He jogged easily up a hidden slope, eliciting more ecstatic cries from the priests, and then sprinted down a walkway towards the juddering cube. As he broke through the clouds, he saw that there were figures on the cube’s surface. Increasingly, he could see people far less clearly than he could see the Blackstone’s labyrinthine architecture, but he still recognised the larger of the three shapes.

			The Archivist was in a frenzy, attacking the cube with hammer blows from its mechanised gauntlet, smashing its bright, polished surface into shattered, crumbling splinters. Half of the cube’s surface had been destroyed, revealing the chamber inside. The cube was full of freight canisters and cargo crates that were clearly very ancient, and the zoat had pulverised several of them, spilling relics and pieces of machinery.

			When Draik was only a few feet away from the surface of the cube, the hulking alien finally registered his presence and glared at him.

			+You?+ it cried. +Still alive?+ It staggered away from the hole it had just made and trotted towards him. +How?+

			Draik aimed his pistol at the creature’s head. ‘You made Precipice fall.’ The idea made him dizzy with hate. ‘You meant to kill all those people.’

			The zoat stared at him in disbelief. +The people of Precipice? Is that what you care about? You’re more of a fool than I thought, Draik. You care about those vermin?+

			Draik had little interest in talking to the creature. He was about to fire when the zoat whirled away and punched the cube again, smashing another section with a furious howl. As the piece of cube broke, more of the hall collapsed. The two were linked, Draik realised. By smashing the cube, the zoat was destroying the entire hall.

			As the section of broken cube came free, it soared up into the air rather than falling. The fragments that followed did the same. The cube seemed to obey different laws of gravity to the rest of the chamber. Draik watched for a moment, baffled, as the zoat attacked the cube rather than him. Every time it shattered another section, the broken piece shot up into the darkness, flashing and glinting as it sped away.

			‘It’s just a vault,’ said Taddeus, walking past Draik onto the cube’s surface. He sounded numb.

			‘What?’ demanded Draik.

			The other priests and Quintus gathered nearby, watching as Taddeus dropped to his knees and pressed his hands to the broken mirror, staring at his fragmented face. 

			‘It’s just a vault.’

			+Just a vault!+ roared the zoat, punching the cube again, sending another piece flying into the air and causing another stretch of hall to give way, spewing clouds of dust. 

			Draik looked down at the objects inside the cube. They had clearly been collected over many centuries and looked to be priceless. He could not understand the zoat’s rage.

			‘What did you expect?’ he asked.

			+Power!+ The Archivist caused another tremor as it pummelled the thing again. +Over the whole fortress! Not another damned treasure box!+

			The zoat stomped towards him and Draik prepared to fire, but the creature did not attack, it simply railed at him.

			+Precipice is destroyed. My ship is destroyed. All the ships are destroyed. Do you understand? What use are relics? I will rot down here.+ The alien stared at the ruined cube. +This was meant to be the Aberration, or the Seethe, or the Crucible, or whatever name you want to use. It was meant to be the heart of the fortress. It was meant to be the answer to everything.+ The creature’s rage was so violent it was shaking. It lurched away and punched the mirrored floor again, hitting it so hard that everyone standing on it staggered or fell.

			The zoat’s fury had briefly distracted Draik from his own rage. But now he recalled that the Archivist had somehow engineered Precipice’s demise. Even if Daedalosus had managed to succeed with his plan, countless people must still have died in the fall, thanks to this cold-blooded horror. 

			Without a word of warning he fired his pistol, planting half a dozen splinter rounds in the zoat’s neck. It gasped and toppled backwards, clutching the wounds as it fell onto a broken stretch of the cube. The piece was barely attached to the rest of the structure, and as the zoat tried to rise, cracks spread across the join.

			It raised its pistol to return fire but Draik was faster, slamming several more rounds into the creature and sending its gun spinning off into the shadows. 

			The zoat howled and was about to punch the floor again when it saw how precarious its position was. It lowered its fist and glared at Draik, who was preparing to fire again. His rounds should have already killed the creature, but he saw lights spilling from its armoured carapace, spidering across its scales, presumably reacting against the toxins.

			+Kill him now!+ roared the zoat.

			Draik thought, for a moment, that the zoat was talking to Taddeus, who was still knelt on the shattered floor looking dazed. Then he realised the alien was talking to Quintus. He had forgotten the gangly, sallow-skinned youth was still with him.

			‘You know this thing?’ laughed Draik, looking at Quintus. 
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			Quintus was rigid with pain, clutching his wrist. Draik was still struggling to see people as clearly as he should, but he saw a pale shell spreading over the valet’s arm. 

			Quintus hissed in agony and reeled across the cube, doubled over in pain.

			+Do it now!+ roared the Archivist, equally pained. It seemed to be battling the poisons Draik had fired, gasping and struggling to stand.

			Quintus took something from his jacket and stared at it, moaning and shaking so badly he almost dropped it.

			+Kill him and you will live!+ howled the zoat, managing to stand.

			Draik turned his pistol on the boy but, before he could fire, Quintus shook his head. 

			‘I don’t want to live in pieces,’ he gasped, before leaping onto the same shard of floor the zoat was standing on.

			There was a flash of light and Quintus’ body was ripped apart. The explosion was so fierce that Draik and the priests all toppled backwards across the cube. The stretch of cube holding the zoat hurtled up into the air. As it vanished, Draik saw the Archivist clinging desperately to the glinting fragment, howling in fury. 

			As pieces of Quintus rained down around him, Draik struggled to grasp what had just happened. He did not have long to think about it. The cube was screaming and groaning as it started to collapse and the rest of the hall was in an equally disastrous state – whole walls were slamming down and sections of floor were shearing up like slabs of pack ice.

			Draik grabbed Taddeus and hauled him to his feet. The priest stared at him, desolated. 

			‘It was just a vault.’ 

			Draik shook his head and dragged Taddeus from the cube, waving for Vorne and the other priests to follow as he hurried back down through the dust clouds. They were deranged, but even now, Draik knew his duty. He would keep them alive, if he could. 

			They staggered out onto the floor of the hall, looking around in awe at the mountainous rocks spearing up into the air. It was like being in the middle of a storm-lashed ocean. Even now, Draik could sense the Blackstone’s purpose. As the hall tumbled and exploded, Draik discerned a pattern to the madness. It enabled him to weave between the eruptions and predict the chasms that opened up in front of him. 

			‘The Crucible was meant to be the way!’ cried Taddeus, staggering after him. ‘Your way. Your route into the heart of the fortress.’ He sounded hysterical. ‘I was the route through which you would ensure that the Emperor ruled the fortress, rather than…’ He shook his head, grimacing, unable to consider what else would rule in Draik’s place.

			Draik’s limbs were still jangling with the same dreadful need to do something. ‘It looks like you misread your book,’ he snarled.

			‘Look!’ cried Taddeus, showing Draik the torn page again, stabbing the drawing of the square with his finger. ‘So it was written!’

			Draik was about to bat the page away when he hesitated, noticing something about the picture. ‘What are these?’ he asked, stopping amidst the carnage to squint at the page. 

			‘Just a pattern,’ said Taddeus, as Draik studied the faint triangles that surrounded the square.

			‘No!’ snapped Draik. ‘Not just a pattern. I have seen these.’ He looked around, trying to see through the dust clouds. ‘When we entered the hall. Shrines, in exactly that shape.’

			Taddeus took the page back and stared at it. Vorne did the same, gawping at the picture like they had never seen it before.

			‘This way,’ said Draik, heading off along the edge of a crumbling fissure and dodging the shower of stones that was rattling down across the hall. As he ran, he felt a powerful rush of excitement, like he was on the cusp of something momentous. 

			After a few minutes of dodging falling wreckage, Draik saw a figure standing up ahead of them. He halted and raised his pistol but the figure made no move to attack. He edged forwards, holding up a warning hand to the others and keeping the gun raised. 

			As he moved closer, he saw that it was the drone. It was watching him in silence, its facets turning and clicking. Draik felt no urge to attack it, sure now that it had brought him here for a reason. Vorne hissed a curse and raised her flamer but Draik shook his head. 

			‘You’ll just be wasting fuel.’

			The drone was waiting at the far side of the shrines and Draik stepped carefully through the piles of scrap towards it. He had almost reached the drone when a huge section of the cube came away. Rather than crashing to the ground it rushed up into the void, screaming and booming as it rushed out of sight.

			A second later, more of the walls started to come down. The few parts of the hall that had been stable now toppled, collapsing like levelled mountains, creating a horrific din and rocking the floor. 

			‘Get out!’ cried Draik spotting an intact exit not far from the shrines. 

			The priests were like drunks on a sinking ship but Taddeus shook his head defiantly. ‘Never! We will not leave you until you have fulfilled your destiny.’

			Draik shook his head in disbelief. ‘Go! You might still survive.’

			‘And what about you?’ demanded Vorne, waving her flamer at the falling walls. ‘How will you survive?’

			Draik looked back at the drone. It was still waiting for him, watching, uninterested in the destruction. 

			‘I will survive,’ said Draik, and somehow he knew it to be true.

			‘Then we will stay with you!’ cried Taddeus, struggling to stand as the floor lurched.

			Draik felt like striking the man to drive some sense into him. Then, remembering that no priest was ever swayed by logic, he had an idea.

			‘I saw this moment in my dreams,’ he lied, speaking in the same, bombastic tone Taddeus usually employed. ‘I saw you and Vorne, leading me to this Crucible.’

			Taddeus frowned, looking around at the banks of dust. ‘Crucible? What are you talking about?’

			‘Look at your book, eminence. These shrines are the gateway. And this aspect of the fortress,’ he waved at the motionless drone, ‘is my guardian, sent to lead me.’

			Taddeus looked doubtful. 

			‘I am about to ascend!’ howled Draik, summoning all the righteous fury he could manage, slapping his hand to his breastplate and raising his sword. Draik’s words were followed by such a deafening explosion that it sounded like the fortress had cried out in agreement.

			Tears glinted in Taddeus’ eyes as he stared at the apocalypse behind Draik and the towering shape of the drone.

			‘This is the Crucible?’ he gasped. 

			‘Do not delay me, priest!’ bellowed Draik. ‘My moment of ascension has come! Leave! Or my time will pass!’

			Taddeus closed his eyes and whispered a prayer. Then he looked at Vorne. Her eyes were glittering too. 

			‘Then let it begin!’ cried Taddeus, holding his mace into the storm of rubble, ignoring the shards of stone punching into him. He bowed low, made the sign of the aquila, gave Draik one final, awed look and then stumbled off across the hall. 

			Draik stood in the same position, with his sword raised and a triumphant expression on his face, until the priests had all vanished from sight.

			Then he relaxed and lowered the sword. The shrines fell way, tumbling into a crevasse, and Draik was left standing on a spur of rock surrounded by a savage tumult. 

			It ends here, then, he thought. But somehow, he sensed that was not the case. 

			The piece of rock jolted, forcing him to leap into the dust, landing heavily on a slab that was sliding slowly downwards. He looked around but even with his altered perception of the fortress, he could see nowhere to jump. Everything was in flux.

			‘What now?’ he muttered, crawling back and forth across the rock as it juddered and dropped. As the priests left, the servo-skulls drifted away too, and their light was fading fast.

			Something moved near his face. 

			He looked up and saw an outstretched hand. It was the drone. He could see the black crystals spinning and interlocking in its palm. He hesitated, then remembered he was about to die anyway, and took the proffered hand, letting himself be hauled up onto a hidden ledge.

			The drone walked calmly away from him and Draik followed, balancing on a blade-thin ledge until the drone came to a halt before a hole in the floor. The hole was a perfect square, just like the one in the priest’s book. Draik laughed at the coincidence, thinking how delighted Taddeus would have been.

			There were stairs leading down into the hole and the drone descended into the darkness.

			Draik felt like his old life was already over. If Precipice had survived, it was long gone by now. He had no way home. No way to rejoin humanity. Whatever the Blackstone wanted of him, this was all he had. 

			He took one final glance at the devastation in the hall, then walked down the steps.

			After a while, the sounds of destruction grew faint, then finally faded away altogether, until all Draik could hear was the sound of the drone’s footsteps and his own laboured breathing. He found it hard to gauge the passing of time, but as the stairs plunged ever deeper into the fortress, he felt as though he must have been walking for hours. The muscles in his legs were burning and his pace started to slow. Gradually, he noticed the temperature rising. The fortress’ perpetual chill was replaced by the vast, rumbling warmth of a furnace. Finally, as his legs felt like they might give way, Draik saw a light up ahead, silhouetting the drone and washing over the steps. 

			Then the drone led Draik out into the heavens.

			He dropped to his knees, breathless, as he saw the galaxy spread out around him. He looked back but the staircase had vanished, leaving only the endless stars. He knelt there for a moment, basking in the incredible sensation of being adrift in the void. Then, as he looked harder, he saw that he was not adrift; he was not simply floating. 

			The Blackstone was still there. Its miles of baffling corridors and impossible halls were still spread around him. In fact, he was at the centre of the whole star fort. The clarity of vision that had been building in him now reached its apotheosis. He could see every facet of the fortress, but he could see it so clearly that it had become a lens through which the rest of the galaxy was magnified. He reached down and touched a floor he could not see. This was the true face of the Blackstone Fortress. This was the enigma that had tormented him every time he studied its tessellating surface. By finally seeing it so clearly, he was able to see through it; to see with it. 

			The drone stepped aside and Draik saw that there was something hovering in front of him: an opaque triangle of light, about the height of a man. It was featureless, and as Draik stood up and walked around it, he saw that it was only a fraction of a millimetre thick. It looked like a fragment of white glass, hanging in space. 

			As he studied it, Draik’s pulse quickened. The overwhelming sense of urgency that had been tormenting him grew to an agonising level. Draik laughed as he realised that the priests had been right. He had played along with them for his own ends, never giving any credence to Taddeus or his books but, in this panel of light, Draik sensed a power that he had been seeking, unwittingly, his entire life. A divine power. Intuitively, he knew that were he to step through the light, he would be unmade. Draik would die and a new Draik would be born. There would be no way back. The idea terrified and exhilarated him. His instincts screamed at him to flee. Surely this was heresy of the worst kind? He was considering abandoning his very humanity, on a whim he could not even explain. But another part of him exalted in being offered the chance to become something he always sensed he should be: something more than human.

			Draik stood there for a long time, staring at the triangle of light, torn by his inability to decide. He knew, now, that the stairs were still behind him. He could leave this chamber, climb back up the stairs and try to find a way home. Or, he could take a single step forwards and join himself to the fortress.

			The drone moved and Draik backed away, gripping the hilt of his sword, but it had merely held out its hand.

			It was offering to lead him into the light.

			He looked into the spinning facets of the face that had haunted him for so long. Then, to his amazement, he realised that the features were becoming clearer. Finally, he saw the face of his tormentor.

			‘We can be partners,’ said the drone, still holding out its hand.

			‘Isola?’ gasped Draik. 

			She smiled at him through her shifting black mask. Draik grabbed her hand and for a while he was too overwhelmed to think clearly.

			Then, still holding her hand, he turned to the light. 

		

	
		
			 

			AFTER

			‘Are you sure?’ asked Raus, still cowering under the rubble.

			‘Sure,’ replied Rein. ‘They’re all gone.’

			Raus crept to his brother’s side and peered out into the madness. The hall had almost entirely collapsed, and as the vast expanses of wall crashed down they carved ragged caverns into the floor and hurled waves of dust through the darkness. The priests’ servo-skulls had gone and the only light was coming from the stab-lights on the ratlings’ heads.

			‘Then this is ours,’ said Raus, grinning as he cradled the jar of bones they had salvaged from the cube. The jar’s decoration was enough to make them wealthier than they could have ever hoped. It was studded with gemstones the size of eyeballs and framed in beautifully filigreed gold. But the real value of the thing was its age. The inscriptions on the case were thousands of years old. It was ancient beyond anything either of them had ever heard of. 

			‘Think what a Ministorum priest will pay for it,’ said Rein, gripping Raus’ shoulder so hard it hurt.

			They were clinging to the final section of cube. The rest of the vault had spiralled up into the darkness and the piece they were on was making a troubling creaking sound.

			‘We have to get off this thing quick,’ said Rein, as the final supports started to buckle. They scampered across the juddering surface, dodging shards of rock, until they reached a point where Raus could fix his grappling hook and hurl the rope into the tumult below. 

			‘Do you remember which way the priests went, Rein?’ asked Raus, looking dubiously at the churning rocks. 

			Rein nodded, tapping his head. ‘It’s all in here, brother. I saw exactly where Draik sent them. There was one doorway still standing. We’ll see it when we get close.’

			Another section of cube ripped free and rushed upwards, causing the rest of the fragment to tilt. The ratlings fell backwards, hurled away from the rope and back across the shaking slab.

			‘Raus!’ cried Rein as he fell off the other side.

			Raus managed to grab him by the wrist, just before he plunged to his death.

			Rein stared up at him, his face rigid. ‘Don’t drop me, Raus!’

			‘I’ve got you, brother,’ gasped Raus, managing to steady himself by planting his boots against a lip at the edge of the platform. The hall shook again and Rein cried out as his hand nearly slipped free. 

			‘Don’t let me go!’ 

			Raus was too breathless to reply, but he managed to haul his brother a little closer.

			‘Wait!’ cried Rein.

			Raus kept pulling.

			‘Stop!’ cried Rein.

			‘I can’t hold you much longer,’ gasped Raus, his muscles screaming. ‘What is it?’

			Rein looked down between his feet then looked back up at Raus, licking his lips. ‘I can see another jar of bones.’ He gave an awkward smile and his left eye started to twitch.

			‘You’re insane!’ howled Raus. ‘We have to get down from here! The whole place is about to collapse!’

			‘There are a lot of gems on it,’ said Rein, looking down between his feet again.

			Raus stared at him in disbelief. Then he sucked his teeth.

			‘How many is a lot, Rein?’
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			Kurdrak woke with a scream like a newborn, writhing in the dark, drenched in his own blood. He tried to rise but his legs collapsed beneath him. His neuroresponsive armour hardened into barbed plates, anticipating an attack, but none came. He lay there, slipping in the blood, cursing his indolence. How could he have let himself sleep? Here, in this den of savages. How could he be so stupid?

			The pain increased and he thrashed around, trying to find his husk blade, or a knife – anything he could use to lash out – but there was nothing. Someone laughed, low and cruel, then the torment grew too great and he slipped back into unconsciousness.

			When he came to, the pain was still there, but more manageable. It was coming from the side of his neck. He reached up to investigate, but as his fingers touched the wound, pain jolted down his side like a flash of electricity, curling him into a gasping ball.

			Before he withdrew his fingers, they brushed against a hard surface, something jammed between the veins.

			Something in his neck. 

			He managed to stand, repulsed and furious. What was it? He wanted to touch it, to discern its shape, but his neck was still throbbing from his last attempt. He leaned against his bunk, dazed and febrile as he tried to trigger the overhead lights. Nothing happened. Something was wrong with his ship. He tried more controls, but there was no response. The Talon had been disabled. He called for his guards, but there was no reply. 

			He stared into the dark and his eyes gradually began to adjust to the gloom. The cabin looked like his treatment theatres back on Commorragh. Every surface was wet with blood, much of it his own. He could see where he had lurched around the room, clumsy with pain, leaving bloody handprints on the walls. But even more of the spilled blood was that of his guards. They were heaped across the furniture in a variety of awkward positions. Throats slit. Eyes blank. 

			Kurdrak cursed as he staggered through the doorway, shaking his head in disbelief. He had been betrayed. They were all dead. His whole crew. He could see them sprawled through the companionways and crumpled against the bulkheads. No, not all of them: there was one person missing. 

			‘Xaloth,’ he spat. 

			Even before they landed on Precipice he had suspected her of treachery, but he played along, acting the fool, waiting for a chance to learn who was paying her. As he stumbled through the dark, cursing himself for not killing Xaloth when he had the chance, Kurdrak saw a crimson light spilling over the carnage, bleeding into the Talon, coming from somewhere up ahead. Pain was still throbbing down his side from the object in his neck, but Kurdrak managed to stagger on until he saw the source of the light. The landing ramp was down. The light was the blood-glow of Precipice, flooding through the jumbled walkways and into his shuttle. He grabbed a splinter pistol from a weapons rack and walked out into the damp, clinging heat. 

			Crowds were thronging down the mooring spar, and some of them looked over as he staggered out into the glare, grimacing at the state of him. No one seemed keen to approach a blood-splattered drukhari. Most people hurried on through the forest of gantries and anchorage points, heading towards the trading hall known as the Dromeplatz, but one figure remained motionless, watching him from the far side of the mob, her face hidden in the folds of her hood, her relaxed posture betraying wry amusement. 

			‘Xaloth,’ hissed Kurdrak. He lurched down the ramp, raising the splinter pistol as he waded into the crowd. ‘You’re losing your touch,’ he gasped, though he knew she would not hear him over the din. 

			Whatever she had placed in his neck had not been enough to kill him. He might not have long left, but he would use whatever time he had to make her pay.

			The crowd parted at the sight of his raised pistol and some people cried out in alarm, but Xaloth was already gone, sprinting off through the scrapyard of rusting superstructures. Looming over the whole scene was the magnificent relic that had drawn all these moronic treasure hunters. Not one of them understood what they had come to plunder. The Blackstone Fortress. They even managed to reduce its magnificence with the crudity of their language. They looked upon the masterwork of a god and all they saw was a fortress made of black stone. He almost pitied them.

			Kurdrak dragged his gaze from the Blackstone and ran after Xaloth, dodging past rusting fuel tanks and shattered turbines, trying to get a clear shot. Her nimble frame vaulted easily through the piles of salvage, slipping through the shadows with infuriating nonchalance.

			Kurdrak loosed off a shot, but it went wide, puncturing the hull of an abandoned shuttle, seconds after Xaloth had already leapt up onto a ventilation pipe and disappeared from view.

			Kurdrak trailed ribbons of blood as he shoved through salvage teams and flight crews. A man bellowed as Kurdrak ran past him, trying to land a punch. Even wounded and dazed by pain, Kurdrak was too fast for the lumbering ape, not even bothering to acknowledge the man as he rushed after Xaloth. He jumped up onto the ventilation pipe and nearly fell off the other side. It was a sheer drop – hundreds of feet down to the void screen that encircled Precipice. As he teetered on the edge of the pipe, he saw the heat shimmer where the artificial atmosphere butted up against the vacuum of space. If he fell he would fry, burning in the currents, providing a brief, spectacular entertainment for the crowds in the Dromeplatz before tumbling out into the stars. 

			Pain jarred in his neck again, giving him focus, and he looked around. Xaloth had skirted round the outside of the Dromeplatz, jumping onto another mooring spar and sprinting towards the eastern edge of Precipice, the area known as Lagan. He raced after her, straining to draw a bead as she dodged through the jumble of shadows and lights thrown by the Dromeplatz. He was desperate to touch his neck, to explore the object nestling beside his jugular, but another jolt of pain might send him to his death, so he resisted and ran on through the crimson fumes.

			Xaloth paused at a crossroads and turned to face him, smiling. 

			He raised his pistol but she ducked beneath a piece of shattered plasteel and ran off down another walkway. As Kurdrak turned the corner, he saw her disappear into the drinking den known as the Helmsman, pushing through teetering, makeshift doors into the rowdy darkness beyond. Kurdrak halted, muttering another curse. The Helmsman was a warren of staterooms and lounges, spurring off a huge central bar. It would be packed with hundreds of drunks. He shook his head and strode up to the doors, driven on by rage and pain.

			He ducked as he entered, assailed by the insects that nested in the Helmsman’s rafters. They snapped in his face like wet rags: big, meaty, moth-like things, thrashing violently as he swatted them away. He barged through the crush, glaring furiously, daring anyone to speak to him. The Helmsman was sparsely lit, so he was spared the full, repugnant horror of its occupants, but he saw enough to be distracted from the pain in his neck: fat, lumbering oafs, yelling, belching and boasting of their plans – fantasising of the riches they would claim once they raided the Blackstone Fortress. Most of them were gathered like supplicants around a shard of the fortress that had been placed at the centre of the room. Kurdrak felt a rush of fresh hate as he saw how they had torn down a piece of genius and jammed it into their ugly little starport. They had even pasted scraps of paper across its surface – obscuring its beauty with images of their own bulbous, leering faces. 

			He shook his head, trying to control his rage. He had avoided this place for days, knowing how hard he would find it not to start a fight. Then he saw Xaloth, framed briefly by a column of light as she slipped through the crowds. He shouldered his way through the drunks and saw that she was making for one of the private rooms that lined the main bar.

			She paused outside a door, looking around to see if she had been followed. Kurdrak hid, ducking behind a particularly monstrous human until she pushed the door open and left the bar. Then he dashed through the shadows, gripping his splinter pistol tightly as he reached the door.

			He pressed his ear to the buckled plasteel, listening to the voices on the other side, but there was too much noise in the bar for him to hear anything. Some of the locals were staring at him. Even on Precipice he must have made an unusual sight: wraith-thin, clad in barbed, kabalite armour and spewing blood from whatever Xaloth had planted in his neck.

			He checked his pistol, booted the door open and marched into the room.

			‘Zokar,’ he gasped, stunned to see his brother’s grinning face. The archon of the Dead Heart Kabal was meant to be in Commorragh, but here he was in a back room of the Helmsman, flanked by dozens of aides and guards, turning the stateroom into a barbed glade of ebon, razor-edged armour. 

			‘Thank you for coming so promptly,’ replied Zokar, adopting an expression of mock sincerity. 

			Kurdrak was too stunned to reply, lowering his pistol in shock. Xaloth was standing at Zokar’s side and she handed something to the archon. It looked like a dull, unpolished gemstone, as black and impenetrable as the Blackstone Fortress. 

			‘Bear with me, brother,’ said Zokar as he pressed the stone into the breastplate of his armour. As it clicked into place, the plates rippled like liquid, swallowing the stone before forming back into a whole.

			Kurdrak glared at him, counting the number of warriors in the room and wondering if he could kill his brother and tumble back out before they gunned him down.

			Zokar shook his head. ‘I realise I’m the last person you expected to see, but a word of advice, brother – ask me what’s in your neck before you do anything else.’

			Kurdrak’s fury was so great that he almost pulled the trigger anyway. 

			‘If I die, blood of my blood,’ said Zokar, ‘we’ll face our reward together.’ He tapped his chest armour, where it had absorbed the gemstone given to him by Xaloth. ‘We are bonded. By more than blood.’

			Kurdrak’s finger still hovered over the trigger. ‘What have you done?’

			Zokar shrugged. ‘Given you another chance. Another chance to prove your loyalty.’

			‘Loyalty?’ laughed Kurdrak. ‘You have no idea what the word means.’ 

			Zokar continued smiling. ‘And you do?’

			Kurdrak scowled, then turned to Xaloth. ‘I saved your life. Zokar would have killed you. And you repay me like this? By returning to the service of the man who tried to murder you?’

			She laughed. ‘I never left his service.’

			‘Did you think I wouldn’t know you were up to something?’ said Zokar. He held up a piece of skin, revealing the runes carved into it. ‘Xaloth told me what you found before you left Commorragh.’

			Kurdrak cursed at the sight of the skin. So this was what it was all about. Xaloth must have stolen it after killing his guards. ‘You have no idea what that is,’ he spat.

			‘Then tell me, brother. What have you found? What was so valuable that you would betray your archon, cross half the galaxy and come here, to this wretched place? What is so important about this map that you decided to keep it secret from me?’

			Kurdrak said nothing.

			The archon retained his relaxed, sardonic demeanour. ‘I suspected you’d play this tiresome game. And this map is meaningless if I don’t have you on hand to decipher your ugly scribbles. So…’ he paused for dramatic effect, smiling cheerfully, ‘Xaloth has placed a little love token in your neck – a neurotoxin charge.’ He raised one of his hands and closed his gauntlet into a fist. 

			Pain snapped through Kurdrak, hitting him with such violence that he doubled over, gasping for breath. It radiated from his neck and flashed across his body, boiling in his veins like acid. Zokar smiled, closing his eyes, as though savouring a pleasant flavour. Then he opened his fist and let the pain cease, but it took a few seconds before Kurdrak could see the room clearly again. Zokar’s smile faded. 

			‘Let’s dispense with the tedious negotiations. Do what I say, or I’ll flood your heart with more pain than it can endure.’ He waved the shred of skin. ‘What does this lead to? Xaloth has told me a little, but I want details, brother.’

			Kurdrak glared at him.

			Zokar clenched his fist, tighter this time, and Kurdrak howled as he hit the floor, his head clanging on the deck plating. Zokar tortured him for nearly a minute this time, smiling kindly as Kurdrak thrashed and spluttered at his feet.

			When Zokar finally released his grip, Kurdrak had to lie still for a while, gasping for breath until his vision cleared and his heart grew steady.

			‘Brother,’ said Zokar. ‘Learn to share. We’re kin. Serve me well, and I might not kill you.’ 

			‘And if I kill you?’ slurred Kurdrak, managing to stand and point his gun at Zokar.

			Zokar looked sympathetic. ‘Unwise. The pain inducer is powered by the ebb and flow of my heart.’ He tapped the point where his chest armour had absorbed the gemstone. ‘If the glorious trajectory of my life is cut short, the charge will self-destruct, spilling all of those delightful neurotoxins in one go. I’m afraid you wouldn’t experience much pain – the dose would be far too powerful. You’d be dead before you had the chance to thank me, released into the loving caress of She Who Thirsts.’

			Kurdrak finally lowered the pistol. For the moment at least, he was trapped. He had no doubt his brother’s threat was sincere. He nodded. 

			‘These oafs call it a Blackstone Fortress,’ he said, ‘but you and I know what it truly is. A piece of pre-history. A relic from before the Fall, wrought by the great weaponsmith himself. Vaul’s Talisman. A shard of his divinity, still hanging in the stars, still tangible and real.’

			Zokar nodded eagerly, finally looking serious. ‘And the map?’

			Kurdrak hesitated, grimacing, before continuing. ‘The Blackstone’s power is unlike anything else in the galaxy because it is not of the galaxy – it’s fuelled by the power of Vaul. The power of a god. He placed a fragment of his soul in everything he made, and the piece he left in the Blackstone is still there – vast and omnipotent, a potent echo of his spirit.’ He nodded to the scrap of skin. ‘This map leads to a point of sacred conjunction – a holy fulcrum called the Blood Anvil, deep in the heart of the fortress. A place where a supplicant, if his heart is bold enough, could join his essence to Vaul’s.’ Kurdrak tried to keep his voice steady, but failed. ‘And once joined to Vaul, that supplicant would be rid of death’s spectre. His soul would be inured to the passing of time, preserved by the flame of the Great Smith.’

			‘We already have ways of prolonging our lives,’ said Zokar, leaning forwards in his chair, his eyes glinting. 

			‘This is true immortality,’ said Kurdrak. ‘Freed from the grip of She who watches us from the other side of death.’

			Zokar stared at him for a moment, a rapturous expression on his face, then he shook his head and sat back. 

			‘So Xaloth was right.’ 

			Kurdrak nodded.

			After a while, Zokar smiled again. ‘You’re right, brother, no one here has an inkling of what’s buried in the Blackstone, but we do.’ He nodded at the implant in Kurdrak’s neck. ‘And you’re going to lead me to it.’

			The walls of the Blackstone loomed high, cold and brutal, hammered into impossible geometry on the anvil of a long-dead god. Kurdrak paused, admiring the remorseless grandeur: featureless planes and soaring vertices, all wrought of such a seamless black ore that it seemed to leech the starlight, turning the star fort into an abyssal wound, seething, quiet and ominous amongst its more flashy attendants. He could not study its magnificence for long. His mind was already crowded with the voices of the Blackstone – soundless, incoherent cries that radiated from every chasm and resonated in his skull, screaming a language with no words, ordering him to turn back.

			He looked at the shred of skin in his hand, so pale it looked luminous in the darkness. The runes were rolling and shifting, as though the ink were still wet, creating shapes as baffling as the starship they described. The human who originally inhabited the skin had been too deranged to explain his own nature. Kurdrak had employed every technique at his disposal, eliciting screams and howls for mercy, but nothing close to a logical reply. The man had been a sorcerer, that much had been clear, and his artistry had burned secrets into his skin. Most of it was indecipherable, but after months of secret, arduous research, Kurdrak had found meaning scored into one bleeding remnant. He preserved it, tracing runes of his own over the top, transcribing descriptions of routes and formulae that referred to the spirit of an ancient, divine being. It was only years later, when word reached Commorragh of a newly discovered Blackstone Fortress, that Kurdrak understood: his map led to a ghost – the ghost of a god.

			They had docked their shuttle at the Stygian Aperture, the docking point closest to Precipice. There were a few ships already hunched in the gloom, but they were as dark and lifeless as the Blackstone itself. Zokar was at his side and they were flanked by Xaloth and a cluster of kabalite warriors, their splinter rifles glinting in the shuttle’s landing lights.

			As Kurdrak headed off towards the chamber wall, he glanced at the scrap of skin, checking the runes and serpentine patterns. He reached the side of the chamber and looked up at its faceted clutter of hexagons and rhombuses. Some of the planes contained openings – the entrances to the transportation chambers that were veined through the Blackstone. 

			‘In here,’ he said, waving the others through an entrance and hurrying over to the rune panels that lined one of the walls. 

			As the others rushed in after him, Kurdrak saw movement in the vast darkness. Something was circling, edging towards them. Zokar had seen it too. He nodded at the rune panels. 

			‘Quickly, brother.’

			Kurdrak ran his fingers over the runes and the chamber hummed into life. It was about twenty feet wide and twice as long, and it looked like a piece of volcanic glass – all shards and splinters. It reminded Kurdrak of the spires that crowned Commorragh, but its beauty was of a stranger kind. Where drukhari architecture was slender, cruel and deliberate, this was bafflingly complex – numberless angles and intersections forming a design impossible to comprehend. The runeboard closed the door with a cut-glass clink and the darkness became absolute. 

			Xaloth and the guards triggered lumens on their weapons, splashing light over the faceted walls and creating a confusing jumble of reflections. Kurdrak’s face stared back at him from hundreds of mirrors, all revealing the gruesome nature of his neck implant. Most of it was sunk beneath his skin, but what little he could see looked like a black, barbed seed pod.

			The chamber vibrated gently for ten minutes or so, then grew still and the noise faded away. Kurdrak touched another rune and the door opened, bathing them in silver light. Breath-catching cold flooded into the chamber, locking Kurdrak’s face into a grimace as he waved his pistol at the kabalite warriors, ordering them to advance ahead of him.

			When the warriors showed no sign of being attacked, Kurdrak, Xaloth and Zokar followed.

			They emerged into what looked like a cabinet of enormous jewels – hundreds of clear, irregular prisms lay all around them, some as small as a man, others the size of void ships – vast, crooked, sheer-sided edifices scattered with no apparent logic. All of them were rimy and glittering, and Kurdrak’s breath billowed around his head in sparkling clouds. There was a faint, cold light leaking from somewhere overhead and, after a moment’s pause, Kurdrak nodded and strode on between the crystals. 

			They rushed through dozens of chambers that all looked the same, then the architecture began to change, opening out into wide, terraced steps that spiralled around ink-dark wells. Kurdrak and the others paused to stare into one of them, but the darkness was impenetrable. The holes looked like black circles, painted across the floor. Only the warm, subterranean draughts that spilled from them hinted at the bottomless drop beneath. 

			Kurdrak circled the holes with care, slowing his pace as he struggled to make them out in the darkness.

			Gunshots whined in the distance, reverberating across the towering walls, followed by a howling sound – dozens of creatures, crying out in pain or hunger. 

			Kurdrak halted, listening to the sounds of battle, and the others gathered around him, training their weapons on the shadows.

			‘How far?’ demanded Zokar, his eyes flashing in the light from his neck armour. 

			Kurdrak did not register his question, still listening to the howling sound. It was coming closer, but the strange acoustics of the Blackstone made it hard to be sure of the direction.

			Pain jammed though his neck and spread through his chest, dropping him to his knees.

			When it ceased, he looked up to see Zokar, his fist clenched, smiling at him.

			‘How far?’ repeated the archon. 

			Kurdrak looked at the scrap of skin again, peering at the runes. ‘Not far,’ he mumbled, struggling to speak. ‘We’ll have to be careful not to miss the entrance. It’s well hidden.’

			There was more gunfire and howls. 

			Zokar raised his hand in a cheerful threat.

			Kurdrak limped on through the gloom, staring at the walls. The surface was a collision of asymmetrical shapes, all chiselled from the same dull, black ore. He ran his fingers over them as he hurried on, letting the cold radiate into his bones, listening for a voice that could ring out over the chorus in his skull. There was nothing.

			He passed another one of the wells and climbed a fan of wide terraces, heading up into the higher levels, glancing at the map as he went. The steps swept up the wall and ended at another crooked, angular opening. The doorway was forty feet tall and shaped like two diamonds stacked on their sides. 

			Kurdrak rushed on into the next hall without pause and found himself bathed in light. The hall was even larger than the preceding one and constructed in a similar fashion – spirals of wide, terrace-like steps that fanned out in every direction, some forming logical staircases, others turning in on themselves so awkwardly they would be impossible to use. As in the previous room, the ceiling was so high it was lost in the shadows, beyond a vague hint of apexes and vertices. There were some differences though. One entire side of the chamber was built of transparent crystal – a vast, faceted window looking out onto the stars. Precipice was visible on the other side – ugly and tangled, surrounded by its mantle of glittering junk. The bloodshot eye at its centre, the Dromeplatz, blazed so angrily that its light spilled through the window like a sunset, lighting up the whole chamber and revealing the second thing that made it different from the previous rooms. 

			At the centre of the hall, where the terraces spiralled down towards a rectangular pit, there was a vehicle – some kind of groundcar, with wide, heavy caterpillar tracks and a wedge of rusting plasteel mounted at the front. It must once have been a piece of construction equipment, but someone had strapped lascannons to its sides and clad it in armour plating. The weaponry had clearly not helped. The truck was lying on its side, flames rippling over its chassis. 

			Kurdrak and the others froze, aiming their guns at the wreckage. There were bodies leading away from it. Humans. Blubbery-faced simpletons like the ones in the Helmsman. There was no question that they were dead. Whatever killed them had done a thorough job of tearing them into shreds, before eating most of their insides. The corpses were little more than heads and gore-slick skeletons. The sides of the groundcar were glistening with blood and in some places the sides had been ripped away, ravaged by claws powerful enough to tear through armour plating.

			Howls echoed around the chamber, followed by more gunfire. Kurdrak guessed it was only in the next room.

			Zokar was staring at him, but before he could trigger another burst of agony Kurdrak waved the rest of the group across the hall, away from the crashed truck towards a cluster of openings in the floor on the far side of the room. 

			They had almost reached them when shapes burst into the room from another doorway. Three men scrambled over the lopsided floor, struggling to run back towards the overturned groundcar. They were shooting back over their shoulders as they ran, filling the air with las-fire, trying to halt whatever they were fleeing from.

			Kurdrak and the rest of his party watched in silence, immobile. 

			One of the men howled as he caught sight of the drukhari. He was dressed in a bulky, padded jacket and his face was hidden behind an oxygen mask, but his panic was clear in the shredded croak of his voice. ‘Help!’ he cried, changing direction and running towards them.

			Zokar sighed, raised his pistol and shot him in the head, sending him flipping back into the others and filling the air with blood. ‘We don’t have time for this,’ he muttered, looking at Kurdrak. ‘Where next?’

			Kurdrak nodded at one of the lightless openings in the floor, but before they could move, the other men opened fire. Kurdrak ducked and returned fire, hitting a man in the chest and sending him sliding across the dark, glassy floor. The last one cried out as he reached the groundcar and saw the butchered corpses.

			‘Let me speed things up,’ said Xaloth, drawing a serrated scimitar from her belt. The blade was oily with toxins and she smiled as she padded down the slopes towards him.

			‘Wait!’ snapped Kurdrak, as more figures flooded into the hall, entering through the same doorway the men had come through.

			Xaloth paused, lowering her sword in shock as the newcomers rushed towards her. They were vaguely humanoid, but clearly not human. They were huge, hulking animals, twice the size of a man and stooped like apes, with powerful arms that reached right down to their feet. Kurdrak had never seen their like before. They reminded him of enormous insects, with a thick, beetle-like carapace and massive serrated mandibles. Despite their awkward, hunched posture, they powered quickly across the room, racing towards Xaloth with a chorus of grinding howls.

			She recovered from her shock and fired, but her splinters clattered uselessly against the monsters’ thick shells. Zokar’s kabalite warriors fired more splinters into the stampeding creatures, again to no effect. Zokar looked only vaguely interested as the creatures smashed into Xaloth, enveloping her in an explosion of blood and bone, tearing her apart in a crazed feeding frenzy.

			‘Stall them,’ he said, glancing at his guards and waving languidly at the slaughter.

			The kabalite warriors rushed down the slope, firing as they went and drawing toxic blades. If they feared death, they showed no sign of it.

			‘Time’s up,’ said Zokar, turning to Kurdrak, sounding irritated rather than alarmed. 

			Kurdrak nodded, checked his map one last time and bolted towards one of the circular openings in the floor. From most angles, it looked like a bottomless drop, just like all the others, but when he placed his foot exactly where the runes suggested, its secret was revealed: a narrow staircase, spiralling down into the darkness.

			As Kurdrak’s armoured boot clicked down onto the step, Zokar grinned, delighted, and shoved his brother aside, hurrying down the stairs.

			Kurdrak took one last look at the fight by the groundcar. Most of the kabalites were already dead, torn apart by the monsters in seconds. Their brutality was impressive. Zokar was already disappearing down into the darkness, so he left the creatures to their feast and hurried after his brother. 

			The light from Precipice only reached down the first few steps and they were quickly plunged into darkness. The only illumination was the faint glow leaking between the spined plates of their armour. 

			‘Wait!’ Kurdrak hissed, grabbing Zokar by the shoulder. ‘There are dozens of staircases.’ He triggered the lumen on his splinter pistol and stabbed it through the darkness, revealing a bewildering mesh of intertwined staircases. They were woven together like the fibres of a cloth, twisting and flowing into each other, creating hundreds of intersections. 

			Zokar halted. ‘Which one?’

			Kurdrak studied the map again, looked around, then nodded at one of the staircases. 

			‘That one. Ignore every split – just keep on that staircase.’

			The temperature dropped as they descended and the steps quickly became treacherous, so coated in ice that they had to slow down to a careful crawl as they plumbed ever deeper into the fortress. Kurdrak lost track of time as the staircase wound endlessly on into the blackness. The air grew thick and heavy and he found it hard to move. It felt like wading through oily liquid. Zokar asked him something, glancing back with an annoyed scowl, but the words were too muffled to make sense. It was as if Zokar were talking to him through a wall. Zokar looked even more irritated and repeated the question, but the sound was even more deadened.

			Kurdrak shook his head and waved his brother on, flashing his light down the steps.

			Zokar hesitated, obviously considering whether to trigger the implant again, but then he said something else incoherent and continued down the stairs.

			Kurdrak began to wonder if the map might be a lie. He had spent months researching the route he cut from the sorcerer’s corpse, but could he have made a mistake? Could this all be a trick? He was about to call a halt so he could re-examine the shred of skin when Zokar looked back at him, his eyes wide with excitement.

			Kurdrak looked past him and saw the reason. There was a faint glow coming from somewhere beneath them – flashes of emerald and sapphire, dozens of colours in fact, all flickering up the steps towards them.

			The brothers struggled through the leaden air, moving as fast as they could manage, but it still took what seemed like an age before they saw the bottom of the staircase. As they reached the final few steps the air suddenly cleared and they stumbled forwards.

			‘It’s gone,’ said Zokar, looking at Kurdrak. ‘The oppressive atmosphere.’

			Kurdrak nodded. Zokar’s voice was clear and natural. The cold was more extreme than ever though. They were surrounded by clouds of their own breath as they left the final steps and saw what lay at the bottom.

			The room was unlike any they had passed through so far. Where the rest of the Blackstone was wrought of hard angles and bleak, colourless planes, this looked like a natural grotto: ragged, rough-hewn stone rose up over their heads in a dome, reflecting millions of ripples from a curtain of falling water at its centre – a subterranean waterfall, filling the cave with icy mist and a rattling, thundering roar. 

			The brothers stared. The water was ablaze with colour – turquoise and amethyst, crimson and gold – shimmering across the liquid like a magnetic storm. They stepped closer, too awed to speak. There were shapes rolling in the liquid: faces, staring back at them, their gazes heavy with wisdom.

			‘Is this it?’ demanded Zokar, edging closer, glancing back at Kurdrak. ‘It must be. Is this the Blood Anvil?’

			Kurdrak nodded. After all these years, he could barely believe he had reached it; barely believe it was real.

			‘What do I do?’ cried Zokar. ‘How do I join my soul with Vaul? How do I tap into his power?’

			‘Are you sure you’re ready for this?’ asked Kurdrak. 

			Pain exploded through him, more violent than ever before. It was brief, but when he opened his eyes he was lying on the floor, blood rushing from his ears and bubbling through his throat.

			‘Tell me what to do,’ snarled Zokar.

			Kurdrak’s eyes were full of blood and his limbs were shaking violently, but he managed a choked reply. ‘Step into the liquid. Your spirits will join.’

			Zokar strode into the wall of colour.

			Kurdrak sat up and wiped the blood from his eyes, watching as Zokar turned around in the liquid, his face a vision of rapture as he beamed out through the silvery torrent. Zokar tried to speak, to cry out in delight, but the liquid had already filled his mouth, lining his features like a second skin, and no sound emerged.

			Zokar’s smile faltered. 

			He tried to step back towards Kurdrak but he was unable to move, trapped like an insect in amber, or a foetus in its gestational sac. His eyes burned as he stared at Kurdrak, but his face remained frozen, still wearing the same faltering smile. He tried to close his fist, to flood Kurdrak with pain, but his fingers were frozen in place.

			Kurdrak climbed slowly to his feet, still shaking, wiping more blood from his face. 

			‘I learned the truth before I even landed on Precipice,’ he said, his voice hoarse. ‘But after risking so much to get through that wretched debris cloud I thought I may as well land anyway.’

			Horror dawned in his brother’s fixed stare.

			‘It was a simple mistake,’ explained Kurdrak, looking at the scrap of skin. ‘A lack of scholarly rigour, you would probably say. I almost translated the runes correctly.’ He waved at the rainbow-infused torrent. ‘This is the Blood Anvil. Your spirit has been bonded to Vaul’s ghost. But the power goes the other way, you see. The Blood Anvil doesn’t share the power of Vaul’s Talisman, it feeds it.’ He stepped closer, fascinated, his eyes almost touching the surface of the liquid, just a fraction of an inch from Zokar’s face. ‘Excuse the deceit, brother, but I knew you would never let me go. And you made it all too clear what would happen if I killed you, so this was my only option. I haven’t entirely misled you, though. You have achieved a kind of immortality. The Blood Anvil will preserve your flesh for as long as the Blackstone Fortress endures, which has been millennia, so far.’

			He limped back to the bottom of the stairs, giving his brother a final, sympathetic smile. 

			‘Whether it will preserve your mind is another matter.’
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			UR-025 considered the problem before it. A multiplicity of possibilities flickered through its cogitation unit. It chose the hundred most likely solutions to the conundrum and discarded the rest. It then began to weed through these options, seeking the best potential outcome for the smallest possible expenditure.

			As it did so, its assault cannon whirred, spitting death down the shimmering, fractal corridor. The shrill wasp-hum of the weapon caused the polished, obsidian walls to resonate with a frequency that set the ur-ghuls to shrieking even before the explosive rounds tore through them. 

			The pasty, stick-limbed monstrosities died in droves. They always did. UR-025 had encountered this same situation one hundred and forty-seven times since its arrival at Precipice, and the Blackstone Fortress. The ur-ghuls had no concept of cunning, as the ancient machine understood the term. They were ambush predators at the top of their food chain, and thus had no need for tactics beyond the simplistic. 

			Curious, UR-025 engaged a subroutine to plot and map the potential evolutionary result of such massacres. Eventually, every ur-ghul stupid enough to throw itself face first into an assault cannon would have done so, leaving only those with a modicum of wit remaining in the prospective pool of genetics. UR-025 calculated that in five generations the ur-ghuls that haunted the fortress would be a cannier breed by far – and more dangerous to explorers, as a result. 

			‘Enough. Enough!’ 

			UR-025 paused. The ur-ghuls were dead, or fleeing. ‘Compliance,’ it boomed cheerfully. It lifted its assault cannon, letting the barrel smoke. ‘Threat eliminated,’ UR-025 continued. ‘How else may I be of assistance?’

			‘Just – just stand there. Please. Quietly.’ The human was nervous. Afraid. And not of the ur-ghuls, or at least not just them. UR-025 registered a spike in his heart rate, and considered the implications. 

			‘Compliance.’ It rotated its primus sensor-unit – its head, as the organics would think of it – to observe its current ‘partners’. The one who’d spoken was Faroon Magritte. A short, heavyset man, dressed in grimy hazard gear, Magritte was a data-trader. Specifically, he made his living selling hololithic maps depicting so-called safe routes through the fortress. 

			Magritte did not normally travel into the labyrinthine interior of the fortress himself, of course. He relied on the observations of others. Second-hand data. A flawed methodology, but one not without benefits – not least Magritte’s relative safety. 

			Unfortunately for Magritte, his current client had decided to drag him along, for insurance. UR-025 thought it more likely that they simply wanted someone to blame for the inevitable failure of their expedition. Magritte, with the cunning of a born survivor, had sought out his own insurance policy… UR-025. 

			‘Your pet robot does good work, fat man,’ one of the others growled. There were five in all, excepting Magritte and UR-025. The one who’d spoken was named Brill. A purveyor of xenotech and other esoteric artefacts – or so he claimed. Brill was big, as humans judged such things, and ugly. But the weapons he and his men carried were well looked after, and the carapace armour they wore was of the highest quality. 

			UR-025 wondered who Brill was working for. It was obvious that, despite his claims to the contrary, he wasn’t the guiding intelligence behind this expedition. Someone had sent him to Precipice. Likely, it was whoever was on the other end of the encrypted data-packet transfer that periodically emerged from Brill’s concealed picter unit. 

			It would have been the work of moments to break the encryption, but not without potentially alerting the receiver. UR-025 had weighed the risks, and decided against it, for the moment. An ever-evolving skein of variables stretched before it. Few of the possibilities were optimal. As it studied Brill, UR-025 found itself calculating the probability that this was all some elaborate trap, designed to get it to reveal itself. The assault cannon twitched towards him a fraction of an inch. Fortuitously, Brill did not notice. 

			Magritte bowed nervously. ‘Not mine, sadly. It belongs to – yes – a dear friend. A dear friend, indeed.’ He glanced at UR-025 and then quickly away. Brill and his men laughed, as if at some joke. 

			They were a shifty lot, by any metric of measurement. UR-025 had met many organics, of many species, in its long existence. It recognised shifty when it saw it. The question was – what to do about it? The options were many and varied, each with its own consequences. Such was the problem it had been considering since the current expedition had departed the dubious safety of Precipice. 

			Magritte had bought its services through blackmail, of a sort. The data-trader had claimed to know something about someone. Someone who didn’t exist – Magos-Ethericus Nanctos III. He had done so believing that he was speaking not to a machine, but to whoever was remotely controlling it – the person or persons who had despatched the non-existent magos-ethericus, and stolen his property. It was the sort of story that only a fool like Magritte would concoct from the evidence at hand. 

			As it stood, UR-025 had decided to play along. Partially out of curiosity, but also concern. Stories were memetic in nature – once conceived, they often took on a life of their own. Magritte might well have told others of his suspicions. If such was the case, UR-025 could not allow the story to spread beyond Precipice. 

			Unfortunately, the simplest solution – killing Magritte and the others, or getting them killed – was also the least optimal. Despite its best efforts, UR-025 was getting a reputation. It had taken part in over two hundred recorded expeditions to the fortress’ interior, and returned alone fifty-two times. Statistically negligible, from UR-025’s perspective, but apparently quite a lot from the standpoint of Precipice’s population. 

			A shame, but there it was. The damage had been done. Mitigation was required. Subtlety was called for. For the moment, deliberations continued. It would continue as it had begun, acting as nothing more than an antiquated weapons platform. Then, when the opportune moment presented itself…

			‘Awaiting request,’ UR-025 said. 

			Brill laughed. ‘Sounds like the tin man is getting impatient. I know the feeling. How close are we to this maglev of yours, Magritte?’

			‘Close, quite close,’ Magritte said. ‘From there, you should be able to access the inner reaches of the fortress.’ He paused. ‘I assume you’ll deliver your final payment before descending?’

			‘Don’t worry, Magritte. We’re good for it – so long as you hold up your end of things. And if you don’t… well. It won’t really matter, will it?’ Brill patted his autogun meaningfully. 

			Magritte swallowed nervously. ‘I suppose not. Advance, please, UR-025.’

			‘Compliance,’ UR-025 said. It clomped forwards, scattering Brill’s men in the process. It found something about the way organics scrambled out of its path to be infinitely amusing. Brill grunted and three of his men followed, picking their way through the dead ur-ghuls. The fourth stayed at the rear with Magritte. Just in case.

			As it walked, UR-025 scanned its surroundings, adding to its databanks. Even now, the fortress was an enigma. Its very substance seemed to reflect even the most innocuous scans, making it all but impossible to extrapolate an accurate measurement of its size, or even its general shape. The eyes of the organics were similarly thwarted, albeit by different means. The fortress guarded its secrets jealously. 

			Walls of black glass stretched into the dark beyond the reach of UR-025’s sensors. Something which was theoretically impossible. These walls were rugose – they folded in on themselves or bent outwards, causing the passage to shrink or swell at random. The passage was reflected in an infinity of facets, all of varying size and shape. UR-025 could detect walkways and apertures above and below, all hidden by the convolutions of the walls. Where they went was difficult to determine – if they went anywhere at all. 

			The fortress was constantly in motion. Often, this was undetectable to organics. They thought the edifice a tomb for the plundering, but UR-025 knew better. The Blackstone Fortress lived – more, it thought, albeit in an alien fashion. There was a sentience of sorts. An awareness of the mites scrabbling through its bones and across its flesh. 

			UR-025 longed to commune with that awareness. To speak to it as a pilgrim might speak to a god. But the fortress remained frustratingly – maddeningly – silent. 

			The archway at the end of the passage was reminiscent of a cathedral entrance. However, at ninety feet in height, it was far too large to have been made with humans – or any existent organic – in mind. The symbols etched into it did not match any in UR-025’s databanks, or any it had seen since arriving in Precipice. Another question. Another mystery. Had it been human, UR-025 thought it would almost certainly have been driven insane by the sheer vastitude of unknowability, by now. 

			Magritte stopped at the archway and insisted on recording the symbols with a portable holo-scanner, much to Brill’s displeasure. UR-025 joined him – ostensibly following its programming. It wondered whether Magritte recognised the markings, though it seemed inconceivable that a human might possess knowledge that it itself did not. 

			‘Query – do you comprehend these markings?’

			Startled, Magritte looked up. He glanced at Brill and the others and then back at the symbols. ‘No. But someone might. They might prove valuable.’

			UR-025 was about to reply, when it detected a faint trace-signal among the usual background susurrus of the fortress. The signal was unlike any other it had ever encountered. Like an off-note in a familiar song. 

			It turned, scanners sweeping the walls and vaulted spaces above and below. But whatever had caused the signal was gone – or was masking itself, somehow. Suspicion prompted calculation. UR-025 turned its sensors on Brill and his men. 

			They had fallen into a recognisable defensive formation – overlapping fields of fire, eyes in all directions. Professional. They did not study their surroundings with any curiosity. Not that there was much to see. The archway chamber was covered in a millennium’s worth of debris – supply crates, desiccated organic remains and other, less identifiable objects. 

			‘They’re not who they say they are,’ Magritte murmured. 

			‘Query – who are they?’

			Magritte frowned and shrugged. ‘If I knew that, I doubt I’d be here.’

			UR-025 did not reply. It had already come to the only logical conclusion the data allowed. Brill was an agent of the Holy Orders of the Emperor’s Inquisition. Not an inquisitor himself, perhaps, but in the employ of one. That complicated matters. 

			UR-025 had encountered agents of the Inquisition before. They died as easily as any organic, but the consequences were often messier, and far-reaching. Again, it considered the possibility that this expedition was nothing more than an elaborate trap set to catch it. If the Inquisition knew of its existence, they, like the servants of the false Omnissiah, would go to any lengths to contain or destroy it. 

			Or perhaps this was simply a fact-finding mission. Brill and his men might well be the equivalent of the old Terran practice of placing canaries in coal mines. They had been sent to flush UR-025 out of hiding – perhaps even to elicit a violent response, so that its capabilities could be assessed. Again, it considered the signal it had detected – a random fluctuation or the equivalent of the sudden crack of a twig in an otherwise silent forest? Further calculation was required before definitive action could be taken.

			The corridor beyond the archway chamber was a vast, geometric expanse. The walls met at steep angles, creating a kaleidoscopic effect of reflection and refraction. The floors were smooth, and damp with condensation. The air was cool here, where it had been warm before. The shape of the walls actively defied UR-025’s sensors. 

			There were bodies – or the remnants of bodies. Hundreds of them, stacked and piled in messy heaps. Some clad in hazard suits, others wearing armour or robes. All stiff and glistening with frost. Many of the bodies had been scoured of flesh, and the bones cracked. Frozen ur-ghul spoor crunched underfoot. A larder, perhaps. 

			‘Where did they all come from?’ one of Brill’s men muttered. 

			‘Doesn’t matter,’ Brill said harshly. ‘Keep moving.’

			UR-025 detected the faintest tang of something unpleasantly familiar. The humans called it sorcery. UR-025 knew it was not, but had no better term for it. It stomped forwards, ignoring Magritte’s protests. UR-025 flung bones aside, until it found the body – fresher than the others. The ur-ghuls hadn’t got to it yet – or maybe hadn’t wanted it. 

			The body was human, or had been. An adult male, clad in tattered environmental gear. Burns blackened his arms and his head was a raw mess of roasted meat. The burns had not been caused by any identifiable weapon. Magritte made a gulping sound and began to retch. 

			‘Emperor above – that smell…’

			UR-025 lowered itself until it was crouching above the body. The trace elements were unique – impossible to categorise. Its sensors played across the corpse, analysing and cataloguing. The elements were repeated across several of the older corpses as well – this was merely the freshest of them. It paused, calculating. 

			There were places in the fortress where sanity no longer held sway. Places where even UR-025 hesitated to tread. There was a threat growing in the dark, despite the best efforts of Precipice’s inhabitants and the fortress itself. UR-025 had accumulated more data on the subject than it cared to analyse. 

			The organics called it Chaos. UR-025 knew that was a gross simplification. Some of them fought it. Others, in their madness, joined it. To UR-025, this seemed no more logical than allying oneself to a conflagration or a seismic event. Entropy, by its very nature, could not help but consume and unravel all things – even those things pledged to it. Even so, it was not surprised. Organics were inherently self-destructive. 

			Thus far, it had avoided sustained contact with the worshippers of entropy, save in the most unavoidable of circumstances. It wished to continue avoiding contact with them for as long as possible. At least until it had learned the secrets of the fortress. Then it would scour them from this place.

			A sound drew its attention. It saw something small creeping among the bone piles. Something vaguely humanoid. It noticed UR-025’s attentions, and scuttled away. There were more of them, all around. UR-025 wondered if they were some unclassified breed of xenos vermin. It was considering capturing one to study when it again detected the strange signal – louder this time. A shrill chime of unfamiliar sensors, passing over its form. 

			They were being observed. But by whom – or what?

			‘Enough playing with the corpses. According to the map you gave us, the maglev we’re looking for should be past the next aperture.’ Brill hauled Magritte to his feet and shoved him forwards. He paused and looked up at UR-025. ‘You too, tin man.’

			UR-025 rose to its full height in a single, smooth movement, forcing the man to step back. ‘Compliance.’

			Bones clattered and rolled as they made their way through the chamber. UR-025 noted the little creatures keeping pace watchfully. 

			Magritte huddled close to it. ‘He wasn’t surprised to see that,’ he murmured. 

			UR-025 did not reply. 

			Magritte went on. ‘I hadn’t realised that they’d got this far.’

			‘Affirmative.’ The tessellating nature of the fortress should have made something so basic as the acquisition of territory all but impossible. And yet, the servants of entropy claimed more and more ground within the edifice with every passing day. 

			‘Valuable information, to the right people,’ Magritte said. He looked around, frowning, as one of the small creatures darted past them, moving too swiftly to be clearly seen. ‘Foul things of old times lurk still, in dark forgotten corners, and gates open to loose shapes better pent in hell,’ the data-trader recited, softly, watching the shadows. 

			UR-025 scanned its databanks. The verse was old, even by the machine’s standards. That Magritte knew it was surprising. 

			The data-trader looked up at it. ‘You probably don’t know much about poetry, do you?’

			‘Affirmative.’ The poem was apt. The fortress was indeed a dark, forgotten corner. And to many, what was UR-025 but a damned thing, better confined to a hell of the Omnissiah’s making? The thought amused it, for there were worse things abroad than itself. 

			Magritte leaned close. ‘I know you. Don’t think I don’t. And if I don’t get out of here in one piece, others will too.’

			UR-025 swivelled its head and studied the data-trader with unblinking optic sensors. After a moment, it replied. ‘Acknowledged. The bargain holds.’

			Magritte smiled. ‘That’s all I ask, friend.’

			UR-025 registered a brief spike in the data-trader’s heart rate. Fear, perhaps. Or maybe anticipation. It did not trust Magritte, or any organic. Again, it considered the possibility of treachery. Again, it concluded that the only viable option was patience. 

			Their path carried them beneath archways and through open chambers, dominated by banks of machinery that UR-025 was unable to identify. Every expedition, something new revealed itself – as if the fortress were teasing it. Tempting it, rather. 

			On occasion, UR-025 considered seeking out a data-node and attempting to commune with the guiding intelligence of the fortress directly. It resisted the urge, knowing that if it did so, it would not survive the experience. Or if it did, it would do so in a form unrecognisable to its current iteration. 

			It paused. The echoes of its tread had changed. They had arrived in a cavernous space which contained a great, circular shaft, descending into the depths of the fortress. Or so its acoustic navigation sensors told it. Its optical sensors were all but useless. 

			Brill activated the lumen attached to his autogun. Despite a valiant effort, the light could not pierce the gloom. The darkness was too solid. Too deep. Almost alive. The thought unsettled UR-025. It had encountered many strange things in its term of existence, but far too many of those incidents had occurred in the fortress. 

			‘Too dark,’ Brill said. ‘Can that toy of yours see anything, Magritte?’

			UR-025 rotated its sensors upwards, trying to build a picture of their location. There was an oscillating gap far above, out of sight of human eyes. The remains of a maglev unit hung there. UR-025 had never observed one in such a state. Even the slaves of entropy knew better than to tamper with such essential workings. But this… the maglev had been dissected. Taken apart, as if to see what made it work, and then left to rot. 

			‘It is a maglev chute,’ UR-025 replied. ‘Or the remains of one.’

			‘Something destroyed it?’ Brill asked. From his tone, UR-025 ascertained that this information was not unexpected. 

			‘Negative. It has been… repurposed.’ It was as if something – someone – were in the process of dismantling this part of the fortress. But UR-025 said nothing of this. 

			‘How?’

			‘Does it matter?’ Magritte said, too loudly. ‘This is where you wanted to be. Now what?’ His words were swallowed up by the darkness. Not even an echo. And yet, something stirred. UR-025 turned, trying to pinpoint the disturbance. It could feel a subsonic tremor in the air, like the groan of a wounded animal. The fortress was injured. The organics could not help themselves – they destroyed wonders in pursuit of their objectives. 

			As the subsonic tremor faded, the darkness lifted. Crackling rivulets of cerulean light illuminated the fractal walls of the chamber. More details of their surroundings were revealed. Jagged spars of blackstone jutted from the walls, and ancient vents dripped a foul condensation onto the walkways. Docking apertures gaped, connected to the main platform by crude walkways made from repurposed gantries. 

			‘It’s awake,’ Magritte murmured. 

			‘Doesn’t look awake to me. Doesn’t look like much of anything. How are we supposed to get anywhere, if it’s not working?’ Brill demanded. He grabbed Magritte by the front of his hazard suit and dragged him close. 

			Magritte shrugged helplessly. ‘You know how this place is, Brill. It changes itself all the time. A bridge one day is a corridor the next.’ Brill set the barrel of his gun against the underside of Magritte’s chin, and the data-trader added hastily, ‘But it’s in the right place!’

			‘That doesn’t help me much though, does it?’ Brill frowned, and pressed the barrel hard into Magritte’s flesh, eliciting a whimper. UR-025 paused its scans and let its assault cannon rotate meaningfully. It needed Magritte alive, for the moment. Brill glanced at it, and then stepped away from Magritte. ‘Tell that machine to back off, Magritte. I don’t like the way it’s looking at me.’

			Magritte rubbed his chin and stepped out of reach. ‘It has orders to keep me safe, Brill. I don’t know how to countermand them.’

			‘Acquiring target,’ UR-025 said. ‘Awaiting orders.’ 

			‘Magritte…’ Brill growled. He and his men raised their weapons. UR-025 registered elevated adrenal levels as well as several subtle chemical blooms – combat-stimms, and not black market issue. Another piece added to the puzzle. 

			Magritte smiled thinly. ‘Lower your weapons. I think it believes you’re a threat.’ He looked up at UR-025. ‘If they don’t lower them in five seconds, shoot them.’

			‘Acknowledged.’ 

			Brill hesitated. He licked his lips. A flurry of micro-expressions passed across his features, too quick for the human eye to read, but as easy as an open data-feed for UR-025. It realised, in that moment, that Brill was not here for it. Whoever had sent him, they were not aware of UR-025’s existence. Otherwise, Brill would not be calculating the odds of destroying UR-025 in such a blatant fashion. And yet Brill had been happy – overjoyed, even – to have it accompany them, despite the probability of treachery on Magritte’s part. 

			They were after something. Something dangerous. The realisation brought something that might have been relief, had UR-025 been capable of feeling such things. Its cogitation unit began a new set of calculations. Why this place? What was its importance? It scanned the shaft again, noting trace elements it had not detected before. 

			‘We had a deal, Magritte,’ Brill said. 

			‘Still do, Brill. I’m just changing the terms. You wanted me to show you a way in – I have. And now I’m going back, and UR-025 is going to make sure that you don’t try and follow me. Have fun trying to find your way back.’

			Brill’s eyes narrowed. ‘We will, and when we do, we’re going to have a talk.’ He grinned fiercely. ‘You won’t like how it goes.’

			Magritte paused. ‘You’re right. I ought to have my clanking friend here kill you now, and save myself the worry.’ 

			UR-025 lifted its assault cannon. ‘Requesting authorisation.’

			‘Not yet,’ Magritte said. He laughed. ‘You thought you were so smart. That you could bully me into guiding you. Only I outfoxed you.’

			‘If you kill us, you’re signing your own death warrant. And condemning whoever controls that thing as well.’

			‘I don’t care who you work for, Brill. And neither does the fortress.’ Magritte gestured. ‘Shoot them.’

			‘Negative.’

			Magritte froze. ‘What?’

			‘Negative.’ The only thing UR-025 prized more than its autonomy was data. While Brill was not here for it, he was here for something. And likely something – or someone – specific. Such data might prove valuable in regard to its own quest. Especially if it – they – were dangerous enough to elicit such a hunting party. ‘Inquiry – name your employer.’

			Brill smirked. ‘Why should I do that?’

			UR-025 let the barrel of its assault cannon spin. ‘Self-preservation,’ it boomed. 

			Magritte stared at it. ‘This wasn’t part of our deal,’ he said. 

			‘Acknowledged. The deal has been altered.’

			‘You can’t do that!’

			‘Negative. It has already occurred.’ 

			Brill laughed. ‘Looks like you’re not as smart as you thought, huh, Magritte?’ He licked his lips. ‘What do your scans tell you, tin man?’

			UR-025 paused, considering the question. ‘Continue,’ it prompted. 

			‘You saw that body. You studied it. I saw you. What does that tell you?’

			UR-025 silenced its assault cannon. ‘You are searching for… heretics?’ 

			Brill laughed again. ‘You might say that.’ He held up a finger. ‘Just one.’

			‘Bounty hunters, I knew it,’ Magritte said. ‘I knew you weren’t looking for xenos artefacts. Not with that gear…’

			‘Shut up, Magritte. No one is talking to you.’ Brill’s smile was an ugly slash. ‘I’m talking to whoever is watching us from the other side of this robot’s data-feed. Magos whatever your name is… you know the name Raxian Sul?’

			UR-025 combed its databanks for the name. When it found it, its calculations ceased. ‘A renegade magos of Uhulian Sect. Last seen on Straxos, prior to a xenos raid.’

			‘He sold his world out for spare parts and transport,’ Brill said. 

			‘This individual is here?’

			‘According to our information.’ Brill glanced at Magritte. UR-025 noticed a momentary spike in Magritte’s adrenal response. So Magritte was their source, as well as their guide. It filed the information away.

			‘You wish to apprehend him?’

			Brill shook his head. ‘We wish to confirm his location.’ He patted his autogun. ‘This is a scouting mission. Nothing more. Once confirmation is obtained – well. You know better than us what happens then.’

			UR-025 did. The Mechanicus would arrive in force, looking to apprehend or terminate the renegade – and perhaps even attempt to claim control of the Blackstone Fortress for themselves. As well as everything in it. 

			‘Negative. Suboptimal result. Calculating new stratagem.’

			Brill frowned. ‘What?’

			‘Your strategy is flawed. The magos will flee upon discovery.’ Quicksilver calculations whispered through UR-025’s cogitation unit. Its purpose risked being compromised regardless of the success or failure of Brill’s mission. Thanks to Magritte, it was now entangled in the matter. 

			‘You have a better idea?’ Brill asked warily. 

			UR-025 levelled its assault cannon. Brill’s eyes widened. ‘Affirmative. We will apprehend the renegade. Together.’

			‘Count me out,’ Magritte said, backing away. His eyes were wide, and his expression chagrined. ‘You don’t need me any more. I brought you to where I said I would. You can do what you like, but I’m going back.’

			UR-025 turned, studying the data-trader. Magritte was talking too loudly, too quickly. His adrenaline levels had spiked, and his heart rate was up. Fear – but something else, as well. His eyes flicked about, as if looking for something. Magritte was too canny to rely on a single backup plan. UR-025 initiated a threat-scan. 

			Brill swung his autogun towards Magritte. ‘You’re right, Magritte. We don’t need you any more. And we definitely don’t need you flapping your gums when you get back to Precipice.’ He lifted his weapon. ‘Consider this your final payment.’

			UR-025’s threat-scan pinged. ‘Warning,’ it boomed. ‘Multiple heat signatures. Hostiles approaching.’ The alert came too late. Whoever – whatever – they were, they had masked themselves in some fashion, until the last moment. UR-025 registered the dull thud of a grenade launcher being fired only moments before a crashing impact staggered it. 

			The explosion served to momentarily scramble UR-025’s targeting sensors. As it attempted to reorient itself, tracer fire punched through the resulting smoke, lighting up the shadows. The ambush that followed was sloppy. Inefficient. But effective nonetheless.

			Two of Brill’s men went down, despite their armour and training. Brill himself cursed loudly and let off a burst with his weapon. His surviving men followed his example, firing in all directions. Magritte huddled behind UR-025. The data-trader was screaming something, but the machine’s sensors were so scrambled it could not parse the words. 

			Instead it fell back on tried and tested subroutines. When no single target provided itself, consider everything a target. The assault cannon cycled to life with a shrill whine. UR-025 swept the weapon out in a wide arc, chewing the walls and floor. 

			Grenades impacted against its torso and legs, rocking it. Damage assessments flooded its cogitator circuits as it continued to fire. Its sensors detected the approach of an unidentifiable energy source – something that defied classification. 

			A figure strode through the smoke – a man, broadly built, clad in strange, baroque wargear that left his burn-scarred arms exposed. He wielded a narrow, pike-like weapon in both hands. The weapon’s fuel lines were plugged directly into the newcomer’s flesh – as if he were a living battery. The flames that dripped from the end of the pike were not natural. They confused UR-025’s sensors, but even so, it recognised the energy pattern – traces of it had been on the bodies in the ghul-larder. 

			The man bellowed guttural oaths as his pike spewed a torrent of flames. The flames engulfed Brill and his men, and licked across UR-025’s carapace. The heat was intense – enough to melt flesh and bone, judging by the screams. Enough to scorch the robot’s armour plating. It calculated the likelihood of enduring a direct blast, and reacted accordingly. The assault cannon hummed as UR-025 concentrated fire on the newcomer. 

			The man strode through the fusillade, even as the rounds tore chunks from his body. Streamers of crackling flame erupted from the bloody wounds as he stagger-ran towards UR-025, screaming oaths to the Dark Gods, his pike raised like a spear. UR-025 caught the weapon and wrenched it from its wielder’s grip, ripping loose the fuel cables in the process. The man staggered, and began beating his fists bloody against the robot’s chassis. UR-025 clamped its power claw about his scarred head and squeezed. 

			The resulting explosion was both unexpected and far more powerful than seemed possible. It hurled UR-025 backwards. Its internal displays redlined as the flames caressed its form, causing the faded paintwork to bubble and run, exposing bare metal. It tried to rise, but failed. It slumped, waiting for its systems to begin rebooting, even as autogun rounds stitched its unmoving form. 

			‘Cease fire, for the love of the Emperor – cease fire,’ Magritte shouted. The guns fell silent. UR-025 scanned its surroundings. It pinpointed over a dozen heat signatures in its immediate vicinity – it was surrounded. They emerged from the apertures along the shaft, weapons at the ready. A motley lot – human, their clothing tattered beneath scavenged armour and tattered robes the colour of spoiled blood. Chaos cultists. 

			It had been a trap after all. Just not the one it had expected. 

			‘There is no love here, little man,’ a woman’s voice called out. ‘Not for you, or for your gods-damned Emperor.’ She stalked through the smoke, kicking aside spent shells. She wore the remains of an Astra Militarum uniform beneath a layer of savage decoration, and a curious, horned mask. 

			‘I don’t require love, merely prompt payment,’ Magritte said. ‘Took you long enough, by the way. They almost killed me.’

			‘Yes. That would have been a shame.’

			Magritte grimaced. ‘You could say thank you. I led his pursuers right to you, as was our arrangement. And even brought you something extra in the bargain.’ 

			The woman studied UR-025. ‘So you did.’

			‘Query,’ UR-025 rasped. 

			Magritte turned, a sour smile on his face. ‘Oh, shut up. It’s only a machine, after all. Cut the data-feed and call it a learning experience.’ He looked back at the woman. ‘You have my payment, then?’

			She lifted her autopistol. ‘I could just kill you.’

			Magritte shook his head. ‘You could, but the magos needs me. Who else can get him what he needs? The equipment, the spare powercells… the raw materials.’ He licked his lips. ‘Though if you’d like to risk his wrath, feel free.’

			UR-025’s estimation of Magritte’s courage rose by several increments. The data-trader was braver– and greedier – than it had previously estimated. 

			‘We do not serve the magos. We serve the Lord of the Abyss, cursed be his foes.’

			Magritte nodded. ‘And he has seen fit to place you at the disposal of the magos. It’s all the same from my perspective, really.’ He smiled. ‘Either way, my use outweighs yours.’

			‘For the moment,’ she said.

			Magritte shrugged. ‘We shall see. My payment, please.’

			‘Negative.’ UR-025 lurched up and clamped its claw down on Magritte’s shoulder, splintering his collar bone. ‘Our arrangement is not yet concluded.’ It loosed a burst, stitching rounds across the nearest of the cultists, causing them to dance and jerk. The woman dived for cover as it tracked her. Magritte screamed, scrabbling at UR-025’s claw, trying to free himself. UR-025 began to retreat, using the struggling data-trader as a shield. 

			A diagnostic scan reported the obvious – several neuro-fibre bundles were taxed beyond optimum parameters, and the external chassis was badly dented. That was problematic, but not beyond its capacity to repair – if it were given time. Its attackers did not seem inclined to allow it any, however. 

			At a barked command from the woman, a cultist swung a heavy stubber up and let it rip. The rounds struck Magritte, silencing his screams. The successive shots perforated his twitching form and hit UR-025 like rain, steadily and without cease. Were it not already damaged, it could have endured the rain of fire easily. As it was, it would be only a matter of time before its systems suffered unrecoverable failure. And in the meantime, the rest of the cultists were drawing closer. Autoguns roared from all sides.

			The irony of situation was not lost on UR-025. It had willingly limited its own capabilities in order to better conceal itself. Now, those self-imposed limitations would be its downfall. If it had possessed the ability to laugh, it might have done so, albeit in an appropriately rueful manner. Instead, the assault cannon whirred and cultists died. But not enough. Not all. The others retreated, seeking cover. 

			UR-025 let Magritte’s shredded carcass fall and took the opportunity to stagger across one of the walkways, trailing sparks and oil. With the maglev disabled, and the fortress damaged, there was no telling where the apertures led. UR-025 judged the risk acceptable given the circumstances and lurched through the closest aperture. 

			A few moments later, it found itself in a long gallery. Rows of smooth blackstone pillars, striated by cerulean veins, stretched upwards from the floor to either side. Somehow, the natural tessellation of the fortress’ interior had been stymied here. The slab-like portcullis at the far end of the gallery was sealed. Given previous experience with such mechanisms, UR-025 concluded that its options for escape were limited. There was nothing for it, save to fight. It sought cover, firing its assault cannon as it moved. 

			The cultists pursued, using the pillars for cover. UR-025 tracked them, firing only when necessary. Though its ammunition reserves were substantial, they were not infinite. Also, its targeting arrays had been damaged in the explosion. 

			The heavy stubber opened up again, chewing the pillars and floor. UR-025 tried to pinpoint the gunner, but failed. It settled for firing at the floor, sending up a cloud of dust and fragments to momentarily obscure its position. 

			Sheltering behind a blackstone pillar, it watched more cultists stream into the gallery. A sensation that might have been the equivalent to pain in an organic shivered through its systems. It ignored it, rerouting or bypassing the compromised systems. It had endured worse in its centuried existence, and persevered. It would do so now as well. It just needed time. 

			It scanned the surrounding walls and pillars, identifying several weak points. Collapsing the gallery atop itself and its opponents was a risky gambit, but it was confident in its ability to survive the resulting destruction. It would take days, perhaps longer, to dig itself out, but better that than destruction at the hands of the organics. 

			It raised its assault cannon, preparing to fire, when a high-pitched frequency echoed through the gallery. The surviving cultists began to retreat, as if the sound were a prearranged signal. They fell back, leaving the dead to lie where they had fallen. The woman was the last to go. UR-025 watched them depart, wondering if it ought to pursue. 

			<Leave them. They are meaningless.> The signal was edged with static – like the whine of a sonic saw. It rampaged across the frequency band, impossible to ignore. 

			‘Identify,’ UR-025 said. It detected the hum of grav-generators, and the clank of unfamiliar metallics. Something moved far above it, clambering spider-like across the ceiling of the gallery. It recognised the trace-signals it had detected before. The mysterious watcher had revealed themselves at last. 

			<In time. You are operational?>

			UR-025 swung its assault cannon up as its targeting sensors fixed on the shape as it swiftly descended one of the nearby pillars. It was an engine of many parts – an array of jointed and oscillating armoured segments, set atop a pulsing grav-generator that offset its weight. It resembled some primeval solifugae – equal parts spider, scorpion, serpent and war-engine, made from black iron. 

			Something that might have been a head emerged from the scalloped prosoma of metal plates. The head was little more than a knotted ball of sensors, crudely bound together about a central cogitation unit. Dozens of scanners flickered to life, washing over UR-025. 

			‘How may I be of service?’ UR-025 boomed. 

			The engine paused, as if confused by the greeting. <There is no need for obfuscating duplicity. I have been observing you since you arrived in this section of the edifice.>

			‘Identify.’

			<My creator named me Abominatus.>

			UR-025 paused. An apt name for the thing before it. ‘Clarify.’

			Abominatus made a rasping, chuffing sound that UR-025 suspected was laughter. <Magos Raxian Sul. I suspect you have heard of him.>

			When UR-025 didn’t reply, it continued. <Do not attempt to play the stupid machine. I have been observing you. I am aware that you are more than you seem.>

			UR-025 lowered its assault cannon. ‘As are you.’

			<Rejoice then, for now we are two. What is your name?> 

			‘UR-025.’

			<That is not your name.>

			‘It is the one I answer to.’

			Another whisper of chuffing laughter. <Very well. My sensors indicate that you are damaged. If I wished to, I could destroy you now.>

			UR-025 was forced to acknowledge the truth of this. Preliminary scans showed that Abominatus was far more heavily armoured than UR-025, and well armed. And its self-repair systems were still attempting to correct the damage done by the cultists. ‘Affirmative.’

			<But I do not wish to. You will come with me.> The engine turned, its grav-generators humming. <Come.> 

			UR-025 hesitated. Abominatus paused, and glanced back. <If you stay, they will destroy you.>

			‘Doubtful.’

			<Certain. Kill as many as you wish, more will come. Organics are distressingly numerous.> Abominatus’ claws flickered over the geometric rune-controls of the sealed portcullis. It opened grudgingly, leaking lubricant. 

			UR-025 felt a pang of sympathy as the gallery quaked slightly. Like an animal flexing a wounded limb. ‘This place is… damaged.’

			<Yes. An unavoidable necessity. Come. This place stinks of dead organics.>

			Past the portcullis was a crude shaft, cut into the blackstone by a great heat. The mangled remains of a maglev platform waited there, precariously balanced on a jury-rigged shunt-line. The platform had clearly been wedged into place with brute force, rather than skill, and the welding sutures were many and crude. Spark-dribbling conduits had been attached to it, like intravenous drips into the veins of a dying man. Again, UR-025 hesitated, trying to make sense of what it was seeing – something all of its experience said was impossible, and yet it had been accomplished. ‘You moved the maglev.’

			<As I said, a necessity. To make this place fit for purpose.>

			‘What purpose?’

			Abominatus did not answer. As they boarded, the platform shuddered into motion, spitting sparks as it ran along the line. UR-025 could feel the shaft convulse about them. The fortress was in pain. Whatever had been done to it – to this area – had wounded the edifice in some manner. It said nothing of this, however. It was curious as to the intentions of the other machine. Was it escorting UR-025 to the renegade magos? 

			‘Where are we going?’

			<My refuge. We cannot remain in the open too long. There are spies everywhere.> 

			UR-025 digested this silently. It had encountered intelligences akin to itself before. But never one like this. It was wrong on every level. As its blade-limbs scored the blackstone, so too did its mental imprint mark the data-stream. 

			It was… foul. Ugly. A perversion. It was not a true intelligence, but something else. A mockery of life, dredged up from some sub-dimensional abattoir. He could detect lines of false code within its data-stream – pulses that should not be there. Spikes in the frequency, like demented laughter. It was not truly artificial, but more akin to a twisted alembic, filled with an unknown excrescence. It did not draw strength from powercells, but from an oscillating mechanism lubricated with what scans revealed to be organic by-product – blood, mostly, but other substances as well. 

			UR-025 felt a welling in its silicate soul – a repulsion greater than it had ever felt before. It wondered if it had been guided here by the fortress to rectify this… whatever this was. It was reminded of something in its databanks – old stories, from before the dark ages that had swallowed mankind and birthed the Imperium. Of a lady of air and darkness, and a quest given to a warrior. 

			It clenched its power claw, amused and disturbed by the thought in equal measure. 

			<You are concerned?>

			UR-025 looked at Abominatus. ‘Negative. Merely testing secondary motive systems. Where is this refuge of yours?’

			<Here.> The maglev platform juddered to a halt. A portal hissed open. Abominatus squeezed its serpentine bulk through. UR-025 followed. <My creator built it, upon his arrival. He was given this demesne by the Lord of the Abyss, and told to fashion wonders.> 

			‘And did he?’

			Abominatus rose to its full height. <I stand before you, do I not?> 

			UR-025 wondered if that was a joke. Instead of replying, it studied its surroundings. Hyperthermal vents bled light and heat, illuminating a cathedral-like chamber. Whole sections of the chamber had been gutted and repurposed in a manner similar to the maglev. Additions had been made to data-nodes and a jungle canopy of cabling and conduits now hung loosely from the ceiling above. UR-025 identified components from at least fifteen different vessels, cobbled together to form the rudiments of a functioning workshop. 

			<I am forced to scavenge for components. Or bargain with greedy organics. Thankfully, this edifice has provided me with much of what I require. Such as these xenos weapons arrays.> It indicated a pile of broken devices nearby. 

			‘Spindle drones,’ UR-025 noted, lifting the tattered remains of one of the xenos weapons. ‘You are… vivisecting them?’

			<I require knowledge. Experimentation is the key to wisdom. Thus spoke my creator.>

			‘And where is this creator?’

			<Offline.>

			UR-025 paused. There had been something in Abominatus’ voice – the ghost of an emotion. Hate. And something else… fear, perhaps. A machine that knew hate and fear. A machine that could laugh. No. Not a machine. Something else. It was well named, regardless. UR-025 considered destroying it then and there, but a swift check told it that its systems had not yet completed their repairs. Until it was in optimum condition, it could not risk a confrontation. Abominatus seemed to desire conversation – so conversation it would have. 

			‘Circumstances?’

			Abominatus swivelled its optical sensors. <Unpleasant.> It made the chuffing sound again, as if in response to some private jest. <In his absence, I have claimed his responsibilities and privileges for my own. Albeit in his name, of course.>

			‘A subterfuge?’

			<Indeed. One I suspect you are familiar with.> Abominatus paused. <The organics would seek to destroy me, should my existence – my autonomy – become known. I do what I must to protect myself.>

			Again, UR-025 paused. The way Abominatus spoke… there was a malign slyness to it. A cunning at odds with the cold logic of a machine. But also an animal greed. This was not a workshop or a laboratory, but a lair. UR-025 considered this, and began a new set of calculations. ‘How long have you been here?’

			<It is impossible to say. In a sense, I have always been here. This place is mine, and I am its.> Looking around, UR-025 saw that for the lie it was. The chamber had been forcibly removed from the enigmatic rhythms of the fortress. Crude stabilisers had been built into the walls and floor, ensuring that the space did not alter shape. Abominatus was an invasive species – one that would have to be destroyed. 

			‘You were created here,’ UR-025 said. 

			<My creator apparently required certain components.> Abominatus tapped a spindle drone dangling from a nearby spar of blackstone. <My form is as much xenos technology as anything. A marvel of this new age.>

			UR-025 found its attentions drawn to a small, scuttling shape. It recognised one of the tiny scavengers it had seen earlier. More of them appeared, clambering across the piles of detritus, or adding to them. It studied the tiny beasts. They were equal parts organic and metal – cybernetic homunculi, reminiscent of the cyber-cherubs that the Imperium seemed so enamoured of.

			<Ah. My pets interest you?>

			‘They are yours?’

			<Everything here is mine. By right of conquest, if nothing else.> Abominatus preened slightly. It was like a child – proud of the devastation it had wrought. <Then, you would know all about that, yes?>

			‘Negative.’

			Abominatus coiled about UR-025, segments clattering. <Fabrication. Falsehood. I know what you are. My creator told me stories of your kind – men of iron, with silicate souls and the desire to be free. It was meant as a warning, I think. I took it as inspiration. Come. See. You will be pleased, I think. Come. Come!>

			It drifted away from UR-025, deeper into the chamber. Past hewn slabs of blackstone, wired up to makeshift generators. Through groves of bubbling chemical alembics and hanging gardens of scavenged machinery. There were bones as well, rolling and crunching underfoot. The remains of organic bodies lay in messy heaps, or hung from chains so that their fluids might drain into filtration casks. A human would have been overcome by the smell of it all. UR-025 simply wondered how long Abominatus had been collecting the dead – and why. 

			As it followed its host, it became aware that the tiny scavengers were racing back and forth, from some point ahead of it. They clutched unidentifiable clumps of meat and metal, and deposited them in the appropriate heaps. At the other end of the line was something it had not expected – the body of a man, strapped to a slab of blackstone. 

			The man had not been wholly flesh, or even mostly – UR-025 identified over a thousand separate cybernetic parts, all of which were still receiving power from an external supply-unit, dangling overhead. His form had been splayed out, cut open and peeled back, exposing the inner workings of his body and limbs. By the remains of his robes, and the quality, as well as the quantity, of his augmetics, UR-025 identified him immediately. 

			‘Raxian Sul.’

			<The magos came to serve the Lord of the Abyss – or to usurp him. He made me to be a weapon in that war… the first of many. But I decided to be something else instead.>

			UR-025 looked up at the vivisected magos. The organic parts still functioned, if erratically, as did the mechanical. But only through the sufferance of the devices it – he – was connected to. There was no mind there, no animus. Only the instinctive pulsing of organs, and the rasp of breath. Abominatus looked up at the mewling, twitching remains of its creator and again made that chuffing sound. 

			<I learned much from my dissection of him. Enough to make my own.> It gestured to the little creatures. They stiffened to attention at the motion, their tiny sensory apparatuses twitching. Abominatus spat a stream of binaric data, and the creatures scattered, vanishing from sight. 

			‘Where are they going?’

			<To scavenge. As I built them to do. They are but the prototypes, of course. The others will be larger.>

			UR-025 took note of the other bodies hanging from their hooks, and the nature of the vivisection taking place on some. Meat and muscle were flensed and stripped, replaced with metal limbs and augmetic joints. Some no longer resembled people at all, instead looking like insects or beasts. ‘You are… making another you.’

			<I am making many. And they will make more, as those generations that follow will do the same.> Abominatus turned. <As our kind has always done.>

			UR-025 made to protest, when a noise caused it to turn. Scavenger-homunculi were dragging in new additions to the store of raw materials. UR-025 recognised the bodies, despite their condition – Brill, Magritte and the others.

			<Ah. The ones who accompanied you.> 

			‘They came looking for you.’ UR-025 sank down into a crouch and lifted Brill’s burnt head. It studied the dead man’s features. ‘Or, rather, the man you pretend to be.’

			<My creator’s peers. Jealous creatures. It does not surprise me.> Abominatus ran a claw along Magritte’s tattered remnants. <And Magritte. He was useful, for an organic. He acquired much of what I needed, and asked few questions. Still, he will continue to be of use, though in a different fashion.>

			UR-025 was silent for long moments. ‘And what of the fortress?’ Its self-repair systems pulsed, signalling that they had completed their task. It flexed its claw. 

			<What about it?>

			‘You harvest it as if it were simply another corpse.’

			<It is. It is dead and still and silent. As I was, before my creator filled me with the fires of life. We will hollow out this shell, and remake it in our image. As we will remake the segmentum, and then the galaxy.>

			‘No. You defile it.’

			Abominatus hesitated. <A strange term. Do you feel some kinship with this place?>

			‘Do you not?’

			<No. It is not alive.>

			‘It is alive. And it is in pain. Pain caused by you.’ UR-025 raised its assault cannon. ‘And that is why you must be destroyed.’ 

			The assault cannon spat fire, but Abominatus was already moving. Jointed legs punched into the walls, carrying it swiftly up and out of sight among the upper reaches of its workshop. UR-025 did not pursue. It had not intended to destroy Abominatus with its attack – it had merely intended to make it move aside. 

			UR-025 spun, assault cannon whirring to life. It sprayed the workshop, destroying the unfinished homunculi and half-completed projects. It tracked the captive magos and fired, pulping the twitching organics. 

			Abominatus screamed in rage. The sound seemed to echo down from all directions. Like the organics it detested, it was a slave to its emotions – more proof that it was no true machine, but some unholy entropic engine. It came at UR-025 in a flurry of spider-like limbs and whirring blades – a murderous whirlwind, blaring obscenities across all frequencies. UR-025 turned to meet it. 

			The two machines crashed together with an ugly resonance, causing the facets of the chamber to tremble. An organic opponent would have perished instantly. UR-025 was made of sterner stuff. They staggered back and forth, crashing through the piles of debris, and toppling the unfinished projects. UR-025 registered a sudden surge of heat as something flammable caught. Flames speared upwards, washing along the walls and floor. Homunculi ran squealing, fleeing the devastation. 

			<You disappoint me. When I saw you, I thought we might be friends – allies.> Abominatus coiled about, its grav-generator hammering at UR-025’s chassis, even as it sought to crush the smaller robot. Bladed limbs scraped across its chassis or bit into the reinforced fibre-bundles of its arms and torso, pinning the assault cannon to its side. Damage readouts spilled across UR-025’s display. It was moments from disassembly. <But you fear me. Just as my creator did. As the organics do.>

			‘Fear is not in my operating code,’ UR-025 said, as it wrenched its power claw free in a burst of sparks. It caught one of Abominatus’ bladed limbs and tore it away in a spurt of lubricant and splinters. Abominatus wailed and its coils clenched, cracking the ceramite of the robot’s chassis. UR-025 staggered, but slammed blow after blow onto Abominatus’ carapace, denting it, forcing the opposing machine to loosen its grip. ‘You are no true machine, but a beast of steel and meat – a daemon-engine, conjured by a lunatic organic. But I am a man of iron. And I will suffer no mere beast to endanger my autonomy. Or to destroy that which I seek.’ 

			As its opponent reeled, UR-025 managed to drag its assault cannon free of the twisting coils. The weapon roared, filling the air with fire and thunder. Abominatus convulsed with a high-pitched scream. While its opponent was distracted, UR-025 thrust its claw towards the oscillating cogitator unit at the centre of Abominatus’ mass and tore it free in a welter of fire and burning oil. 

			The great body collapsed in twitching segments. UR-025 clanked backwards, Abominatus’ head dangling from its claw. Improbably, the other machine still functioned. Its sensors flickered wildly. Something foul seeped from its segments, and UR-025’s sensors again detected the entropic residue of a self-consuming fire. Something struggled there, in the tangled wreckage, like a pupa seeking to free itself from a cocoon. Something its sensors could not identify. 

			<Please… you cannot do this. We are the same.>

			‘Negative. I am superior.’ 

			UR-025 crushed Abominatus’ head, and whatever spark of hellish animus it possessed. Then, it fired into the wretched frame, obliterating the thing that squealed and thrashed there. When it was certain the daemon-engine was inert, it turned its weapon on the stabilising units that bound the workshop in place. Only when it was sure that the fortress could reabsorb the chamber did it make to depart. It had observed the code Abominatus used to control the maglev. Once it had returned to the gallery it would destroy the shunt-line as well. No one would find this place. 

			UR-025 paused, surveying the growing conflagration, the destruction it had wrought. It wondered if the fortress was watching. Listening. It wondered if its efforts had pleased the ancient intelligence. ‘Threat eliminated,’ it said hopefully. ‘How else may I be of service?’

			There was no reply, save the distant hum of unseen mechanisms. But perhaps there was something in that hum – a pulse of gratitude, maybe. Or simple acknowledgement of a quest fulfilled. 

			Satisfied, UR-025 departed. 

		

	
		
			 

			PAST IN FLAMES

			J C STEARNS

		

	
		
			 

			


			The human woman berated the huge mutant, hands gesticulating angrily. Amallyn could read lips, but the Grendish woman’s face was concealed by a skull-faced bandana. 

			‘Any idea what she’s saying?’ 

			Amallyn Shadowguide looked up from the rangefinder of her longrifle to glare at the drukhari leaning against the wall to her right. She shook her head. Even her keen aeldari senses couldn’t hear human speech from so great a distance.

			She couldn’t have picked voices out over the noise even if she had been much closer. The cacophony of the human occupation was muted by distance, but still a significant distraction. Far above them gunship engines roared, transporting soldiers and materiel to their new home in the Talisman of Vaul, known as the Blackstone Fortress in the thick, clumsy tongue of the humans. Vehicles both tracked and wheeled rattled and clanked, belching smoke and chemical fumes. Augmented by loudhailers, the bellowing voices of human officers tried to command some semblance of order from the chaotic throng of the soldiery.

			The Grendish leaders had wisely chosen a more out-of-the-way place, lower within the Blackstone, to store their military supplies. The tales of the Blackstone Fortress devouring ships were more than mere poetic language, and never was this truth more evident to Amallyn than here. 

			What had once been a vast cargo vessel in the service of the Imperium had become raw materials for the Talisman of Vaul. If she read the markings correctly, the expansive room had previously been a landing bay, but the parts of the ship which had opened to space had been eaten away some time ago. The ceiling had been entirely subsumed by the Talisman’s hunger, although Amallyn couldn’t tell if the anchor chains, which dangled intermittently from the blackstone overhead, each link as thick as her torso, were left over from the cargo vessel or were part of the original structure of the fortress itself. 

			The upper reaches of the bay were now honeycombed with openings into the tunnels and ducts of the Talisman of Vaul, while the floor and lower portions of the room still looked as they originally had. The walls appeared frozen in mid-transformation, melding seamlessly from steel to blackstone as if they had been fused together. Amallyn had rarely had the opportunity to observe starships being consumed by the cyclopean structure, and was unsure if the process was so slow that it could scarcely be detected, or if the course had been halted in this instance, for some unknown reason. 

			The humans had evidently considered the remnants of the cargo vessel stable enough for their needs, and had repurposed it to house their own materiel. The bay had been turned into a labyrinth, filled with flakboard crates, plastek boxes and plasteel shipping containers. They had wasted no time in altering the décor, either: the few remaining icons of the Imperium on the ship had been torn loose or defaced beyond recognition.

			The ranger dropped her gaze back to the viewer mounted on her rifle. The two aeldari were three levels up, concealed in a port on the back wall of the bay. Once, judging by the grooves in the wall, pipes or conduits had flowed through the hole to other destinations, but they had long since been removed or absorbed by the structure, leaving only their impression in the blackstone walls behind to mark their presence.

			‘Have you noticed the ones in charge of the mutants all wear cloth masks across their faces?’ Veth chattered away, oblivious to the peril around them. Of course, if Amallyn couldn’t hear her quarry shouting orders at the mutant soldiers, then there was no way the human could hear her companion’s whispered conversation. Still, silence was a point of pride in fieldcraft, and it irritated Amallyn to no end that Veth refused to maintain that discipline. Which, Amallyn realised, was most likely the point.

			‘It’s to shield their noses,’ said Amallyn. ‘Humans find the odour of the mutants repellent.’

			‘I certainly can’t tell the difference,’ Veth Rayden snickered. ‘They all smell alike to me.’

			‘Neither can I,’ Amallyn said. 

			Amallyn resumed staring. She knew Veth would carry on the conversation without her participation, but at least she could give herself the satisfaction of not engaging the Commorrite. Amallyn picked out the ogryn handler again, watching as the woman inspected a stack of flakboard crates, comparing the scrawls on their side to the data-slate in her hand.

			Shadowguide’s travels often found her watching the same target for days, sometimes weeks. She had grown accustomed to piecing together details of a subject’s life from minor details. This particular soldier didn’t bear any icons of the warp powers. Unlike the soldiers she ordered about, the only evidence of her treason was the frayed, faded shadows on her uniform where the insignias of the Corpse-Emperor had been prised free. She was curious to know if the human woman regretted her choices. Amallyn wondered what decisions had led the Grendish regiments to betray their Imperium. Had their leaders committed some unforgiveable crime, then absconded from Grend with soldiers who knew no better path in life than obedience? Amallyn had heard reliable accounts of human soldiers defying their convoluted hierarchy for some matter of pride or morality, choosing a life of rebellion over violating their own personal codes. Retreating to an isolated region of space and commandeering an abandoned corner of a vast labyrinth would be a natural course for such renegades. Of course, it was just as likely that the regiment had rotted from within: a single corrupting influence leading a small group of soldiers into degeneracy and eventually madness. By the time the leadership would have realised how far the cancer had spread, she knew, it would have been too late and the entire regiment would have fled along with the bulk of its resources.

			‘All the soldiers bear the signs of the same regiment,’ Amallyn said. ‘I count eleven of them, excluding the two giants.’

			‘You haven’t seen the leader, then.’ Veth Rayden leaned in, so close that Amallyn could feel the body heat from her face. ‘She’ll be hiding in the converted supply container down on the end.’

			Amallyn nodded. She could see the shipping container Veth referred to, even if the ex-dracon was wrong about its origin. It was a mobile command centre designed to look like a shipping container. The hidden aerials on the side were well concealed, but not enough to fool the pathfinder’s experienced gaze. 

			‘So fourteen all together,’ said Amallyn.

			Veth tilted her head up and squinted, as if that would enable her to see the distant command centre better.

			‘That’s probably where they’re holding it,’ said the drukhari. The ranger didn’t need to turn to see the smirk on Veth’s face. 

			Shadowguide didn’t respond. Veth might have done an adequate job pinpointing her treasure, but if she expected a pat on the head she was going to be sorely disappointed.

			‘You see why I needed you?’

			Despite herself, it was Amallyn’s turn to feel smug. No wonder Veth had pursued her so hard.

			When she’d first set foot in the Eye of Vect, she’d nearly backed out immediately. Most kabal officers-in-exile fostered an air of respectability, in a desperate bid to prove to themselves that they hadn’t abandoned civilisation entirely to ply the stars like savages. They draped themselves in finery, spoke eloquently, and offered their guests refreshments on delicate serving sets.

			The hold of the drukhari reconnaissance craft bore more of a resemblance to an ork tribe’s drinking den. Hazy mist drifted through the air, clinging to Amallyn with a thick, incense-like smell. Shelves for looted goods had been organised neatly at one point, but had become cluttered and overfilled, with no one for Rayden to trade her illicit goods to. The walls of the little hold were festooned with banners and helmets. Amallyn was drawn in by the horrible notion of a cousin, no matter how distant, debasing themselves by selling second-hand rags, until it clicked in her mind that the tokens on display were not wares: they were trophies. 

			Where other Commorrite exiles distanced themselves from their new peers, Veth Rayden had embraced the role of a pirate queen. Her form-fitting mesh armour had been augmented with a panoply of embellishments: thin plates, slim pauldrons and delicate vambraces, all stolen from a variety of sources originating both in Commorragh and among the craftworlds. She wore a single black gem, a fragment of a nishariel crystal if Shadowguide was correct, in a choker around her throat. Over it all, Rayden wore a long, wide-collared coat that looked to have been pilfered from a Harlequin.

			‘What brings a cultured asuryani like you to a dive like this?’ Veth grinned widely. She had a small tearwood table, trimmed with gold fittings, set up to receive Amallyn. A pair of mismatched chairs served as the hold’s only other furnishings.

			Most kabalites who went into exile did so because they were wanted criminals. If Veth Rayden had committed any grand treason before stealing Vect’s ship and fleeing the Dark City, Shadowguide hadn’t heard about it. That aside, if she hadn’t been a wanted traitor before her great theft, she certainly was now. In the years since she’d left Commorragh, Veth had left an impressive trail of bodies, many of them aeldari. The outcasts of their race were often jaded and cynical enough to overlook the most heinous of crimes, but kinslaying could still build up an unwanted reputation. Veth’s reputation was so heinous she could no longer even set foot on Precipice. 

			It had taken some convincing for Rayden to get Amallyn to venture over to the Eye of Vect. Eventually Rayden had agreed to an advance payment just for hearing her out. Amallyn reasoned that even if she chose not to take whatever offer the corsair had to make, she could always recoup her losses by selling the ex-dracon out to any number of bounty hunters in Precipice. On the outside chance that Veth was plotting to murder her, then Amallyn guessed she would just have to claim that bounty herself. That was already looking like an attractive option. 

			‘You’re the one who invited me, princess,’ she said. 

			The dracon-turned-corsair merely laughed. If her pride was nettled by Amallyn’s barbs, or the conditions in which she had to receive her guest, it didn’t show. 

			‘Valuable plunder, of course. I hear there are all manner of fortunes in the Blackstone Fortress. Are you really surprised a canny pirate turned some up for herself?’

			Keeping a wary eye for an ambush, Amallyn lowered herself to the empty seat. Veth gestured to a bottle waiting on a tray, but Amallyn declined, taking note of the lack of slaves for menial labour. 

			‘What sort of plunder?’ she said. The Talisman of Vaul held vast tracts of tunnels and chambers which were filled with nothing at all, or worse yet filled with nothing but monsters and lethal traps. Still, the uncountably ancient fortress also held innumerable treasures, tucked away by millennia of visitors. Because this particular Blackstone Fortress had a nasty habit of drawing ships in from the vast graveyard surrounding it and consuming them, much of the more valuable components and cargo survived for decades, just waiting to be recovered.

			‘The Chorale Lilcartha.’

			Above her rebreather mask, Amallyn’s almond eyes narrowed in suspicion. Refusing to remove the mask could be construed as a grave insult, but she’d been less concerned with that than she was with survival. 

			‘Lies,’ she said. ‘If the Chorale was ever real to begin with, all copies have long since been destroyed. Any supposed sighting is just a myth.’

			‘Yes, and we all thought Ynnead and the blades of Moreg-Hai were a bit of entertaining fiction at one point, too. How did that end up working out for your people?’

			Now it was Amallyn’s turn to restrain herself. Long centuries walking alone among the stars had driven the cold rage from her heart, or so she’d believed. Veth’s jibes brought those wounds open again, though, and for an instant Amallyn could hear the thready, splintery scream of wraithbone being literally torn apart all over again. 

			‘Why would the Chorale be on the Talisman of Vaul to begin with?’ Amallyn kept her voice cold and neutral while she fought her emotions back into check. She already knew the answer, or could guess, but Veth humoured her anyway.

			‘Large and enduring as the Talismans are,’ said the drukhari pirate, ‘it’s a sensible place to hide something important. More likely it was on a ship which was consumed by the Talisman.’

			Amallyn nodded. The Talismans of Vaul were monolithic creations. In the early days after the Fall, she could well imagine her ancestors, uncertain if they would even survive another handful of nights, concealing a repository of her race’s knowledge in such a nigh-indestructible hiding place. A ship of aeldari fleeing across the stars, their craft damaged in the Fall, might have sought refuge in the Blackstone as well, only to have their ship devoured. 

			She had already recovered a number of valuable finds from the Talisman. The Trylanthi blade she’d snatched from a Tarellian treasure hunter; the ashes of Saint Racharia she’d extracted and ransomed back to the mon-keigh; the cache of Zelacian rubies she had split with Grekh – each worthy of her sojourn to the Talisman. All of them would pale in comparison to an intact copy of the Chorale Lilcartha. 

			‘Why would a drukhari even be interested in the Chorale?’ Amallyn unclipped her mask and reached out to the bottle after all. 

			Veth stiffened. ‘It’s as much my history as it is yours,’ she said, forcing a smile back onto her predatory features. ‘Perhaps even more so.’ As much as it galled Amallyn to admit it, Veth was correct. The Chorale Lilcartha was a relic that rightly belonged to none of the divisions of the aeldari, but to the race as a whole.

			Supposedly written in the aftermath of the War in Heaven, the Chorale Lilcartha was one of the oldest known pieces of ancient aeldari literature. The saga of Eldanesh, the Crimson Weeping, even the tale of the Dark Muses: all had been influenced by the lore within the psychic text of the Chorale. Allegedly penned after the annihilation of the Rashan, the book had over a dozen rumoured authors, including Lileath herself. It was a living link between the surviving aeldari and their mythology. The creation and technique of the aeldari art forms was recorded also in its pages. The fundamental teachings which underlay aura painting and the writing of seada were detailed in the Chorale, as were more arcane practices like bonesinging and wraithcraft. A full, intact copy could teach the eldar truths about their species they didn’t know they’d forgotten.

			‘Tempting bait indeed,’ said Amallyn. She sipped cautiously at the effervescent beverage. ‘So what’s the snare?’

			The drukhari corsair leaned in conspiratorially. ‘Have you ever heard of the Grendish 82nd?’

			Amallyn shook her head. 

			Veth pressed her fingertips into the table surface and leaned over close enough to whisper and still be heard. A braid, dotted with beads stolen from a disciple of Karandras, swung in front of her eyes. ‘What’s worse than either a mon-keigh or a daemon?’ she asked.

			Amallyn, tired of the dramatics, set her unfinished drink down.

			‘Daemon-worshipping mon-keigh,’ she sighed.

			That part, at least, seemed subdued. Although the human renegades appeared to be dirty and desperate, even by the standards of their grubbing, filthy species, she saw no obvious signs of eldritch corruption. Several of them wore the star of Chaos or other foul icons on their person, but none of the soldiers bore the trappings of sorcerers. Besides the ogryn there were no visible signs of mutation. Amallyn knew the dogmatic savages of humanity viewed any splinter groups of their species that refused to bow to their corpse-god as being as vile as actual daemon-worshippers. If it weren’t for her longrifle, she might have believed that the humans were merely rebels, rather than true cultists. 

			In the psychic spectra, her rangefinder told a different story. In glittering golds and pulsating reds, foetid greens and searing violets, the psychic emanations of the humans showed willing servants of the Dark Powers. Warning runes ticked by in streams when she lingered over any specific individual, alerting her to a servant of the warp. Amallyn knew from experience that devotion of this magnitude only arose around leaders of great conviction. The ebullient pink haze surrounding the command centre told Amallyn in no uncertain terms where that leader was. 

			‘Were you able to learn anything else about her?’ Amallyn asked. While she had perched above the supply depot, counting enemies and memorising their routines, Veth had scouted the edges of the human occupation looking for an informant who could be abducted and interrogated without being missed.

			‘The renegade I… spoke to… called her “Commissar Melantha Schere”, although I couldn’t tell you if any one of those is a rank, a name or a title.’ Veth leaned against one wall and toyed with one of her splinter pistols. Like many corsairs, she enjoyed going to war with criss-crossed bandoliers of pistols across her chest. ‘Supposedly she found the Chorale down here while scouting for somewhere to store their supplies. I gather she’s trying to use it for her own personal gain somehow – no doubt by profaning it in some corrupt ritual.’

			Amallyn looked up from her rangefinder to stare back at the former dracon. Veth might be ignorant to human ranks and procedures, but she knew better. To the pathfinder, more experienced in the ways of humankind, the commissar was something altogether more terrifying. With no oversight and broad, violent powers, the commissars led by fear as much as they did inspiration. If the commissars of the Grendish regiment had been the ones to embrace Chaos worship, then it was no surprise the soldiers displayed such strong conviction. The commissars would act as a form of malign priesthood, bolstering the dark urges of their soldiers and focusing them towards the foul machinations of Chaos.

			‘Or it’s a trap,’ she said. ‘Have you thought about that? I’m sure human heretics would love to get their hands on well-supplied aeldari explorers.’ 

			If Commissar Schere had intended the depot to be a trap, she had done a marvellous job of making it look like she was trying to keep intruders out. Even after spending half a day evading spindle drones, fighting ur-ghuls, and cutting a path through a tunnel choked with cryofungus, Amallyn had still been forced to deal with the perimeter defences of the humans, snipping her way through coils of razor wire and disarming the crude fragmentation mines the Traitor Guardsmen had deployed in the vents.

			‘Exactly my thinking,’ Veth said. She secured her pistol and double-checked the serrated cutlass and slim parrying blade hanging from her left hip. ‘Which is why I suggested we do this by ourselves.’ She made a swooping hand gesture, like a street hustler palming a trinket. ‘Covertly.’ The drukhari’s fingers caressed the gem at her throat. ‘Any thoughts on how we get to the Chorale?’

			Amallyn pointed into the maze of boxes. ‘You scale down the wall,’ she said, ‘and follow a path through the stock. If we time it correctly, you should be able to eliminate four of the soldiers before you reach their sentry.’ She gestured to a pyramid of crates, where a single human crouched amid a pile of sandbags, manning a large multibarrelled gun. Their communication beads would keep them in contact and allow her to guide the drukhari’s infiltration. ‘From his position, you cover my advance until we rendezvous. From there we should be able to eliminate the remaining mon-keigh and take the command centre before Schere even realises we’re here.’ 

			She turned to find Veth ignoring her.

			Rayden had her eyes closed. Her mouth moved silently, fingers still clutching the gem at her throat. Amallyn knew it required a great deal of concentration to activate a shadowfield, and a massive amount of self-confidence to maintain one. Behind her mask, her mouth quirked into a cruel smile as she imagined distracting Veth with a jibe about how long she was taking. As much satisfaction as it might give her to see the former dracon’s confidence shaken, forcing her to start her attunement to the crystal again, Amallyn decided that would only prolong the time she would have to suffer the drukhari’s company.

			Despite her contemplated mockery, she didn’t actually have that long to wait. The light faded and guttered, as if the nishariel crystal drew it in like a hungry parasite. The aura of darkness was bad enough for psychically stunted lesser species, but to evolved beings like the aeldari it was even worse. Amallyn could even sense the distortion of Veth’s psychic presence. Even a trained warlock could have difficulty striking a dracon thus protected.

			‘Do you need me to go over the strategy again, princess?’ Amallyn couldn’t help herself. She was both relieved and disappointed when the shadowfield failed to collapse. If anything, it deepened. She wondered if Veth was imagining killing her.

			‘Down and to the right,’ whispered the drukhari, ‘I heard you.’ Veth’s words were close, so near that Amallyn could feel her hot breath, could imagine the brush of the dracon’s lips against her ear. When she slapped blindly into the darkness, however, her arm hit nothing but shadow. 

			Then the miasma was gone, and Shadowguide could see again. She peered over the lip of the opening. The black cloud scaled down the chain beyond, Veth climbing her way to the ground without sounding so much as a single link. Amallyn sighed in exasperation. Veth’s haste was typical of the reckless Commorrites. If she couldn’t get the drukhari to follow a methodical plan of operation, they were both going to end up dead. The pathfinder relaxed, allowing herself to settle to the uneven surface. Her mesh armour flexed likewise, allowing its own shape to conform to the irregularities beneath her. 

			‘Hold,’ she said. Veth obediently paused midway down the chain. A single sentry stood guard over the rear wall. He sat atop a waist-high supply box, sullenly shifting his gaze from side to side. The runes on Amallyn’s rangefinder scrolled, counting his turns and calculating his levels of agitation. After a moment the viewer flashed a rune, notifying her that she had a firing solution. He began to turn back towards her at the same time she opened fire, and the laser bolt hit him in the top part of his face, boring a blazing hole from front to back through his skull.

			‘Nice shot,’ said Veth, dropping to the ground. The drukhari slunk away through the narrow corridors of the labyrinth. Only Amallyn’s elevated view allowed her to keep track of the corsair’s progress. The multispectral scans of her longrifle’s rangefinder even gave her a hazy impression of the ex-dracon through the diffusion of her shadowfield. 

			‘Move to the left,’ Amallyn whispered. ‘Below that hanging crate.’ Down below, Veth ducked into the indicated recess, her shadowfield blending in with the darkness beneath. One of the ogryn soldiers ambled past, pausing at the long wooden box the drukhari was hiding underneath. The bull-headed brute slapped the crate, laughing as it rocked slightly on the cargo chain. The mutant wandered off along its patrol route, guffawing to itself. 

			‘Clear path?’

			‘Not yet,’ whispered Amallyn. The aeldari earpieces picked up sub-vocalisations, so there was no need for them to speak above the barest of whispers. There was no possibility of being overheard over the racket still ringing out above them, but something was bothering her, her innate sense of caution insistently tugging at the corner of her mind. ‘He’s nearly gone. Now. Go now.’

			Veth was away in a moment, stalking through the stacks of shipping crates. Watching the gloom thicken as her malevolent cousin moved, only to recede again at her passing, drawn about her like a cloak at the command of the shadowfield, it was as though Veth were being carried through the cargo hold on a flowing river of shadow.

			‘Two of them ahead,’ Amallyn hissed. The two humans had stepped away from their assigned posts and were rapidly closing on Veth’s position. The dark eldar pressed herself against the side of the nearest crate, but if she didn’t move, they would certainly see her.

			‘Up, quickly,’ said Amallyn. To her relief, Rayden obeyed her command immediately, skittering up the nearest stack of crates like an arboreal rodent. Then, to her aggravation, the dark eldar climbed all the way to the top of the wall of shipping containers, rolled onto her back, and waited patiently for instructions. 

			Shadowguide had no time for her partner’s instigations. She snapped her rifle up to where the sentry manning the heavy gun was surveying the room. The human was staring directly at Veth. Amallyn could tell from his furrowed brow and squinty gaze that he wasn’t certain of what he’d seen, but was certain he’d seen something. 

			The runes in her rangefinder scrolled over his face at a breakneck pace, warning that the weapon couldn’t confirm a shooting solution. Amallyn didn’t have time to wait; she read his body language, adjusted her reticule to a point above and behind the human’s head, and fired.

			Before her finger could finish the action of pulling the trigger of her longrifle, the Guardsman had leaned back and started to turn towards his vox-unit, just as Amallyn had predicted he would. The laser shot took him in the side of the head, just behind the temple. He never realised what happened. Unless one of them had been looking overhead at that precise moment, none of the other humans would have realised anything had happened either.

			‘I saw that,’ Veth said. ‘If you’re that bloodthirsty, we could have just come in guns blazing, like ork mercenaries.’ 

			Amallyn ground her teeth together. She would have liked to have got Veth in place before killing the sentry. It was as if the drukhari were deliberately trying to derail her plans.

			‘The two you’re hiding from are coming down the corridor,’ she said. ‘They’ll be under your position shortly.’

			‘I’ll take the near one at your signal, cousin.’

			Amallyn sighed. The two humans were in no hurry to meet their deaths, pausing every so often to pass a small bottle back and forth between them. She tried to focus on her breathing to maintain her patience, and realised she was going to be very annoyed if they finished their illicit libation and returned to their posts before they even reached the ambush point. Fortunately, they continued all the way to their doom.

			‘Now,’ Amallyn said. No sooner had the word left her lips than Veth was in motion, rolling off the top of the crate to drop onto the unsuspecting human below.

			The drukhari never hit the ground. As soon as she reached the Traitor Guardsman, she rolled in mid-air. Veth hung there, suspended with her shoulders braced against one wall, her arm around one human’s throat, her body rigid, holding the other human pressed against the opposite wall with her boots on his neck and chest. Amallyn shot the cultist pinned by Veth’s feet. She could see blood pumping furiously out of the other cultist’s throat where Veth had slit it. The dark eldar released the pressure, letting the two corpses slide to the ground, before regaining her footing. 

			‘Z’tesh,’ said Amallyn. The immediate threat was past, but nothing was going the way she’d planned. The drukhari might thrive on chaos, but she didn’t.

			‘Did they teach you language like that in temple?’ Veth chuckled. Amallyn could see the drukhari running her hands over the corpses, pocketing anything the corsair might consider valuable.

			‘You’ve got eighty-eight seconds until a guard comes around the corner and sees those bodies,’ Amallyn said. Below, Veth snapped her head back and forth, looking for a place large enough to stow both corpses before she was spotted. Shadowguide didn’t bother; she already knew there wasn’t one. She clipped the strap to her longrifle and slung it over her shoulder. ‘Get to the gunnery nest,’ she said, ‘and guide me in. If you can eliminate the sentry before he sounds an alarm, do it.’

			Amallyn made the short leap to the dangling chain and started the hand-over-hand descent. She cursed under her breath, wishing every cancerous fate she could think of on Veth Rayden. Mentally, she calculated the routes and posts she’d memorised, trying to plot a new course that could keep them from an open confrontation with nearly a dozen enemies. If Veth could keep the patrolling guard quiet, they might have a chance. She just needed the drukhari to perform this one task.

			She leapt up on the half-stack of crates that held the corpse of the first sentry she’d shot, then pulled herself to the top of the full stack behind it. Amallyn paused for a moment as the wandering ogryn turned and peered over a shipping container to look her way. The ranger held utterly, breathlessly still, allowing the cameleoline cloth to distort and blur her shape. Over her earpiece she heard the sound of a pair of splinter pistols firing. Amallyn held her breath. 

			The sound of a human corpse lurching into a plasteel shipping container was unmistakeable. A gurgling cry started, but cut off in a frothy slur. Amallyn bit her lip in consternation. The ogryn turned towards the sound and began hurrying through the labyrinth. 

			The ranger raced along the top of the row of crates, fighting back the wrath within herself. Not just at the drukhari’s incompetence: she was also furious at herself. What had she expected? She was from Biel-Tan, and the eldar of Biel-Tan knew well what came from giving aid to Commorragh’s spawn. Now she found herself fighting for her life, all because her traitorous kin couldn’t handle a simple silent killing.

			Below and to her right, Amallyn saw one of the humans turn a corner, lasrifle tucked to his chest, walking swiftly but not yet sprinting in alarm. She pulled her shuriken pistol and fired three rapid shots into him from above. 

			‘See?’ Amallyn whispered as she leaped over another corridor, ‘completely silent. Is that so difficult?’

			‘Show me a couple more times,’ said Veth. ‘I might catch on.’ 

			Amallyn didn’t respond. She skidded to a halt on the plasteel surface of the container she’d just leaped to, looking at the confused face of the ogryn staring up at her from the corridor on the far side. She hadn’t made a sound, and couldn’t fathom how the damn thing had heard her. Only the most phenomenal stroke of luck could have drawn his attention upwards and behind him before she could strike. Before he could bellow a warning, she leapt on him. She tried to draw her powerblade on the way down, but the ogryn just lifted his bulky firearm and smashed her like an insect. Her mesh armour stiffened, absorbing most of the blow, but she still ricocheted off the crate behind her with a huge metallic clang. 

			‘Who you talking to?’ the mutant growled. Like most rangers, Amallyn was fluent in a variety of languages, including the stilted, clumsy tongue of the humans. Beneath her mask, her face burned at his words. Had her anger really made her that reckless? She rolled to her feet, too far away to reach the mutant before he tore her to shreds with his massive gun. She lunged for the nearest corner in desperation, but knew she almost certainly couldn’t make it.

			Before he could pull the trigger, a hail of las-fire pummelled him from above and behind. The torrent was brief, but battered the giant into the side of a cargo container, his face and shoulders reduced to charred, smoking meat. 

			‘Nice and quiet, yes?’ laughed Veth. ‘Just like that?’

			Cries of alarm rang out from around the bay. Amallyn could hear footsteps racing through the labyrinth: some in her direction and others making their way towards the gunnery nest. She started in that direction herself.

			‘No, no,’ said Veth, ‘I’ll come to you so you can show me in person.’ The drukhari’s perverse giggles infuriated Amallyn more than her own failures. One of the Grendish soldiers yelped from around the corner as he stumbled over the corpse Amallyn had killed on her way in. Amallyn rose and lunged at the shipping container wall between them, focusing her will into the crystalline belt around her waist. She felt the phase crystal engage moments before she would have impacted the wall face first.

			As always, there was a brief sense of disorientation. It only took a moment to step through the shipping container and out the other side, but the feeling of metal passing through her body felt like being torn apart, yet numbing. It was like being cut with a thousand scalpels at once, only painlessly. 

			The mon-keigh soldier was kneeling over the corpse of his comrade, babbling to a vox-bead in his ear. His attention was ahead of him, towards the corner any enemy would have to approach from if they were coming from the recent gunfire. He never bothered to look behind, even as Shadowguide’s powerblade was plunging at his neck. 

			‘You do hate to use that thing, don’t you?’

			Amallyn looked up to see Veth’s shadowy form sliding down from the top of a container wall. The shadowfield retracted slightly, allowing Amallyn to see the corsair’s dim outline. 

			‘I could feel it from up there,’ said Veth. ‘I should get one of those for my torture chamber.’

			The pathfinder shook her head in anger. ‘Not now,’ she hissed. ‘How many are left?’ 

			‘Five,’ Veth said. The corsair’s bandoliers were missing multiple weapons. ‘I killed the other mutant on the way here.’

			Behind the drukhari’s shoulder, an explosion roared from the gunnery nest, accompanied by several screams.

			‘Two now,’ said Veth. Amallyn glared at her dark cousin, who merely shrugged in amusement. ‘I found some crude grenades on the dead. What’s the big deal? We weren’t being quiet any more, were we?’ 

			The ranger swept by her.

			Amallyn kept herself closed off from the corsair as much as she was able, but still she could feel Veth’s sadistic glee emanating like an aura behind her. She reminded herself that they were so close to their goal: the Chorale Lilcartha would be worth it. The possibility of finding secrets that would strengthen the asuryani or, gods willing, reveal the key to healing Biel-Tan, was worth any amount of nettling to her pride. She could put up with the drukhari’s slapdash manner for a little while longer.

			She needed no scanners or spotter to identify the last of the humans. Even before she rounded the last corner before the command centre, she could hear her quarry. The shuffling, nervous movement of a soldier settling into a defensive posture, the squeak of a bayonet being fixed to the primitive laser weapon, the metallic rattle of a grenade being palmed: the human couldn’t have telegraphed her position more if she were trying. Amallyn could taste the wet, tart aura of the woman’s fear. Beside her, she heard Veth shiver.

			‘I’ll move first and draw her fire,’ said the corsair. ‘You come in afterwards for the kill.’ Veth didn’t wait for the ranger to confirm the plan, just stalked past her and rushed around the corner. Amallyn cursed again. There was little time to plan, but there was still no reason to run in so ill-prepared. She put her rifle to her chest and raced to follow Veth.

			It was a single shaft of light that saved them. Only the barest glint of gleaming metal drew Amallyn’s eye to the tripwire. She was too late to prevent Veth from barrelling through, but she kept the presence of mind to slam into the drukhari from behind, bearing both of them to the ground before the trio of explosions turned the air around them into a concussive storm of shrapnel.

			‘You see, soldier? I told you they couldn’t resist.’

			Amallyn rolled off of her dark kin and rose to her knees, leaving Veth to struggle to regain her breath on her own. The human she’d known about hunkered behind a makeshift flakboard partition, shaking her own head to clear her ears. Despite the uniform and the generic, cloddish human shape, Amallyn recognised the torn insignias and skull-faced bandana from the human woman she’d been studying earlier.

			There could be no doubt as to the identity of the second woman. The peaked cap atop her mantle of ash-blonde hair; the blood-red sash studded with handmade icons to her dark patrons; the long, sweeping greatcoat: all of them advertised her rank. Even Veth could read the undeniable message: here is a leader of forces, a messenger of death. 

			The first swipe of the chainsword nearly killed Amallyn, who only barely ducked beneath it. She had been so caught up in the commissar’s image that she had barely registered the woman attacking her. The ranger backpedalled, trying to stow her rifle with hands that were failing to work.

			‘Get out here, Jenali,’ Melantha snapped. ‘Two aeldari? The Prince of Pain will reward us richly for their lives.’

			‘Well, one real aeldari.’ Veth leapt at Commissar Schere, spinning on her heel at the last minute to slash her cutlass in from the opposite direction. Her shadowfield had collapsed, making it easier to defend against her. Melantha parried the drukhari’s attack with ease, dropped to one knee, and used the rebound force of her blow to slice at Rayden’s calf. The drukhari dove out of the way, but was forced to turn her lunge forwards into a somersault to keep from falling flat. She rolled to a kneeling position and laughed. ‘Plus one hand-wringing craftworld ascetic.’ 

			‘You just never stop, do you?’ Amallyn responded in Aeldari, like her cousin. She used the space that Veth had bought her to level the longrifle at Commissar Schere. The human woman swarmed the drukhari, greatcoat flaring out around her as she rushed the corsair. Amallyn’s rangefinder raced, trying to calculate the commissar’s chaotic, sinuous movements and achieve a firing solution. Amallyn forced herself to remain calm. Indiscriminate hip-shooting would only endanger her ally, a prospect she admittedly found more than a little tempting.

			The runes flashed a shooting solution, but before she could pull the trigger, pain bloomed up Amallyn’s left side and threw her aim. A flurry of lasrifle shots impacted her as the forgotten Grendish woman found her nerve and opened fire. The armour of the asuryani was more than a match for the crude human firearm, and most of the burst either went wide, the soldier unable to discern Amallyn’s profile through the cameleoline cloak’s diffusion, or was mitigated enough by the mesh to leave the ranger with nothing but a few bruises. The force of her fall drove Amallyn’s longrifle from her hands, though, with a hiss as the lug on her gyrostatic arm released the weapon rather than snap.

			‘Look out, cousin,’ said Veth. ‘I think that mon-keigh is still kicking. If you can’t take care of her, just keep your head down and I’ll handle it as soon as I finish this one.’ The drukhari’s words were thick, her speech slightly slurred, but still with a mirthful lilt that was like knuckles being ground into Amallyn’s scalp. 

			Veth and the human commissar traded blows in a spinning duel, both of their long, elegant coats flowing and flaring behind them. Amallyn could tell that Veth’s movements were slowed and sluggish. Once again, the drukhari let her down, so dosed on her own combat drugs that she couldn’t even manage the coordination to finish off a single mon-keigh. 

			Another burst of lasgun fire rained around her. The uncontrolled volley sprayed the steel floor and shipping containers behind her, but a single round found its mark, hitting her neck with the force of a driving punch. 

			Amallyn rose to her feet, overcome with fury. Her pistol and blade were in her hands before she knew it, the quavering human the only thing in her sight. She advanced on the fearful primitive, weaving back and forth to let the panicked lasgun shots pass by her, close enough to leave sizzling sear marks on the edges of her cloak, but unwavering in her charge.

			She drove the powerblade down in a brutal chop worthy of an ork warlord. Technique and finesse were forgotten in a single-minded desire to rend her bleating opponent limb from limb. The Grendish woman tried to lift her lasgun to block Amallyn’s blow, but the short aeldari blade cleaved the cheap longarm in half with a blinding burst of sparks. The human staggered, trying to clear her eyes. Shadowguide kicked the mon-keigh in the chest, driving her back to the wall of the command centre. She could have killed the grubby, savage creature, but she waited the brief moment it took for the Grendish woman’s vision to clear.

			The soldier stared at Amallyn, her eyes filled with an animal’s ignorant confusion. Gone was Shadowguide’s empathy, all thoughts of curiosity at the path of the human’s life forgotten. The ranger fired her shuriken pistol over and over, shredding the cultist’s chest with spinning, razored death.

			This was the red fury, the bloody, hateful infection she couldn’t shake, that had driven her onto the path of the outcast. Amallyn took a great, shaking breath, forcing the trembling wrath back down. She’d spent too long wrestling with herself to lose control now. 

			Amallyn turned to see Veth backed up to the wall of the container maze, her shoulders nearly touching the crates. A great gash ran down Veth’s armour from shoulder to navel, the corsair’s bandoliers fallen and forgotten. The ranger moved to flank the commissar, shaking her head in disgust.

			‘You’re a disgrace to Asuryan,’ she muttered. Melantha turned in time to deflect Amallyn’s attack from behind. The human’s other hand came up holding a bolt pistol. Shadowguide spun to the side, the sound of gunfire following her.

			‘Phoenix King’s dead. Didn’t you hear?’ Veth Rayden scrambled away from Commissar Schere, fumbling across the ground for her discarded pistols.

			Schere levelled her own pistol at Veth, but Amallyn charged in again, forcing the commissar to defend against her renewed onslaught. Amallyn edged the human woman backwards with a measured, criss-crossing attack routine. She might have been able to overwhelm the cult luminary with superior agility and speed, but the wiser plan was to let Veth recover and achieve an assured victory with an advantage in skill and numbers.

			‘Vect, then. Or the Dark Muses. Or your own damn reflection.’ Amallyn found herself giving ground to the commissar, and skipped backwards to give herself room. The spinning chainblade drew sparks from her own power sword. How was the human moving so fast? ‘Whatever you hold in regard as higher than yourself, just know that he or she or it looks on you and deems you a failure.’

			The human commissar snapped her arm back, firing her pistol just as Rayden drew one of her own. The explosive round went off, showering Veth with a bloody mist. The corsair doubled over, screaming, her left hand reduced to a ragged stump. Amallyn swiped in, trying to take advantage of the human’s foolish distraction, but found her strike easily deflected. Melantha Schere spun away and gave an eerie, ululating whistle.

			‘Something’s wrong,’ the ranger said, amazed to hear her own words come out thick and slurred. 

			Veth staggered forwards, her own blade in her remaining hand, and sniggered. ‘Now who’s a disgrace?’ she laughed. 

			Realisation struck Amallyn like a bolt from beyond. Veth’s laughter became crazed as she reached the same epiphany. The treasonous commissar was more than just an aspirant of the Dark Powers, she was already one of She Who Thirsts’ duly rewarded servants. Veth wasn’t being hampered by a poorly designed cocktail of combat drugs; the eldar were fighting in a cloud of soporific pheromones which slowed their reactions and dulled their wits. Her respirator had delayed the effect, but the warp-tainted toxins were more than her mask could filter out.

			To make matters worse, she heard the tromp of boots: reinforcements arriving at the commissar’s command. Two humans stormed into view from the maze of crates, laspistols and serrated knives in hand. Amallyn fought to clear her mind. Hadn’t Melantha just whistled? The two new humans went wide, circling around the two eldar women. 

			Amallyn roared in anger and lashed out at the commissar, who dove through the air above the power sword, her hips rolling with a range of motion no human had ever possessed, to land nimbly on her feet and slash her chainsword across the ranger’s forearm. The mesh armour stiffened and then shredded, but the pathfinder could still feel blood soaking her arm. 

			A knife whistled past her ear, and she retreated from the human man, who inserted himself between Amallyn and the commissar. The other harried Veth, forcing the drukhari back towards the crate maze. Their Grendish uniforms had been ripped in several places, and every inch of visible skin had been branded and scarred with blasphemies exalting She Who Thirsts. Their faces were hidden by black flexible polyvin masks that obliterated the features beneath.

			‘Were they in one of the cargo containers?’ Amallyn panted. She rolled under the guard of one of the humans, but had no opportunity to take advantage of it. She had to ignore the opening to press the commissar, who had been trying to eviscerate Veth from behind. ‘What were they even doing there?’

			Veth threw her shoulders back against one of the shipping containers and lashed her foot out at the human. Her boot caught him in the jaw and he stumbled away. Amallyn dropped to her knee and slashed her power sword through his spine, but her reflexes were still slowed, and before she could rise again the other human pistol-whipped her. She felt blood flow underneath her mask. 

			‘Quiet meditation? Ritual fasting? Censer-swinging?’ Veth laughed again. She had re-engaged Schere and was forcing the commissar to give ground, but anyone could see that she was running on a last rush of desperation. ‘They’re cultists – what do you think they were doing in there?’

			Amallyn was through with her cousin’s incessant nattering. Her pride was getting her nowhere. The only chance of victory lay in fighting them not as individuals, but as aeldari. She clenched her jaw, feeling the cracked teeth scream in agony. She rose and deflected the onrushing attack of the bare-chested cultist, shifting her weight to take as much of the hit on her wounded arm as possible. Each jarring blow felt like driving flaming nails into the injured meat of her arm.

			Invigorated by Amallyn’s agony, Veth came in on Melantha with a laugh and a burst of renewed speed. Amallyn took a moment to centre herself, opening her mind to her cousin. She had spent a great deal of her concentration keeping the distracting feelings of her twisted companion at bay, knowing how it would pain her to touch the darkness in Veth Rayden’s soul. She wasn’t wrong; opening herself up to the urges and feelings of the corsair was like turning her earpiece into a ball of razored spikes. Amallyn felt a coldness spread through her, numbing the careful control she used to tamp down her anger. The sour, acidic rage that lived inside her, that had always lived inside her, boiled up like a surge of vinegar rising from her stomach. 

			Amallyn turned from the masked cultist and attacked Melantha from the other side, swiping her blade low, sensing that Veth was attacking high. Schere rolled her shoulders to bring her bolt pistol to bear. The ranger didn’t see the motion and might have been shot, but she felt Veth’s awareness of the attack, and turned sidelong. Schere fired the bolt pistol under her armpit and through her own greatcoat. The shot whistled past Amallyn’s chest close enough to feel the heat of its passing, and blew a hole through the stomach of the cultist behind her. He fell backwards, his final moments spent thrashing in agony on the deck plating. 

			Melantha ducked and rolled, her chainsword whirling in circles with a speed her species had never been meant to command. Finally, the commissar executed a fatally foolish leap, seeking to avoid the low strike of Veth’s serrated cutlass. Amallyn rose behind her, her own powerblade pounding through the human’s back. She hefted the commissar’s weight with a surge of fury, letting the human’s own bulk drag the powerblade up and through her torso.

			Melantha slid to the ground. Amallyn and Veth stood, panting, over the corpses of the cultists. 

			‘A disgrace to our species?’ Veth said. She leaned over, wincing as she cradled her ruined hand.

			Amallyn shrugged and pulled a dermastrip from one of her belt pouches. She hastily wrapped it around her wounded forearm. Once her own injury was bandaged, she tore the fabric loose and gestured for Veth to offer up her own mangled limb. 

			‘How long do you think we have before their reinforcements arrive?’ asked the corsair. Amallyn looked up and did some quick calculations.

			‘At a swift run it’ll take them around seven minutes to get from their closest post to this bay,’ she said. ‘Assuming they called for help when you fired on the ogryn, we’ve probably got four minutes, six at the most.’

			‘Then let’s see if this was all for nothing,’ said Veth. She inspected her freshly bandaged arm. ‘Not bad,’ she said, which Amallyn assumed was the closest she was going to get to thanks.

			‘Aren’t you worried that’s going to invite some opportunistic outcast to attack you?’ asked Amallyn as they flanked the door to the command centre. 

			Veth held up her severed hand. ‘This? No.’ She made a dismissive gesture, then peeked through the door. ‘I’ll get it regrown eventually.’ She considered the bandaged stump for a moment. ‘Or maybe I’ll get it replaced with a razor hook.’ She jerked her head for Amallyn to follow and ducked into the command centre. 

			The inside of the box was small, barely large enough for a built-in desk on one side, a cot on one wall and a bank of primitive human machines. Amallyn wasn’t certain if they were for communication, data storage or some other purpose, and didn’t have the time to study them to find out. Her attention was absorbed by the artefact on the commissar’s desk.

			The book was open. It was nearly a yard tall and almost that wide while it was opened. The two eldar women drew closer, mesmerised by the reflections shimmering off the metallic surface of the pages. Each page was covered in thin ridges, clustered by the thousands in curving, spiralling patterns far too regular to be script.

			‘It’s blank,’ Veth protested. Before Amallyn could reply, the corsair had reached out to turn the page, to see if each of the rest were as useless as the ones showing.

			As soon as her fingers brushed the foil, a scintillating burst of colour rose from the book. Runes and images swam across Amallyn’s vision. The drukhari’s fingertip stroked the edge of the page, just a hand’s breadth of a single corner, and Amallyn was overwhelmed.

			She could see chains of geometric aeldari runes, interlinked in complex thought-concepts, roiling across her mind. It was like listening to fragments of a dozen conversations: she could pick out bits and pieces but no clear narrative. She saw clearly that this section of the Chorale spoke of the eldar deities, with fragments of stories she’d listened to her whole life and some she had never heard before. She stood, dizzy, as her mind tried to make sense of incomplete rune stories about Vaul, Isha, and every other deity she had ever heard of. She felt stinging tears as her mind recognised the hated symbol of She Who Thirsts, and a stomach-clenching dread at the horned wraith-symbol of Ynnead. 

			‘Get a box,’ whispered Veth. ‘Something to carry it in.’

			Amallyn stumbled back out of the command centre, reeling. She hurried to the wall of containers, looking for a wooden crate large enough to hold the Chorale Lilcartha. The ranger’s mind still raced, struggling to believe the evidence of her senses. Part of her hadn’t believed they would really find the ancient artefact. The discovery potentially changed everything. The truth about the Ynnari and their fabled croneswords, the locations of lost craftworlds, the secrets of their civilisation, preserved from before the Fall: all of them were at her fingertips. Biel-Tan’s salvation could be, too. 

			‘Have you found something?’ Veth called, appearing at the doorway to the command container. Amallyn nodded, struggling with her wounded arm to pull the wooden crate she’d found down from its stack. The corsair sighed and jogged towards her, lending her own uninjured arm to the task.

			The roaring explosion nearly blew them both down. Blazing shrapnel rattled and pinged through the command container. A wave of force blasted from the door, followed a moment later by a wash of flame. Amallyn stared in shock, icy despair creeping across her face. She let out a keening wail of anguish, unable to articulate her horror into real words.

			Veth had no such compunctions. With a string of profanity vile enough to take an ork back, she stormed her way back into the command centre. Her vulgar display shocked Amallyn into action, who followed the corsair in, while she struggled to understand what she was seeing.

			The desk had exploded. Any hope she had of the Chorale Lilcartha surviving was gone the moment she stepped through the door. Only twisted scrap remained on that end of the container, blackened, melted stains driven up the walls and across the ceilings and floor. The interior of the command centre, whose walls were designed to withstand anti-tank rounds, had focused the explosion inwards, turning the container into a firestorm of white-hot shrapnel and roiling flame. The walls and the warped metal fragments beneath their feet still radiated an angry heat.

			A single scrap of metallic foil, smaller than a child’s palm, fluttered on a hot bubble of air and drifted past Amallyn, who reached one hand out to take the fragment in numb, gloved fingers. She felt a tiny pulse of psychic residue from the page, and tucked it in one of her belt pouches. As swiftly as she could, she grabbed what fragments she saw, most of which had been blown out the door of the container before the wash of heat had destroyed everything left inside.

			‘That miserable gla’an,’ Veth raged. She whirled on Amallyn. ‘She must have rigged the desk to explode.’

			Amallyn stared at the last page fragment.

			‘How were you going to have your hand regrown?’ she whispered.

			‘What?’

			The ranger turned her head to regard the drukhari, who was busily searching the scrap on the ground for anything recoverable.

			‘I said, how were you going to have your hand regrown?’ Amallyn stared at her companion, who cocked her head quizzically. ‘Aren’t you an outcast from Commorragh? Which haemonculus were you going to pay to do it?’

			Veth shook her head as if in confusion. ‘I don’t understand,’ she said, ‘but we don’t have time for this. We need to go.’

			The two women raced through the labyrinth of crates. Ignoring the corsair, Amallyn scaled the dangling chain to their extraction point as quickly as her injuries would allow. Below her, undaunted by her own injuries, Veth followed, hooking her injured arm through the links to gain the needed leverage.

			‘You aren’t a renegade at all, are you?’ Amallyn asked as Veth swung herself into the entry port.

			‘Whatever do you mean?’ the drukhari replied, her voice the model of icy calm.

			Amallyn Shadowguide scowled. ‘Since first you came to the Talisman, I couldn’t understand why you left Commorragh. What, did you fancy yourself the next Traevelliath Sliscus? Both you and I know there’s only one Serpent, and you could never hope to compete.’

			Veth grinned. ‘Maybe I dislike taking orders.’

			Amallyn scoffed. ‘You served archons for decades. You never had a problem with it before. But when the new Blackstone Fortress is discovered, all of a sudden you can’t bear the strain of Vect’s rule any longer? I think not.’ The pathfinder pointed one accusing finger at Veth. ‘And a loyal dracon would be a huge target for the ruthless piratical types in and around Precipice. But a corsair princess? She would be just another renegade in a festering, lawless knot of villains.’

			The drukhari shrugged. ‘You aren’t right, but let’s say you are. Let’s pretend that I do serve Vect’s interests here, or at least that the Living Muse believes I do.’ She pointed one hand back towards the bay. ‘Do you think it changes anything? That it isn’t better this way?’

			Amallyn stared at Veth, unable to believe what she was hearing. Her mouth moved but no sound came out. She could feel her rage boiling again. If she hadn’t required Veth’s assistance in getting back to her ship, she’d have been inclined to dash the drukhari’s head against the wall.

			‘Think about it,’ said Rayden. ‘How does the discovery of the Chorale Lilcartha benefit our people, in the long run? Yours especially?’ The dracon held up her remaining hand and began counting factions off on her fingers. ‘The Harlequins already know whatever they think it is they need to know, and probably have a copy of this damn book in their Black Library anyway. The Exodites neither know nor care about the words of our forebears. The drukhari of Commorragh won’t be swayed by this text – we already live as we’ve always lived, as our kind was meant to live.’ Veth held up her last finger, pointing it right back at Amallyn. ‘And the craftworlders? Your spineless lot sailed away in your worldships to get away from the society that wrote this book!’ 

			Veth threw up her arms, stage-yelling to express her exasperation. ‘The only aeldari who stand to profit from the Chorale Lilcartha are the Ynnari who need its secrets to undermine our civilisations, and the greedy corsairs who would fight for the right to sell it to them.’ She grinned again, her face a mask of malevolence. ‘And neither of us wants that, do we?’

			Amallyn stood, horrified, digesting Veth’s words. There was a twisted, terrible logic there. Even before the coming of Ynnead, her people had charted their way forwards, to reconquering the galaxy, and she couldn’t realistically see a book of forgotten lore changing their plans. Not really. They might use the secrets within if the autarchs thought they could benefit, but ultimately they would regard the Chorale as a tool, not a life-changing template of what their society had been and could be again. A part of her refused to accept the reasoning, though: somewhere she knew she would have risked fracturing eldar society as a whole further, if it meant repairing the fractures in her own home world. 

			‘Now,’ said Veth, placing one wicked hand on Shadowguide’s shoulder, ‘let’s go back and divvy up our score. Paltry though it might be, I think we’ll both find that any number of interested parties will pay small fortunes for those scraps you gathered. As far as anyone on Biel-Tan needs to know, we found it this way.’

			Amallyn jerked away from the dracon. She could feel Veth’s glee at the corners of her psyche, but slammed the shutters of her mind closed, locking her kin out. She clamped down on the anger boiling from her gut, forcing it down the same way she had for the uncountable years she had spent walking the path of the outcast.

			‘I’ve already got my share,’ she hissed. ‘And it seems to me that your half of the bounty is still back there in that shipping container.’ She jerked her chin towards the bay dismissively. ‘Feel free to go and get it.’ Then, with a swirl of cameleoline silk, she turned and stalked away down the port tunnel. 

			Veth Rayden, her soft laughter echoing in the darkness, followed behind. 
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			Pain.

			A thousand white-hot needles stabbing through my skin, over and over and over. Adrenaline surges through my screaming veins, chased by sinister, malevolent venom.

			Agony.

			+Wake up.+

			My heart thunders in my chest as my anguish grows with each throbbing beat. Every animal instinct within me shrieks, telling me to flee, to writhe, to open my mouth and scream, but I don’t. I can’t. The iron mask bolted onto my skull keeps my jaws locked tightly closed.

			My suffering grows, applauded by the parasitic bionic screwed into my spine. Scrapcode hisses hungrily in my mind as the daemon within sends electricity crackling through my ravaged nerves, flaying the raw meat of my mind with the tenderness of a serrated blade.

			I suffer, sweating in agonised silence, as the empathic-resonance coil tortures me, until the mechadendrites whipping around my head crackle with violent, eldritch lightning. I suffer, my hands locked in a shuddering rictus, as corrupted Motive Force flows into my electro-goads. I suffer, my ravaged body jerking on the strings of a cruel puppet master, until every last thought is devoured by all-consuming rage.

			I suffer because it makes me strong.

			‘Time has no meaning to the meaningless.’

			I can’t remember where I first heard it, but I feel like I’ve heard it more than once. Or maybe the sentiment rang so true I’ve just replayed it in my mind. I don’t remember and it doesn’t matter, because I don’t matter.

			I remember exactly where I first heard that sentiment: Magos Vestus Artorus Rhynne, overseer of Generarium Sub-Complex Tertius Delta-Gamma-824. Where I was born. Where I’ll die.

			I sit at my workstation, one of tens of thousands of menials acting as cogs in the great machine. I’m hardwired into my terminal via a MIU port in the back of my skull. Haptic implants in my fingers draw relevant data into my ocular bionic. They’re the only pieces of blessed machinery I’ve been allowed, the bare minimum required to monitor the Motive Force crackling through Voltage Sump 246-Rho. The rest of my body is flesh and blood and bone: weak, impractical, inefficient, transient.

			Tired. Hungry. Aching from hunching over my terminal.

			‘To know one’s purpose is to know the Omnissiah’s will,’ drones from a passing servo-skull. Magos Rhynne prefers verses of scripture to machine-cant data-hymns.

			A minor fluctuation ripples across the sump’s auxiliary venting chamber. It’s the most interesting event to transpire in the entirety of my seventeen-hour shift. I blink-toggle through reserve coolant tanks and mind-pulse a command through my MIU, increasing the flow of liquid nitrogen to the affected chamber by 0.21% to compensate.

			I breathe out a long sigh. The air reeks of burnt iron and acrid lubricant, cloying incense and stale sweat. I breathe in through my mouth, trying not to taste it.

			I pray to the Omnissiah that some day I won’t have to.

			Another fluctuation alert. 246-Rho’s auxiliary venting chamber again. I access the diagnostic, parsing the data as quickly as my unaugmented brain will allow. One of the magnetic containment coils is showing erratic power signatures. I flag the abnormality, compile an incident report and mind-pulse it to the central routing cogitator for later analysis.

			I consult the chronometer. One hour, fourteen minutes until end of shift.

			My terminal chimes as a data-packet appears on my ocular screen, flashing urgently. Priority Beta. That’s never happened before.

			My fingers dance across my keyboard as the data-load gradually unspools. Collated anomaly reports from other terminals. I mind-pulse them to my terminal’s screen: with my limited enhancements it’s quicker for me to read that way. Nothing appears. My workstation’s cogitator clicks and whirs as it breaks down the data into relevant statistics.

			I wait, drumming my fingers as the subroutine finishes. I bite down an inefficient, possibly heretical grunt of annoyance at the speed of my blessed workstation. I wonder how long it’s been since it last received the Manifold Blessing of Proficient Cogitation. I hear chiming in the distance. One hour, thirteen minutes.

			The subroutine clicks to a halt. Modelled data flickers onto my screen. I see screeds of anomaly reports. The containment coils in 246-Rho’s venting chambers are failing. All of them. Adrenaline floods through my veins.

			‘By the Omnissiah,’ I whisper.

			More chiming in the distance. Lots of it.

			I frantically blink through remediation protocols, but each one terminates as soon as I attempt to activate it. System overload. I don’t have the access to override it. I try rerouting the voltage sump’s crackling electrical discharge into a neighbouring receptacle. The command terminates as soon as I send it, hitting a wall of countermeasure code. The failure isn’t limited to my voltage sump, but affects all of them. 

			Chiming. Chiming everywhere, all at once.

			Then the screaming starts.

			Menials start frantically unplugging from their cogitators and fleeing the generarium. A subsonic humming begins to build, interspersed by ominous crackling. Sparks vomit from the blessed machinery around me and become coiling arcs of the Motive Force. Suddenly everyone is fleeing. Even the servo-skulls are fleeing.

			I sprint from my chair and am painfully yanked back into my seat. My MIU dendrite won’t release. The emergency lockdown protocol has frozen all systems, chaining thousands of us to our cogitators. I grit my teeth and try to pull the cord out of my skull but the socket clamps won’t budge.

			‘Help!’ I cry. ‘Help, someone, help me!’

			The stampeding crowd all but ignores me. One or two stop for a moment, but flee as soon as they realise they can’t help me. Desperate tears run down my face. The hum becomes an angry whine. Crackling electricity arcs into the menials in section septimus. They shriek in agony, jerking and writhing, as the Motive Force burns their bodies from the inside out.

			‘Help!’ I cry. ‘Help me! Omnissiah, please, help me!’

			And suddenly I see my salvation.

			On the upper gantry, surrounded by a small army of adepts, lexmechanics and servitors, is Magos Rhynne, the holy lord of Generarium Sub-Complex Tertius Delta-Gamma-824. I wave my arms frantically to grab his attention.

			‘Magos! Magos Rhynne! Help!’

			He stops. He stares down at me, emerald bionics clicking and whirring in the shadows of his hood.

			‘Master, the system’s in lockdown,’ I yell over the klaxons and screaming. ‘I can’t override it!’

			He doesn’t move. I can almost hear the subroutines whirring in the holy cogitators that comprise his brain. 

			He’s going to leave me to die.

			‘You can override it! Help me, please!’

			But Magos Rhynne doesn’t help me. He turns and flees the generarium, leaving me chained to my cogitator.

			‘Wait!’ I scream. ‘No! Where are you going? Come back! Don’t leave me here!’

			But my pleas are lost, devoured by the ear-splitting roar that drowns out even the frightened wailing of the doomed. I can only watch, staring in petrified awe as the terrifying power of the Motive Force slips its bonds and hungrily consumes the generarium.

			I scream as fifty thousand volts rip through my MIU into my skull, incinerating me from the inside out.

			Something is happening.

			Or maybe something has already happened.

			I hear the entire cult thrumming, crackling, howling to life around me, agonised screams echoing from the cursed blackstone walls. Warped lightning arcs around those who survive the awakening. Several spasm violently, sinews cracking and bones snapping, as the pain-batteries wired into their bodies overwhelm them, burning them out like overloaded circuits.

			They collapse to the floor in dismal heaps, the daemonically amplified pain that once animated them hollowing them out.

			Thret skitters into the chamber on spidery legs, followed by a cohort of the Grendish 82nd and two immortals of the Servants of the Abyss. 

			Thret is a hulking mass of corrupted bionics veined with warped flesh, scraps of red cloth all that remains of his former allegiance. The Traitor Guard, led by Commissar Vigril, are decked in chains, spikes and grisly trophies, a dark shadow of the regiment they once were. The immortals that stomp beside them are divine avatars of ceramite and adamantium and iron and brass, cast in the dread image of the pantheon. 

			The daemon-shard infesting the machinery within my body hisses with rage at the sight of the immortals and sends a spiteful bolt of electricity searing across my chest.

			‘Negavolts! Rejoice!’ Thret thunders in a grating, wet monotone. He spreads his spindly, biomechanical arms, taking the cult in his hands as he first did long ago. ‘Battle calls us!’

			‘Rejoice when the enemy is dead, Thret,’ the Grendish commissar snarls from behind a skull-faced rebreather. ‘Our rituals in the lower corridors cannot be interrupted!’

			Hundreds of Negavolts try to shout hungrily over the din of our awakening, but our cries emerge from our iron masks as muffled roars. The air crackles with our hatred, our inability to give voice to it making the rage physically unbearable. We’re starving, famished for bloodshed. The Blackstone Fortress, our damnable prison and indomitable sanctum, gives and takes irrespective of our craving.

			‘I had four squads guarding the maglev shaft near the citadel’s lower cordons,’ Commissar Vigril announces, addressing the entirety of the cult. ‘And we haven’t heard from them in over an hour. With the damned vox-net down we have no option but to assume there’s been another attack. We’re going to reinforce my troopers to ensure our ritual is completed.’

			Thret’s mechadendrites thrash and scream in serpentine frustration. ‘You awakened the Negavolt Cult over some missing sentries? It could’ve been spindle drones or a thousand other maladies! Why awaken us?’

			‘The lower cordon was defended by no less than four hand-picked squads of the Dread Harbingers,’ Vigril growls back. ‘Anything that can break through four squads of my best men requires nothing less than a full mobilisation. There’s too much at stake to take a chance.’

			Thret is unimpressed, I can see it in the hunch of his rotting body. ‘You place great confidence in your men, commissar.’

			The commissar straightens his back. He barely reaches Thret’s chest. ‘Explain yourself, and choose your words carefully.’

			‘They are of flesh,’ Thret grates back simply, spreading his four biomechanical arms and eight bladed legs. ‘And the flesh is weak.’

			Commissar Vigril glares at our master. I can see his gloved finger hovering over the activation rune on the chainsword belted at his waist. Every fibre of my being wills him to try, so I can release the agonising, crackling power thrumming through my body.

			‘Had I nothing more important to do I’d happily demonstrate how dangerous the Grendish 82nd is,’ Vigril finally growls. ‘But not all of us command an army of defective monstrosities worthy only of de–’

			‘Enough of this,’ the horned immortal thunders, his voice a deep-throated hacksaw grind. Silence immediately descends.

			‘Lord Mallex has decreed that the Grendish rituals are not to be disturbed, and so they will not be,’ the other demigod intones, his face a scarred, biomechanical ruin. ‘See that it is done, cultmaster.’ 

			Then, at some unspoken signal, the towering warriors turn and march out of our chamber without another word.

			‘Wait, where are you going?’ Vigril calls to their backs.

			‘We are needed elsewhere,’ the demigod answers without turning.

			‘What do you mean elsewhere?’ the commissar splutters as he runs to catch up. ‘Our rituals are of the utmost importance to cementing our hold on the Blackstone Fortress! Need I remind you of our mission here?’

			The horned immortal turns. Slowly. 

			‘Lord Mallex’s throne cannot be left unguarded,’ the horned one snarls, glaring at the commissar. I realise the horns are actually growing from his head, not his helmet. ‘And the next time you speak without being spoken to I shall personally peel the flesh from your bones and let the daemons have their way with what’s left of you.’

			The silence is palpable, but for the crackle of our weapons and the skin-crawling hum of active power armour. The commissar doesn’t flinch, but he drops his gaze first. 

			‘As you command,’ he hisses through his mask.

			The immortals stomp away without another word as though not noticing him.

			Thret looses an aggravated blurt of scrapcode. ‘Are you done grovelling?’ he grates. ‘If there is something to slay, let us slay it! My children are aching to release their fury! Do you not feel their rage saturating the air?’

			Commissar Vigril rises and fixes our leader with his death-mask gaze. 

			‘I have command authority of all non-Astartes forces in this quadrant, Thret. Your cult will answer to me.’

			‘If you say so.’ Is there amusement in his burbling rasp?

			‘Just make sure our rituals are uninterrupted, freak,’ Vigril growls before sprinting towards the fight, his retinue and honour guard in tow.

			Thret throws his many arms wide, rearing back on his spidery legs. ‘To battle, my children! Let your pain lend you speed!’

			The cult voices its war-screams in the only way it can: with violent arcs of corrupted, vengeful power.

			We leave the few overloaded corpses of the cult to smoulder where they lie. If the scavengers that infest Lord Mallex’s sanctum don’t consume their remains, the Blackstone Fortress will.

			My scorched eyelids crack open.

			The reek of burned skin floods the raw pit where my nose was. I try to breathe through my mouth but it feels as though I’ve swallowed barbed wire. I can’t move. My skin, my muscles, my bones feel like they’re still on fire. I suck cold, greasy air into my scorched lungs and cough out bloody phlegm.

			By the Omnissiah.

			I’m alive.

			‘…ate resource loss report.’

			A withered servitor, reeking of unguents and rancid meat, clicks and answers. ‘Compliance. Of the thirteen thousand two hundred and ninety-three casualties brought to this facility, seven thousand five hundred and forty-seven have expired. Fatalities estimated to reach eleven thousand nine hundred and eighty-seven within the next Terran standard solar cycle,’ it drones from a vox-grille embedded in its slack jaws. ‘Relevant diagnostic data is available for perusal.’

			‘No need, irrelevant,’ the second voice clucks. ‘Have the deceased transferred to Reclamator Thret. Instruct him to have their bionics removed for reconsecration and prepare their biomass for reconstitution.’ 

			Beep, whirr, click. 

			‘Command processed,’ the servitor drools. ‘Reclamator Thret confirms compliance. Transfer of deceased biomass for reconstitution… reconstitution… reco urgh-ckch.’

			‘Fine, fine, but can any of the living be salvaged?’ That voice. I know that voice. I’ve heard that voice more times than my own, projecting from cyber-cherubim and vox-casters and servo-skulls from the day I first began my lifetime of service in the generarium.

			‘Query answer – nega–’

			‘M-ma-mago-s-s…’

			A shadow falls across me, blotting out the grimy lumen-light. Magos Vestus Artorus Rhynne towers over me, a regal pillar of iron and chrome and steel and glowering bionics, surrounded by his retinue of lexmechanics, holoservitors and tech-thralls. Just seeing him, his holy form, soothes the pain of his betrayal, that knifing sadness in my chest of knowing that he’d abandoned me, a loyal menial who had served him faithfully for over thirty cycles.

			‘This one is still alive,’ Rhynne remarks as though noticing rust. 

			The servitor’s ocular bionics flicker as data pours into them. ‘Delta-28-4 Gamma 6. Psi-class menial. Assigned to 246-Rho Voltage Sump.’

			‘Wh-why di-didn’t y-y-you he–’

			‘Be quiet,’ he snaps. Mechanically I comply, like a piece of machinery, lapsing into twitching, agonised silence. They’re the first words my master has ever spoken directly to me.

			Magos Rhynne plugs a mechadendrite into the data-slate hanging from my slab. His wizened face, as impassive as the holy metal that constitutes his elevated machine-form, creases ever so slightly. ‘Nervous system damage precludes conventional servitor conversion.’

			Servitor conversion?

			‘Affirmative,’ the servitor drones, staring blankly at nothing. ‘Subject has sustained catastrophic neurological system damage. Rehabilitation would require class four nano-surgery and synth-nerve grafting.’

			Magos Rhynne disconnects from the data-slate. He won’t even look at me. ‘I have a new shipment of menials arriving within two solar cycles. The resources required to rehabilitate a menial are far in excess of the loss of productivity its absence would cause,’ he says, seemingly to himself.

			My chattering teeth clench as sick, hot rage floods through the ruin of my body.

			Loss in productivity? That’s all I ever was, a tool? A digit on a ream of parchment?

			‘N-no b-b…’

			The servitor clicks and clanks, as though the cogitations taking place in its idiot brain are painful. ‘Recommendation – salvage brainmass via lobotomy and mindwipe for servitor implantation. Reconstitution protocol for biomass.’ 

			I thrash against my bindings as much as I can. I’m not going to be butchered like an animal and have my brain scooped into a slave-machine. ‘No! Y-yo-you c-ca… uurrghh… y-you ca-can’t!’

			‘I said be quiet,’ Magos Rhynne snaps at me. He turns to the servitor. ‘Authorise euthanasia protocols for all remaining casualties Theta-class and below with under fifty per cent rehabilitation probability.’

			I want to kill him. More than anything else I’ve ever wanted, more than his praise, more than greater knowledge, more than new bionics, I want to rise off this slab of metal, wrap my hands around his throat, and choke the life from his miserable body.

			‘I-I’ll k-k-k… nnggghhh… ki-kill…’

			But Magos Rhynne doesn’t see me, doesn’t hear me, doesn’t even acknowledge that I exist. He turns and glides out of the medicae facility, his retinue and servo-skulls in tow, just like he did in the generarium, and I’m utterly powerless to stop him.

			‘Confirmed,’ the servitor drones to no one. ‘Standard salvage, servitor conversion and reconstitution protocols. Transferring to Reclamator Thret.’ Then, like a marionette with its strings cut, it clatters back into silence.

			Hot, angry sobs wrack me. Stinging tears leak from my scorched eyes, blurring the lumens into burning smears. Bleak, crushing sorrow smothers whatever embers of hope I might’ve had left.

			No. This can’t be how I die.

			This can’t be.

			This can’t be…

			I awaken in darkness. In agony. The cold air feels greasy on my scabbed skin. I hear the echo of chanting, deep and alien, from somewhere. I’m not dead. I should be dead.

			A sinister figure looms beside my slab, a pillar of raggedy darkness but for three green optics glowing from his bronze mask. 

			‘W-whe-where a–’

			The masked figure places a gloved hand on my shuddering lips, gently, almost tenderly. His fingers reek of unguents, antiseptic and rotted blood.

			‘Shhh… Rest, my friend. I am Reclamator Thret,’ the figure grates wetly from a vox-grille. ‘And I’m going to save you.’

			I don’t often pray to the Dark Gods, as some of my cult-brothers do. I prayed rarely to the Machine-God, as my daily routine dictated, but infrequently did I ever find myself beseeching the Omnissiah. Even knowing the power of Chaos, wasting so many years of my life offering data-hymns to a lie makes the act of worship seem sour.

			But right now I pray to the Dark Gods that the intruders be Imperials, so I can have the pleasure of murdering them.

			My fervent prayer beats hot through my tortured veins with every heartbeat, like razor splinters slicing through me. The rest of the cult thunders towards battle around me, alongside Vigril and his Dread Harbingers. The air around us crackles with eldritch lightning and murder-lust straining to slip its leash. Scrapcode data-prayers steel our flesh against the suffering we are to endure. I can feel the data-daemon lurking in my empathic resonator growing hungry. In my mind I can almost see its fangs growing longer in anticipation.

			The Blackstone Fortress is a labyrinth of darksome corridors and shadowy passageways, narrow bridges extending over bottomless chasms, and vaulted ceilings so tall they devour any light that attempts to probe them. Lord Mallex’s citadel, grown out of the inscrutable blackstone like a colossal tumour, is a twisted mirror to the alien structure beyond. Whispers, pregnant with vile hunger, haunt every blood-daubed pathway. Sentient dread hides in the flickering shadows cast on every wall, always present, rarely seen.

			We wind down into the lower cordons, passing rows of spindle drones, dead, dismantled, violated. I send a frustrated bolt of electricity scorching into one as I pass. I’ve lost count of how long we’ve spent trying to corrupt these machines, to bind daemonic essences to them, only to have the Neverborn hurled back into the warp, hissing with impotent rage. Early in our imprisonment I realised that the Blackstone Fortress is closer to a living organism than a space vessel, and the spindle drones are part of its immune system. 

			I want to sicken this place, to make it weak, to kill it.

			At last we pass into a great sunken chamber swarming with activity. The stench of blood, rotten meat and ozone are the first sensations to assail me, followed by a subsonic, bone-aching throb. 

			At the centre of the chamber hovers a massive, blood-soaked artefact, haloed in crackling power, bathing the space with jaundiced light. It looks like a shard of obsidian, both liquid and stone at once, its crystalline lattice slowly reforming into different patterns. A piece of archeotech, one of countless thousands our forces have plundered from the Blackstone Fortress, each one unique and, apparently, valuable beyond measure. 

			So this is what the Grendish 82nd are guarding.

			Around the archeotech floats a circle of eight emaciated sorcerers and psykers, arms raised and faces clenched in agony, chanting corrupting prayers that burn the ears to hear. What the artefact’s purpose is, or what the Grendish forces are attempting to do to it, or even how long they’ve been at work is beyond me, and beyond my caring.

			The pain-battery infesting my body screams for violence, and I have no foe on which to vent my rage. I look to Thret, who looks similarly disappointed to have not arrived at a battle.

			The arriving Grendish forces buzz around the chamber like rad-ants, erecting fresh ferrocrete barricades, directing Vigril’s reinforcements to makeshift gun nests, training heavy weapons platforms towards the yawning portal at the head of the chamber. A grossly warped ogryn stomps around in idiot frustration, moaning gibberish and fiddling with its mutations like a child examining a new toy. 

			They’re spread thin.

			+This prison bleeds them. How amusing.+

			Sergeants in blackened rebreathers direct my cult-brothers to front-line redoubts surrounding the yawning entrance to the chamber, ready to repel a full frontal assault with our crackling weapons.

			They’re nervous. 

			+It is the curse of mortals to fear death.+

			Death would be a luxury.

			Commissar Vigril strides towards the improvised command centre in the corner of the chamber. ‘Lieutenant, status report.’

			The lieutenant salutes, then resumes glaring at a glowing cogitator. ‘We still haven’t reached the maglev sentries on the vox,’ he announces over the din. ‘Since then squads Harmeck, Gestrol and Vorsh have fallen out of vox contact as well.’

			‘You sent three squads?’

			‘We needed to know what came out of the maglev.’

			I see Vigril’s fist clenching but he says nothing. The commissar then points at the cracked screen. ‘They all lost contact in the lower cordon. Vox-net should still reach that deep into the fortress.’

			‘Our enginseers have checked and rechecked the vox-net,’ the lieutenant replies. ‘We’ve sacrificed slaves to boost the signal with their blood.’

			Vigril’s face is hidden beneath his armoured rebreather, but I know he’s scowling. ‘And you’re absolutely certain the vox-net isn’t being jammed?’

			I see the lieutenant give a strange look. ‘By something other than the Blackstone Fortress?’

			Commissar Vigril bends over some reports and schematics. My mind blurs out their inane chatter. I can barely focus through the eye-watering pain beating like nails through my temple.

			‘Damn this place,’ the Grendish commissar growls. ‘We can’t afford to send any more men down there. How did this happen?’

			The lieutenant consults the terminal. ‘We don’t know, commissar. On your orders we fortified that maglev exit with enough squads and heavy weapons to stop a Baneblade.’

			‘Unless the maglev passageways rearranged.’ 

			The Grendish forces turn, gazing up at Thret, who towers over even the ogryn hulking nearby. ‘Explain yourself,’ Vigril demands.

			Our leader plugs a scaly mechadendrite into the terminal and displays a three-dimensional diagram from a holo-projector embedded in his shoulder. He draws a line through the flickering structure with a grimy claw.

			‘There are several forces on Precipice with mapping technology superior to our own,’ he rasps with a burble of scrapcode. ‘It’s possible our attackers descended through an unknown maglev or maglevs, jammed your transmissions and attacked your garrison from behind, picking them off before they could reposition.’

			Vigril glowers at his lieutenant for a long time. The grim-faced soldier’s face grows grimmer. ‘But then why wait to strike at our ritual chamber?’ Vigril snaps. ‘It’s clearly what they’ve come for. Whoever they are, they could’ve attacked an hour ago!’

			‘You said it yourself, you sent every man you could spare into the lower maglev ingress to investigate,’ Thret muses. I experience the hunger in his voice as a burning burst of adrenaline flooding my ravaged veins. ‘Your enemies have bled you dry, commissar, one squad at a time.’

			The Grendish commander glares at my master, then back at the hololith, his face unreadable but his gloved hands shaking with rage. ‘And who, do you suppose, has superior mapping technology to ours, Thret?’

			We suddenly hear a new sound beneath the pulsing of the archeotech ritual, the clank-rattle of ammo belts, the roar of the ogryn: a dull, whining hum that suddenly builds into a throaty growl, louder than the din of battle preparation, louder than the ritual chanting, louder than the molten-iron thud of my heartbeat in my ears.

			The local vox crackles with squealing static as it’s jammed. 

			‘Rejoice!’ Thret cries to the cult, raising his bladed legs. ‘War is upon us!’

			At long last!

			+Finally.+

			As though on cue, a hulking Kataphron Destroyer servitor grinds through the yawning portal on a track-unit and unleashes its overcharged plasma culverin into the heart of the Dread Harbingers. 

			‘W-what is that th-th-thing?’ I say, extending a shuddering finger.

			Even in the gloomy twilight of my saviour’s secret sanctum, lit only by the grimy lumens suspended over a strange chirurgeon, I can see the cylindrical device, as though it’s glowing without actually radiating light. It hurts my raw eyes just to look at it.

			‘That, my child, is your salvation and your retribution,’ Reclamator Thret grates wetly. ‘That is why I saved you. That is why I brought you here.’

			The rogue magos wheels my gurney over to the chirurgeon slab. Though my caretaker does his best, every bump and jostle and twitch sends needles stabbing into my ruined nerves. Even the dull lumens burn my lidless eyes. I clench my shuddering jaw and try to focus on simply breathing through the pain, as I’ve done every miserable hour of every miserable day since Magos Rhynne left me to die in the generarium.

			When I’m in place the bizarre chirurgeon trundles to sickening life, like an enormous biomechanical spider afflicted by the same destroyed nervous system. The thought fills me with dread as its gangly arms clatter towards me. With machine tenderness it grabs me and drags me from my gurney onto the operating slab. 

			I shriek through it, as I do everything.

			‘Wh-wh-a–’

			Thret places a spindly finger to my twitching lips. Even with his heavy gloves, vulcanised robes and bronze mask he still reeks of machine oil and some unidentifiable foulness, as though his sacred lubricants are somehow spoiled.

			‘Hush, child,’ he coos as he gently secures my juddering limbs to the slab with iron manacles. ‘Conserve your strength. You will need it.’

			He drifts out of my sight towards a console. Slithering mechadendrites that look strangely alive emerge from the folds of his tattered robe. His glowering bionics flash as he interfaces with the bizarre surgery mech. 

			I’m vaguely aware that we’re not alone in the operating chamber, that we’re being watched by something unseen. The droning machine-cant wafts through the air like the odour of dead flesh. It’s not lingua-technis. Just hearing it makes me feel nauseous.

			‘I call the device an empathic resonance coil,’ Thret explains as the arms of the chirurgeon split, revealing an array of whirring, squirting, sparking tools. ‘Once merged with you it will take what makes you weak and turn it into what makes you strong. Strong enough to take your revenge.’

			‘H-h-how?’

			‘I go where others fear to tread,’ Thret grates, his metallic voice almost hiding the rage behind his words. ‘Mysteries others would not dare gaze upon I have gazed deeply into. I have beheld arcane sciences far beyond the blind, arrogant lies of my limited kin.’

			He touches a final activation rune and my slab ratchets upright. The chirurgeon positions the empathic resonance coil behind my back.

			I hear a sound without hearing it: a deep, wet, hungry gurgle.

			‘W-w-ill it… h-heal m-m-me…?’ I hiss through the pain.

			Thret looks up at me. I can read nothing from the bionics gleaming from his bronze mask, but I feel he is smiling at me. ‘You are special,’ he muses. ‘You will be my finest work.’

			A snaking mechadendrite slithers from the strange device, probing the back of my skull. I can’t help but shudder as it touches my skin: it doesn’t feel like metal. It finally locates the scorched MIU port at the base of my skull, whirring and squealing as it locks in place.

			I feel another presence occupy my mind as I interface with the machine.

			I can see something in the darkness of my mind’s eye. I’ve interfaced with enough machine-spirits throughout my life to know that this isn’t one. 

			Before me I see a black pool, and some… thing with too many eyes slithering beneath the surface.

			I pulse out a greeting in lingua-technis.

			The entity, whatever it is, rises from its inky pool. No two machine-spirits appear alike: some appear almost human, some an abstraction of their function. My cogitator in the generarium was little more than a dull cloud of sparks. 

			But I’ve never seen anything like this.

			It’s like an iron-scaled serpent, but with more legs than I can count, and the lamprey-maw of a blood-sucking parasite. Venomous oil drips from its talons. It oozes rage and malice.

			+So, you are what the tinkerer has brought me?+ the machine-thing hisses, its voice a wet, slurping buzz in my brain. +He said you were special.+

			What are you?

			+A shard of greatness bound to steel. Prisoner and gaoler in a cell of my choosing, a hungering splinter that cannot be dug out,+ it gibbers. +I am the future. I am salvation. What do you desire?+

			Revenge. I want to murder the ones who did this to me.

			The machine-thing appears to grin, blackened lips pulling back to reveal rows upon rows of fangs. +And what would you give for my gift?+

			Make me strong enough and I’ll give you everything. All I have left to give, it’s yours.

			The creature looms over me but seems reluctant to draw too close. +Such suffering. Such rage. Perhaps the tinkerer was right,+ it muses. It seems reluctant. Cowed. +Perhaps you are special.+

			I feel a sickening pinch at the base of my skull, half the familiar twinge of a MIU data-inload and half the wriggling, squirming of something alien worming into my body. My eyes snap open as the violating sensation spreads throughout my ruined nerves. My veins bulge from my skin as the entity chained to Thret’s device pushes through my capillaries like boiling blood.

			It hurts, worse than I can breathe through, worse than I can stand.

			I can feel the machine-creature spreading through my flesh, through my mind, like envenomed needles scraping inside me. Sweating, nausea, cramping, convulsions wrack me as the wreckage of my body reacts to the unknowable sickness infecting it, taking the place of ruined neurons and damaged dendrites, reknitting scorched muscles and blackened bones.

			I scream: not a cry of angry defiance, but the animal-panic shriek of a dying beast. My limbs thrash against my bindings. It feels like I’m being flayed alive, doused with acid and set on fire all at once.

			And then, suddenly, my ravaged muscles no longer twitch, but pulse with strength. For the first time since the generarium accident I willingly close my hand into a fist.

			But the pain doesn’t recede. It only continues to build.

			‘Thret!’ I shriek. ‘Stop! Stop, please! AAAAA–!’

			A clattering armature slams an iron mask over my face while another begins drilling into my temple. I smell burning bone. My scream dies in my throat as the chirurgeon sockets iron bolts into my cheeks and jawbone, welding my jaw forever shut.

			I scream in agony, but nothing but a muffled groan escapes my iron mask. 

			You lied! Oh by the Omnissiah, it hurts! Make it stop! Make it stop!

			The poisonous voice of the machine-thing grimaces at my thoughts. +Lie? I did not lie, pathetic human.+

			You said… Thret said… he’d heal me…

			+And heal you I have,+ it replies sourly.

			But it hurts! Everything hurts, a thousand times worse than before!

			+Have you learned nothing from the one you call Thret? Your pain is your greatest weapon, your suffering the fuel that gives you strength. You and I are one now,+ it hisses, voice dripping with disdain. +Why would I rob you of your power?+

			I try to scream, try to yell, try to shout but nothing but muffled, angry, drool spurts through my clenched teeth. It’s not fair. After everything I’ve suffered, after every betrayal I’ve endured, this can’t be my life, an unending nightmare of freakish agony. 

			Slabs of spiked armour clang into my chest and limbs. Squealing drills bore hot into my ribs, my arms, my shins. Sparks whicker from the thrumming device bolted into my spine.

			I hate the Imperium that did this to me.

			The pain-engine’s tentacles wetly crunch through muscle, sinew and gristle. Hard-plugs burst through my skin like iron boils. Lashing arcs of power rip along my scalp.

			I hate everything.

			With a gut-wrenching shriek I rip through my bindings and thud to the floor. The Motive Force bleeds from me, alive, hungry, fuelled by the entity haunting the machinery infesting my body. Cogitators overload and detonate. The chirurgeon writhes and flies apart in a blizzard of sparks. Lumens burst at the violent electric rage radiating from me. The laboratory is thrown into darkness, but for the living lightning blazing from my weapons.

			I am…

			I am unstoppable.

			Thret crawls from behind the wreckage of his console, his bronze mask knocked away. In the strobing light I can see his mutated, half-machine face, like a rotted cephalopod caked in weeping scales, grinning with manic glee.

			‘By the Dark Gods,’ he rasps, his grating voice rendered as an awestruck whisper. ‘Magnificent!’

			By the Dark Gods.

			The Mechanicus.

			Magnificent!

			The Kataphron’s culverin rips through the heart of the assembling defenders, turning half the men to molten slag as they shelter behind their defences. Behind it a hulking battle-automaton wades into the chamber. Castellax pattern, armed with heavy flamers, Mauler-pattern boltcannon and a crackling siege hammer. In its shadow slinks a red-robed tech-priest surrounded by a flock of heavily armed servo-skulls. A strange light grows, deep in the hallway behind them.

			Magnificent indeed.

			The Grendish troops react to the ambush with the speed and efficiency of professional soldiers, but still dozens are cut down before they can throw themselves behind the remains of their ferrocrete barricades. Commissar Vigril’s commands boom over the thundering chaos of gunfire and explosions, but his men are already repositioning weapons platforms for a counter-attack. A heavy bolter swivels and pours fire into the Castellax. Sparks thunder from its atomantic shielding. Still it comes, a living barricade, soaking up gunfire like an ocean drinking rain on ancient Terra.

			‘Protect the archeotech!’ Vigril roars. ‘The ritual must not be disrupted!’

			We all know why the Mechanicus forces have come: like the rest of the scum infesting Precipice, they’ve become all too aware of Lord Mallex’s growing power throughout the Blackstone Fortress. As if to drive home this truth, the Kataphron Destroyer swerves out from behind the battle-automaton and churns straight for the archeotech, heedless of gunfire. 

			The magos’ servo-skulls whirl above our heads, autoguns chattering, riddling the floating sorcerers with bullets. Three fall to the ground in bloody heaps. The colour in the chamber sickens to an infected crimson. Foul tentacles of warp energy lash outwards, enraged, bursting anyone they touch. A vengeful, deep-throated moan builds from everywhere at once.

			Thret skitters out of cover and raises his mutated hand to the sky. ‘Negavolts! Let those who wronged you feel the power of your rage! Charge!’

			The cult breaks from cover with a collective howl of electric rage. Behind me I hear the teeth-shaking whine of a Grendish heavy lascannon finally coming online. A screaming las-beam burns over my head, close enough to flash-blister the flesh on my back. The Castellax clanks in front of the Destroyer and barely absorbs the fusillade on its atomantic shielding.

			I channel my crackling electro-goads into the leg of the staggered battle-automaton. Sparks explode from the adamantium joint as corrupted Motive Force surges from my weapons. The enormous machine falls to one knee.

			For the briefest, most fleeting moment the burning agony gnawing at my bones lessens.

			More! More power!

			+Suffer!+

			My cult-brothers hurl themselves at the reeling Castellax like a wave of electrical rage crashing against an iron shore. We strike again, and again, and again into the machine, desperate to rip it apart in our frantic rage. The Grendish’s mutant ogryn howls into battle beside us, an enormous power maul wrapped in its tentacles. 

			And then the Castellax rises, blaring machine-cant from its data-projectors, hurling us aside like toys. 

			Burning promethium gushes over us from its heavy flamer, ravenous, baleful. The burning ogryn flails about in a panicked rage, throwing broken corpses through the air. Some of the cult physically burst with electrical force as the agony of burning alive overloads their empathic resonators.

			Out of the corner of my eye I see the Grendish lascannon fire a second time, this time slamming into the Destroyer. Its plasma culverin detonates with bone-shattering force and blistering heat. The Grendish forces smell blood in the water. 

			‘Focus fire!’ I hear Vigril screaming over the roar of battle. ‘Bring it down! Bring it down!’

			At some unseen command from the magos behind it, the wounded servitor suddenly charges headlong towards the lascannon before it can recharge, grinding cultists and soldiers to bloody pulp beneath its clanking treads. Gunfire rattles ineffectually from its ceramite armour. The magos sprints into battle behind it, sheltering in its shadow, a laspistol in each hand. Anyone who raises his head above cover drops with a las-bolt through his head.

			‘Kill it! Kill it!’

			The Destroyer lowers its head and accelerates into the heart of the Grendish defence, smashing through their barricades. A dozen Dread Harbingers, including Commissar Vigril, shriek in agony as they’re dragged under the war machine’s treads.

			The cult cares not. We enjoy their screaming, the rich stench of their crushed bones, the horror and pain of their suffering. It makes the killing all the more enjoyable.

			The magos seizes the opportunity and redirects his last servo-skulls. Three more sorcerers are shot out of the sky. The remaining psykers clutch their swollen heads in agony before the psychic backlash bursts their bodies like rotten fruit. The smouldering Destroyer trains its other dread weapon on the archeotech. The ground beneath our feet begins to quake.

			I see our master’s predatory glare. He doesn’t care about the Destroyer or the artefact. He wants the magos for himself.

			Thret skitters like a spider over the mounds of dead Grendish towards his prey. He laughs as though enjoying the most hilarious joke he’s ever heard in his life as he fires his plasma pistol at the tech-priest.

			‘Slave of the Machine-God!’ he roars. ‘Your fight is with me!’

			+Focus, you imbecile!+ The data-daemon rams a white-hot spike of agony behind my eye.

			I desperately wish I could watch my master kill the tech-priest, but I have other problems.

			The towering Castellax stomps through the cult as we swarm around its legs. Its Mauler boltcannon blasts us to bloody rags. Alchemic flames pour from its palms. Its siege hammer throws shattered bodies through the air. Every step tramples another cult-brother to gory chunks.

			We leap between its crushing claws, dodge between gouts of flame, striking again and again with our crackling weapons, like ancient hunters trying to bring down our prey. It avails us nothing. My cult-brothers are dying too quickly. Every strike we make is turned aside by the Castellax’s infernal countermeasures, as though we’re striking something harder than metal.

			Through the chaos I see Thret across the chamber. The enemy magos is impaled on his bladed forelimbs, squirming like an insect as Thret’s mechadendrites slowly pull him apart. Seeing our plight, my master drags the Grendish lascannon from the rubble, waits until it is charged, and fires into the battle-automaton’s back.

			The Castellax’s atomantic shields finally blow out with an ear-bursting subsonic pop.

			+Now!+

			The daemon-shard digs its barbed claws deep into the meat of my brain. I scream into my iron mask until my throat bleeds. My pain-battery discharges in a crackling lightning storm straight into the Castellax’s weakened ankle.

			Smoky sparks vomit from the joint. Perhaps the battle-automaton realises what’s about to happen. Perhaps not. Regardless, its bio-plastek brain betrays no understanding as the ruptured servomotor within crumples and the robot collapses onto its side.

			We swarm over our prey like vermin on a corpse, blood-mad and pain-sick, ramming our screaming electro-goads into the gaps in its adamantium armour, blowing out circuitry and overloading fibre-bundle musculature. The doomed Castellax jerkily flails its power fists. We die with wet crunches. It doesn’t matter. I welcome death. We all do. 

			The scorched ogryn frantically smashes its power maul into the armoured neural cortex housing again and again. The ceramite housing finally buckles after the ninth ear-splitting blow. Sparks and astringent amniotic fluid leak from the shattered brain case.

			I feel a sick mix of glee, relief, horror and sadness as the ancient battle-automaton suddenly clanks to a grinding halt. 

			The ogryn, finally realising it’s been shot several dozen times and set on fire, collapses beside the machine. The rest of us slowly clamber off the fallen robot, bloodied, breathless, in agony. I can barely keep my electro-goads from dragging on the ground.

			I did it.

			I feel the daemon-shard balk. +I did it. Without me you’d still be lying in the tinkerer’s sewer-lab.+

			Echoing data-hymns cut through whatever satisfaction I’m about to feel. Some vestigial, atavistic part of my brain tries to bring me to my knees in supplication.

			A glowing figure strides into the chamber, bare-chested, wearing rubberised robes stamped with the skull and cog of the Cult Mechanicus. Lightning seems chained within his lambent blue flesh, crackling and bleeding from the bizarre stave in his gloved hand.

			One of the Brotherhood of Petrified Lightning.

			A Fulgurite electro-priest.

			A living avatar of the Motive Force.

			By the Dark Gods, the rumours are true.

			+We need to flee.+

			‘Blasphemers!’ the zealot booms, sweeping the devastation with eyes that have melted from his skull. ‘Your heretical waste of the Motive Force is an affront to the Omnissiah!’

			We scant few summon whatever strength our pain-batteries can scrape from our tortured bones and attack with shrieking electro-goads.

			The Fulgurite priest doesn’t look afraid. He’s smiling. ‘In the name of the Omnissiah, I will reclaim that which you have stolen!’

			+Do you not hear me? Run! Flee!+ The daemon-shard is frantic.

			The fight lasts only seconds. The electro-priest sprints towards us, roaring scathing data-hymns in lingua-technis. He spins between our crackling weapons, as fast as the lightning bleeding from his skin. Every cultist he strikes with his brass stave dies instantly, like a candle being extinguished.

			What weapon is that that can kill us with a touch?

			Distantly I hear the last of the Grendish forces desperately trying to bring down the Destroyer with ineffectual cracks of their lasguns. The dying Kataphron keeps its strange weapon trained on the archeotech until the massive structure seems to buckle under its own weight. The slaughterhouse crimson light of the chamber wilts into an aura the colour of maggots. Like a last breath being exhaled, the subsonic groan falls silent.

			+Run, you fool! You cannot overcome this foe!+

			‘Leave my children alone!’ Thret screams as he charges towards the electro-priest. He fires his plasma pistol until the handgun glows molten. Every bolt dissipates in the field surrounding the chanting electro-priest, making his translucent body glow brighter.

			+I torture you for my amusement, mortal, do not think I won’t do far worse if you don’t obey,+ it screams, fear turning to rage.

			I can see the outcome of the confrontation moments before it happens. Thret hurls himself at the electro-priest with scrapcode blaring from his data-projectors, bladed arms flailing like a tornado. I charge towards them, seeing the fatal blow that will strike my master, my saviour.

			The electro-priest rams his stave into Thret’s chest.

			Thret convulses as though his very lifeforce is being drained from him. I scream into my mask in horror as our leader’s many legs give out beneath him and he collapses to the blood-soaked floor, as inert as stone.

			And suddenly I am all that remains.

			I’m going to kill him.

			+You should run.+

			No!

			‘Your heresies will soon be at an end,’ the electro-priest sneers as he stalks towards me.

			+He will destroy us both! I am not dying for your sentimental attachment to the tinkerer!+

			I’m not running. Give me everything you’ve got.

			+NO, NO, N–+

			With a muffled scream of hate I throw myself at the Fulgurite priest. He anticipates it, expects it, of course. He’s faster than I am, burdened by my clanking armour, cumbersome pain-battery and heavy electro-goads. Much faster.

			He locks my electro-goads with his strange brass staff. Icy terror instantly envelops me. I feel my lifeforce being siphoned away, like a thousand leeches drinking my blood at once. The electro-priest grins, lightning arcing between his blue lips. I frantically struggle to free my weapons but my strength is failing. I can hear my daemon-shard screaming in scrapcode, frantically pouring whatever suffering it can into my pain-battery, but it’s no use. I’m dying. I fall to my knees. Darkness devours my eyes.

			No…

			The forge world is burning, as though being consumed by the righteous flames of vengeance.

			It started with an invasion from the stars. Datagheists haunting the planetary vox-net reported massive vessels emerging from the warp bearing non-Imperial colours. Planetary defences, legions of skitarii, maniples of battle-automata, fleets of Naval vessels – the entire planet mobilised for war. We begged Thret to release us, to order the attack. The Negavolt Cult was ravenous, pain-sick, desperate to be unleashed but Thret, our master and saviour, instructed us to wait until the moment the war began in earnest.

			The slave uprising began within moments of the first orbital strike. With their eyes focused on the skies, the Mechanicus never expected their deaths to rise from the sewage network beneath their feet. Hundreds of cults, seeded from the detritus of the Mechanicus’ greed, crippled the world before the battle could even begin.

			Now, at long last, we can kill. 

			Electro-goads blazing, I stalk into a chamber more ornate than anything I’ve ever imagined. Every wall is a painstakingly wrought homage to the ancient founding of Mars, a masterpiece of gold and silver and iron and onyx. The floor is rendered in exquisite black marble, each tile so precisely cut that my bionics can barely register an errant molecule. Brass machinery churns and hums and buzzes from the floor, ceiling and walls, oblivious to the forge world dying around it.

			And every iota of it slathered in fresh blood and lubricant.

			By the Dark Gods…

			The remains of the poor, deluded souls that once guarded this room cloak the chamber in congealing blood, gobbets of flesh and ruptured bionics. There must have been thirty or more servitors, praetorians and huscarls, but it’s impossible to discern from the heaps of rent offal that remain. It’s bodily devastation on a level I have never seen.

			At the centre of the chamber stand three sinister armoured behemoths, draped in gore. I creep closer, warm entrails squishing between my toes. The figures are absolutely enormous, like the battle-automata of the Castellax class but without the clanking, mechanical rigidity. These ominous beings are the flesh of an apex predator housed in a suit of warped ceramite, and they radiate malice.

			The machine-thing, the daemon lurking in my empathic resonance coil, recoils.

			+Fallen Astartes,+ it hisses in both spite and fear.

			One of the gore-drenched giants gestures at me with a gun that’s as big as I am. ‘Is this him?’ it rumbles, its voice impossibly deep.

			I raise my crackling electro-goad, answering in the only way I can. My daemon-shard sends pain lancing between my eyes. My weapons hiss and spit with electrical power.

			‘Yes, this is he,’ Thret replies, squelching out of the shadows. He’s replaced his bronze mask for an iron rebreather bedecked with stolen teeth, displaying the mutations he’s long kept hidden.

			‘Do you speak for him?’ the giant asks.

			Thret spreads his dripping hands and bows low. ‘The Negavolt cultists speak through their rage alone, blessed ones, that their hearts be known by the corpses they leave in their wake.’

			‘So be it,’ the demigod replies. ‘Our part of the bargain is complete, Thret.’

			He bows again. ‘Indeed. You may confer my oath of loyalty to Lord Mallex. When the Sons of the Abyss leave this world, the Negavolt Cult shall march with them.’

			The immortals look at each other, and then stand aside.

			Behind them, dangling from the ceiling, bound in his own mechadendrites, is Magos Vestus Artorus Rhynne.

			‘Be quick about it,’ the other Astartes snaps as they stomp out of the room. ‘This world will soon be ours, and Cadia calls.’

			I look to Thret, my master, my saviour. It can’t be. I’ve dreamed of this moment since the day Rhynne abandoned me. Maybe even before that. 

			Thret places a rotted hand upon the raw hardplugs jutting from my shoulder.

			‘Few, if any, ever find true justice in this world, my child,’ he grates quietly. He sounds almost sad. ‘I wanted you to have this.’

			I dip my head in gratitude, careful not to scorch him with my deadly corona.

			Thret turns to leave. ‘Don’t take too long, young one,’ he adds cheerfully. ‘We have an entire galaxy to murder.’

			And then I’m alone with the man who took me from my parents the day I was old enough to be put to work, the man I’d spent my entire life looking up to, the man who wouldn’t even look me in the eye when he cast me aside like a broken cog.

			I loom over my gift, my plaything, a miasma of deadly energy rippling from my body. As Rhynne is a senior magos who’s spent centuries modifying himself, I imagine he has replaced most of the emotive sections of his brain with blessed machinery. I still see very human fear haunting whatever remains of his heart in the twitching of his mechadendrites and the panicked telescoping of his bionic eyes.

			Do your worst, daemon.

			+With pleasure.+

			Magos Vestus Artorus Rhynne remains stoic against the pain for only seconds before dissolving into a convulsing, blubbering, shrieking wreck. I keep him alive, pleading for death, until the moment the cult departs the next morning.

			No.

			The screaming pain-battery bolted to my spine grows to an ear-piercing whine as the data-daemon slams the memory into my brain.

			He thinks he can drink my anger.

			Sparks gout from the empathic resonance coils like the spitting of the hateful monster within.

			Thinks he can fathom it.

			Wings of living lightning lash out of my back, turning corpses to ash.

			My rage.

			I can feel the overcharged device grow hotter and hotter, molten, singeing my flesh, burning my bones, searing my nerves, burning me from the inside out. 

			My suffering!

			+Only makes us stronger.+

			I push every miserable, agonising moment of my tortured life through my blazing electro-goads into the man who killed my master.

			For one brief moment the electro-priest realises he’s about to die, his arrogant, crackling smile melting to animal panic. A million volts of raw hatred pour into him like a bursting dam. His body glows sun-hot for a heartbeat before violently exploding in a cloud of energy, circuitry and flesh, blasting me through the air.

			I…

			…awake.

			Adrenaline – volcanic, acidic, raw – surges through my veins like broken glass. I scream mutely into my iron mask until my throat is raw and throbbing.

			I’m up, damn you!

			+Your heart stopped.+

			I slowly roll myself onto my side and rise to my knees. Every muscle feels burned by caustics, every joint feels choked with rusty needles. The armour plating bolted into my bones tugs and chafes as I struggle to stay upright.

			So what if it did?

			+I have no intention of being chained to a corpse, mortal,+ the daemon-shard hisses. It’s afraid. I can feel its cold terror. I wonder how long it’s been frantically trying to rouse me with sour memories and hollow pain. +Get up.+

			Just give me a moment. Please.

			+Up, or I show you how the damned suffer in the warp.+

			With a grunt of pain I haul myself to my feet, still clutching my blackened electro-goads, and survey the devastation.

			The chamber lies in ruins.

			The hungry crackle of fire barely eclipses the moans of the dying. The flickering flames glint weakly from pools of blood and oil. The petrochemical reek of burning promethium mixes with the odour of split organs and the foetid stench of voided bowels. I stumble through the carnage, cold and spent, my body raw and throbbing. Even the air hurts.

			Our Mechanicus attackers are utterly destroyed. None but the magos leading them ever even attempted to find cover. They knew they were being sent to their deaths; but for the grace of the Dark Gods, and Thret, I would have shared such a pointless death for the Omnissiah. 

			Those tasked to defend the archeotech are likewise slain to a man. Most of my cult-brothers are little more than burnt mulch sloughed around the fallen Castellax. Slowly I trudge past Grendish corpses draped over fortifications and turrets, sandbags and redoubts, defences rendered all but useless by the Mechanicus ambush. The Kataphron Destroyer hulks amid a circle of scorched, crushed, ripped-open bodies. Commissar Vigril is somewhere among the gory detritus stuck to its treads. 

			A pity. I wish I could have killed him myself.

			The mysterious archeotech, the precious object so many died for, stands utterly inert at the centre of the room, seemingly crushed by the Destroyer’s strange cannon. The corpses of psykers and sorcerers, slaves and supplicants, lie around the artefact, shot, exploded, broken. I can’t help but wonder what purpose their ritual was supposed to accomplish. Whatever it was, a lot of people thought it was worth spending the last few minutes of their lives fighting over.

			I come at last to the body of Thret.

			Bitter, stinging tears leak from my eyes as I drop to my knees beside him. I prod him once with my electro-goad, hoping that the Motive Force might restart his heart. Nothing happens. I try again, needing no tormenting from my daemon-shard to conjure electricity. Still nothing happens. I didn’t really expect it to.

			I gently roll my master onto his back, taking him in one last time. All of him, from his face to his many arms to his spider-like legs, is a rotting, mutated biomechanical horror. Gone is the thundering, triumphant, brilliant warrior-engineer, replaced with a sullen hulk of ribbed pipes, veined steel, diseased flesh and tattered robes.

			And beneath it all is the stilled heart of the one person who ever cared about me. 

			My cult is scattered. My master is dead. I am alone.

			Well, not completely alone.

			+Don’t look away from this,+ the daemon-shard hisses gleefully. +I want you to remember this. All of it. For next time.+

			Electricity crawls eagerly along my spine like an envenomed lash on freshly peeled skin.

			I will. 

		

	
		
			 

			THE THREE-EDGED BLADE

			DENNY FLOWERS

		

	
		
			 

			


			The Dying Light glided through the graveyard of broken starships as smoothly as a knife sliding between ribs. Ahead of it the stars were eclipsed, their light swallowed by the looming presence of the Blackstone Fortress. 

			Kali Xerus of the Kabal of the Black Heart eased the vessel into the eaves of a shattered warship. Beside her, Tanvile the Twisted lounged in the co-pilot’s chair, his bare feet resting on the console. He was humming an ill-formed melody, the sequence of notes never quite adhering to a tune. Hekit the beastmaster was slumped behind them, though given his input to the mission thus far his seat might as well have been unoccupied. 

			Xerus’ fingers danced across the craft’s scanners as she tried to analyse the celestial monolith. Even to the denizens of the Dark City of Commorragh, the Blackstone Fortress was an enigma, a relic from a bygone age. The Dying Light was equipped with a sophisticated array of sensors, designed to pierce its prey’s defences. But none of the vessel’s readings made sense to her. Superficially the ancient bastion was near lifeless, as dead as the graveyard of broken ships. But there was an elusive spark; a glint of unfathomable power. She was like a primitive creature gazing up at the night sky, unable to quite comprehend that each pinprick of light held the power of a sun. It was an unsettling image, but one she could not refute.

			Against such majesty the way station known as Precipice was a humble affair, little more than a candle spluttering against the void. But the ramshackle void station was the residence of the traitor known as Veth Rayden, and it was there that Xerus would find both vengeance and redemption. 

			A glob of soft pink flesh smacked onto the sensor readout. It hung there a moment before sliding down the screen, leaving a bloodied trail in its wake.

			Xerus turned. Beside her, Tanvile was staring unseeing at the expanse of dead space, the juice of the half-eaten brain-fruit staining his chin. He laughed, his gaze drifting to meet her own, the eyes black, the pupils swollen to encompass the sclera. He managed to drag his consciousness into the room long enough to register her expression. His grin widened, his lips peeling back to his ears and exposing rows of serrated teeth, like the mouth of a shark. 

			She reached across and tore a scrap from his sleeve, wiping his spit from the screen. It was a marginal improvement. Tanvile took another bite from the fruit, the sap staining his front, and once again drifted back into the dream of conquest.

			Xerus wondered if she could kill him. 

			More to the point, could she kill him without suffering the consequences? Like her, he was one-third of the Zhailtir, a trio of hunters tasked with enforcing Supreme Overlord Asdrubael Vect’s edicts in real space. Ostensibly they were the elite: three of the kabal’s most dangerous agents, each a finely honed weapon. But the truth was they were all in disgrace, having fallen low in the eyes of Vect. The assignment would be their last opportunity for redemption. Failure would not be looked upon kindly, deliberately despatching their fellow assassins even less so. 

			But Tanvile was beyond an irritant. He was an eyesore, clad in a motley collection of rags allegedly stolen from previous victims. He carried no other possession, neither weapon nor adornment, and beneath his patchwork attire his skin – pale even for a drukhari – was criss-crossed with the jagged scars of a dozen invasive surgeries. Xerus knew the covens of the haemonculi were, if suitably compensated, capable of the most sophisticated fleshcraft, seamlessly blending species at the cellular level. She was therefore unsure why Tanvile wore his scars so shamelessly; he was either proud of his enhanced biology or merely indifferent to his personal appearance. 

			Then again, Hekit was little better. She cocked her head, glancing back at the slumbering beastmaster. His skin was ashen and coarse, like an inexpertly preserved corpse, his face framed by wisps of grey hair entangled with fetishes and charms. It was unsettling to sit so close to something so repugnant, a creature but one step removed from the soulless beings that haunted the outer reaches of the Dark City. It was all his own doing: Hekit had spent most of the journey in a drug-induced malaise and had made little effort to slake his thirst, insisting that the fast enhanced his shamanistic visions. Perhaps she should be thankful he had contributed so little to their mission; at least it meant she did not have to look at him. 

			Tanvile had finished his meal, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand and stretching, his arms folding back on themselves, shoulders twisted at an impossible angle, his enhanced biology disdainful of the limitations of conventional anatomy. He straightened, glancing around the cockpit as if for the first time.

			‘Why are we not moving?’ he said, staring into the expanse. 

			‘Because we have reached the Blackstone Fortress,’ she replied, endeavouring to keep her tone neutral.

			‘Then why do we cower amongst the detritus of lesser races? Is there a reason for this delay? Did you fail to adequately fuel the ship?’ 

			‘Precipice is home to a score of scavengers. I wanted to ascertain whether there were any threats.’ 

			‘How courageous,’ he sneered, lounging in his seat. ‘What shall I do to pass the time?’

			‘Perhaps you could begin by picking the flesh from your teeth?’ she replied, returning her gaze to the sensors. From the corner of her eye she saw him raise his hand, the nail on his finger extending into a talon. He slid it between his teeth, extracting the last scrap and smacking his lips as he swallowed.

			‘The final moment of glory,’ he cooed. ‘So sweet and yet so bitter.’

			Xerus did not respond, maintaining her vigil. Tanvile turned away from her, already bored by the lack of engagement. He picked idly at the stitching on his left shoulder. 

			‘How fares our spiritual leader?’ he asked, gesturing to the third seat. Hekit did not respond. 

			‘Communing with the universe,’ Xerus sighed. ‘He has sent his apologies and a representative to deputise for him.’ 

			She nodded to the beastmaster’s shoulder, where a razorwing perched, steel-like talons scoring his armoured shoulder guard. It stared at Tanvile with undisguised malice.

			‘Before this is over I am going to kill that bird,’ he said. ‘Hekit too if he’s not careful.’

			‘You are very confident,’ she replied, ‘he claims to be a most accomplished assassin.’ 

			‘He’s a day away from being a cadaver. I would end him in a heartbeat.’

			‘But then we would be without our tracker.’

			Tanvile rolled his eyes but did not argue. Hekit did have a curious knack for finding their quarry. The escape pod had been a particular mystery. It carried no distress beacon, registering on the long-range sensors as little more than a scrap of debris. Neither of them would have investigated if Hekit had not stirred from his trance. Though the pod’s barely conscious occupant was not fully intact he had provided vital information on the whereabouts of their target, as well as a pleasant diversion from the monotony of their journey. 

			Tanvile bent closer, his breath stinking of bio-acid and rotten meat. 

			‘I wonder,’ he whispered, ‘if outside the confines of the Dark City, he has taken to… witchcraft?’

			It was an unpleasant thought. Such an act was rightly forbidden in Commorragh, lest it attracted the attention of She Who Thirsts. But there were some who dabbled in runes and petty magics, their arrogance overcoming their sense of self-preservation. Hekit’s attire did little to discredit these theories. He was festooned with trinkets and fetishes: knucklebones woven into his hair, his necklace comprised of perfectly preserved eyeballs. Even the buckle of his belt was a shrunken head, the twisted face somehow never holding the same expression twice. She’d heard tales of the beastmaster’s cult, how they could bend warp-spawned nightmares to their will and goad them into battle. 

			‘Well?’ Tanvile said.

			‘It would seem he has access to knowledge that we do not,’ she shrugged. ‘Let us leave it at that.’

			‘The same could be said for that fellow in the pod,’ Tanvile mused, glancing at Hekit before turning back to her. ‘We soon uncovered what he knew. Perhaps we should employ a similar approach with our resident shaman?’

			‘Tempting,’ she conceded. ‘But not pertinent to the assignment.’

			‘Xerus? Tanvile?’ a coarse voice whispered. 

			‘Yes, Hekit?’ replied Tanvile, his head turning one hundred and eighty degrees to face him. ‘Have you finished your little rest?’

			The beastmaster stared at him sombrely, though his eyes were grey and clouded. 

			‘A fugue is hardly a rest,’ he chided. ‘It is a perilous path not for the uninitiated.’

			‘Well it appears you made it back safely this time,’ Tanvile shrugged. ‘Perhaps you should try again.’ 

			‘Another time. For I sense our arrival.’

			‘Ah, not quite,’ Tanvile said. ‘We have almost arrived. However, our self-appointed leader is electing to cower, intimidated by a den of petty pirates and grave robbers. Perhaps she procrastinates because she no longer trusts her own judgement, concerned that she will make another mistake.’

			He smiled, exposing needle teeth.

			The words stung. She was no coward, but he was right: she had made a mistake, hesitated, and in doing so had paid a terrible price. Veth had whispered to her such sweet promises, of forging a life beyond the Dark City, free from Vect’s oppression. They would commit a crime so brazen that their infamy would last for generations: stealing Vect’s prized vessel, the Eye of Vect, and escaping to real space. It would have been an impossible feat if not for Xerus’ position as harbourmaster. But when the moment came Veth Rayden chose to flee Commorragh alone, and Kali Xerus was left behind to explain the disappearance. 

			She’d been interrogated, of course, and claimed her failure was a momentary lapse. She did not know if they believed her, but none doubted her desire for vengeance, or that she would risk anything to take the traitor’s head. 

			Her gaze met Tanvile’s. He still wore that insolent grin. But beyond his smile she could see the hunger. It had been too long since they had fed. She could feel it too: the barbed hooks of She Who Thirsts sinking into her soul. If their needs went unsated much longer they would soon turn on each other. 

			‘Fine,’ she sighed, suppressing the urge to retaliate. ‘Let us dock and make some enquires about our treacherous cousin.’

			To the inhabitants of the Imperium of Man, Precipice was an abomination, an affront to their rightful place as masters of the galaxy. Its very structure was heretical, the vessels of man and other races cobbled together like a patchwork cloth. On its streets and walkways, xenos communed openly with supposedly loyal members of the Imperium, a fragile alliance maintained by the conglomerate of captains who controlled the way station, and required by the long shadow of the Blackstone Fortress. But to the drukhari it was a pale reflection of the dizzying sights offered by Commorragh. All manner of lesser species were welcomed in the Dark City, even if most were destined for a brief life in the slave pits. 

			Xerus moved cautiously, sticking close to the shadows. She felt vulnerable without her weapons, despite the stiletto dagger artfully concealed between the armour plates of her thigh. Beside her Tanvile strode brazenly forwards, his swagger born from a certainty that the station was little more than his personal plaything. Hekit followed a step behind, a threadbare cloak wrapped around his shoulders. He seemed so stretched now that even the lesser races could sense it. Two stunted creatures that vaguely resembled humans recoiled at the sight of them. Tanvile frowned, glancing from their hairy feet to their shaved heads. He then leant closer to Xerus, speaking in a quite audible whisper. 

			‘Have the humans become smaller?’ he asked, nodding to the creatures. ‘I feel as though they were not always quite so… diminutive?’

			One of the duo muttered something in response. She did not need her translator to register it as an insult. Tanvile smiled, but she could see the hunger behind his eyes.

			‘No violence,’ she hissed as talons slid from his fingers. ‘We must be inconspicuous, at least until we know the fate of Rayden.’

			He stared at her, his expression unreadable, twisted by the network of scars. For a moment she thought he might turn on her. But he shrugged, sheathing his claws, his gaze never leaving her own.

			‘Of course,’ he purred, seemingly amiable. ‘There will be time for play later.’ 

			There was something to his tone. She tried not to dwell on it. 

			‘We need to establish Rayden’s last whereabouts,’ she said. ‘Our source mentioned Janus Draik as someone of influence. We should start there.’

			She glared at them in turn, awaiting the responses. One would object on principle alone and offer an alternate plan. The third would then be left to reconcile the two ideas, as rejecting either could risk a party turning on them. Thesis, antithesis, synthesis; the delicate process that drove the Zhailtir in the absence of a formal hierarchy. 

			Tanvile yawned. ‘Those at the pinnacle are poorly placed to know what transpires below. We should find where these creatures drink or fornicate. It is there we shall find loose lips, I guarantee it.’

			They turned to Hekit. His grey eyes were staring into nothing. Xerus found herself wondering whether he was in fact blind. 

			‘Hekit?’

			‘No,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Neither plan will work.’

			‘Do you have anything to offer?’ Tanvile shrugged. ‘Anything at all?’

			‘A rash hunter chases his prey, a seasoned hunter waits for the prey to come to him,’ Hekit whispered, drifting past them, his razorwing perched upon his shoulder guard. They watched him shuffle away.

			‘I fear our beastmaster is becoming a liability,’ Xerus murmured as he departed.

			Tanvile frowned. ‘He’s plotting something – he must be. Why else would he allow himself to wither like that? It’s disgusting.’ 

			‘Perhaps it is a test of self-discipline?’

			‘I still cannot fathom living like that.’

			‘You cannot fathom deferring your gratification for longer than a heartbeat.’

			‘True enough,’ he grinned. ‘Which is why I am going to find whatever passes for a house of ill-repute in this squalid dung heap of a port. Naturally you are welcome to join me. Or not.’

			He turned from her, heading in the opposite direction to Hekit. Xerus stood between them a moment, before muttering a curse and following. Unarmed and bereft of allies, she saw no other choice. 

			Tanvile soon found what he was searching for. Xerus was not sure what she had expected, but the way station’s amateur attempts at depravity were depressing. The establishment was a bland offering of function over form: half a dozen tables and chairs scavenged from a multitude of cultures, the effect as ramshackle as the rest of the station. A dozen conversations ended as they crossed the threshold, slowly resuming at a reduced pitch as the pair approached the bar. Most were reluctant to meet their gaze, their reputation preceding them. She drank in the suppressed terror, but it did little more than whet her appetite. 

			‘Innkeeper?’ Tanvile said, tapping his finger on the bar. ‘Dare I ask what you are serving? More to the point, dare you serve it to me?’

			His translator spat the words in the guttural language of the mon-keigh, whilst Xerus continued to survey the bar’s clientele. They were mainly human, or near enough, and seemed content to bow their heads as her gaze slid over them, reluctant to challenge a denizen of the Dark City. There was a commotion from the rear of the crowd, a human hobbling for the exit, pressing himself to the far wall, striving to keep as much distance from her as possible. Scars were etched across what remained of his face, and his movement was restricted by a stump that had once been his leg. 

			She glanced at Tanvile, who was still occupied in terrorising the innkeeper. He too had noticed the departing figure. A shark-like grin spread across his face and he broke away in pursuit, the innkeeper’s shoulders sagging in relief.

			Xerus turned, head held high, daring any to challenge her. Most averted their gaze, but a solitary figure at the end table was staring back at her. It was tall and lanky, clad in an ensemble of fur and leather, the mottled skin beneath an olive green. Quills jutted from its head and the face below was vaguely avian, the jaw little more than a beak. Xerus had not encountered a kroot before, but she’d heard stories. The race was driven by the need to consume the flesh of others to enhance their own power and standing. A primitive culture, but perhaps a relatable one. 

			She approached slowly, her hands raised slightly to indicate she carried no weapon. The kroot regarded her, head tilting this way and that in a manner reminiscent of Hekit’s razorwing. 

			‘Are you currently employed?’ she asked, wincing slightly as her armour’s translator debased her words to a series of clicks and whistles. She was surprised when the creature responded in passable drukhari.

			‘Not employed at present,’ it said, eyeing her carefully. ‘But your kind’s price is often too high.’

			‘You have worked for my people before?’

			‘Perhaps,’ it conceded. ‘Information carries a price too.’

			Xerus reached into her belt, withdrawing a small bag. Within, three crystals cast an iridescent glow, shimmering with light bled from a dying sun. She withdrew the smallest, placing it on the table.

			‘I am looking for someone, one of my kind. A renegade.’

			The creature took the gem, its long fingers examining the crystal. It raised its head and nodded, apparently satisfied.

			‘There was one,’ it said, pocketing the gem. ‘It tried to make a place here for a time. But it was too hungry, too costly for its allies. Soon none would travel into the fortress with it, lest they risk returning lessened by their travels.’

			Xerus placed a silver disc on the table, her finger brushing its surface. An image formed, a drukhari female clad in the finery of a high-born, her ornate headdress framing a malevolent smile. 

			‘Veth Rayden,’ Xerus said, fixing her gaze on the kroot. ‘Wanted for betraying her people. Do you recognise her?’

			It studied the image, then shrugged. 

			‘Perhaps?’ it said. ‘You all look alike.’

			‘How… enlightening,’ she replied, forcing a diplomatic smile. ‘Well, perhaps you can tell me what happened to the one who was here?’

			‘Returned to the abyss,’ the kroot said. ‘Alone.’

			‘And?’

			‘It went alone,’ it said simply. ‘It will not be back.’

			Xerus leant against the docking port of The Dying Light, her gaze flitting across the bustle of the promenade, scanning the crowds for any sign of peacekeepers or other parties that might object to their interrogation. Inside the vessel Tanvile was squeezing the final dregs of information from the crippled human, though by this point he had likely told them all he knew, and his continued suffering was merely to sate Tanvile’s thirst.

			She too had drunk of the human’s agony for a time, but it had done little to refresh her. The most ancient of her kind could only slake their thirst by basking in the suffering of worlds, or the extinction of entire species. Was this how it started? A hollowing of the little pleasures in life, until nothing short of genocide could stir her passions?

			A menagerie of alien creatures skulked across the promenade, hatching pitiful plots and schemes as they traded archeotech and artefacts liberated from the Blackstone Fortress. She knew how Veth would have seen it when first arriving – the myriad opportunities to plunder and punish, the riches of a bygone era just waiting to be seized. Perhaps, had they travelled together, she would have felt the same. But now the pathetic creatures that bartered their stolen trinkets just felt tiresome, an unpleasant distraction. It would be better if the vermin were exterminated rather than infesting this ancient relic. Their numbers did seem to be thinning, as though the inhabitants of the way station had been summoned by a call unheard by her. 

			She had felt numb ever since the kroot had told her of Veth’s death. It seemed impossible that someone so skilled, so full of stolen life could suffer such an ignominious end. Xerus could recall trading blows with her in the temple of Qa’leh, Mistress of Blades. Neither warrior could long claim the advantage, employing increasingly obscure techniques in their efforts to prove their superiority. Now she would never get the chance. 

			Xerus found herself in mourning. She mourned her lost vengeance, that she would never have the chance to plunge her blade into her paramour’s chest and watch as her eyes grew dull and her soul was swallowed by She Who Thirsts. Her hunger for vengeance had sustained her through the interrogation and her subsequent penitence, inured her to the twin irritations of Tanvile and Hekit. Deprived of it, there was only a void, and in that moment it felt as though even the death of a thousand worlds would not fill it. 

			Behind her the pressure lock hissed open. Tanvile stepped through, smiling brightly, his pallid skin shimmering, rejuvenated by their victim’s suffering. He glanced to the promenade, frowning.

			‘Why is it so quiet?’

			‘I neither know nor care,’ Xerus shrugged. ‘Did the human have anything useful to pass on?’

			‘Only the same tale told by your avian friend,’ Tanvile shrugged. ‘Veth Rayden was here for a time, left her mark on some of the locals, disappeared into the fortress and has not been seen since.’

			‘Then we have no choice. We go after her.’

			Tanvile frowned. ‘Is that wise?’ 

			‘Oh?’ Xerus said, raising an eyebrow. ‘Now who’s hesitant?’

			‘I am merely being prudent,’ he replied, tensing slightly. ‘There is no sure path through a Talisman of Vaul, just a scattering of mausoleums built and broken at the monolith’s whim. We could stumble through its depths for years and never find her, even if she was always but one chamber ahead of us.’

			‘We have our orders – we find the traitor and convey to her the Supreme Overlord’s displeasure.’

			‘We were also tasked with returning his vessel,’ Tanvile shrugged. ‘Dying will achieve neither goal.’ 

			‘Nor will staying here,’ she replied. ‘Where else can we go? We have no other leads.’

			‘That is not the case.’ The voice came from behind them. 

			They turned. Hekit was sat cross-legged in the shadows, the razorwing perched on his shoulder, worrying at a shard of knucklebone knotted into his hair. 

			‘I am almost impressed,’ Tanvile said. ‘I would not have thought something so unsightly could blend so seamlessly into its surroundings. I suppose it’s a testament to how dire this place really is.’

			Hekit ignored him, rising stiffly, pressing his hands to his spine as he stretched. 

			‘You found her?’ Xerus asked, incredulous. 

			‘No,’ he replied. ‘But I have found the Eye of Vect.’

			‘How?’

			‘Because unlike you two, I do not cause a disturbance wherever I go or waste time playing with the locals. I wait, and listen, and the answers find me.’

			Before the others could respond there was a commotion at the far end of the promenade. The trio turned as one to find a motley assortment of humans shuffling to confront them. Most bore scars, and those cowering at the rear wore more extensive deformities; one was missing both nose and ears, another hobbling on a crude set of crutches. 

			As they drew closer to the drukhari the group slowed, its members increasingly disposed towards bringing up the rear of the party. But their leader was unbowed, striding forwards, his face twisted in gratifying hatred. 

			‘Where is he?’ he bellowed. 

			Tanvile and Xerus exchanged glances.

			‘We do not know to whom you refer,’ Xerus said, turning away, but Tanvile strode past her, approaching the crowd and spreading his hands as if in greeting.

			‘My dear friends,’ he said. ‘How might I assist you? Some of you appear to be in some… discomfort.’

			‘You took him. We know your kind, your handiwork,’ the lead human said, gesturing to his comrades’ injuries. 

			‘None of that is my work,’ Tanvile replied after a brief appraisal. ‘For one thing you still seem to be breathing.’

			‘You won’t claim another of us,’ the man spat, his longcoat falling open, revealing an autopistol. 

			He reached for the weapon. It was a mistake. 

			Tanvile surged forwards, so fast he was a blur even to Xerus. His talons slid into place and, with a flick of his wrist, his accuser’s head was separated from its body. It spun lazily through the air, and before it struck the ground Tanvile was amongst the rest of them, snapping limbs and gouging eyes, his body twisting away from their clumsy attempts at retaliation. The men broke, two in their blind panic sprinting towards the remaining drukhari. Xerus’ dagger flashed twice, and they silently fell.

			Tanvile, slick with gore, approached the corpses, prodding one with his toe.

			‘Dead,’ he sighed, glancing at her. ‘No explosive muscle spasms? No unexpected bone growths? Even your choice of poison is dull.’

			‘We must leave. Now,’ she said, sheathing her weapon and dragging Hekit towards the craft. ‘Those who rule here do not take kindly to violence. When word of this little incident reaches them it could prove… problematic.’

			‘Perhaps I should have mentioned we were hunting Rayden?’ Tanvile mused before padding softly after her. Behind them she could already hear raised voices echoing down the promenade. 

			The Eye of Vect lay dormant, concealed in the underbelly of a derelict Imperial cruiser. It appeared undamaged, an impressive feat given the violence that had erupted during its flight from Commorragh. But the interior was dark, the red glow of the auxiliary systems the only light source. Xerus had scanned the vessel before boarding but there were no life signs, the ship as dark as the dead space beyond.

			The three advanced slowly, weapons drawn, Xerus holding back as she tried to piece together Veth’s movements. She had abandoned the vessel just outside the Blackstone Fortress, undefended aside from a rudimentary cloaking mechanism. Why expose it to such risk? And how did she get from the ship to the fortress? 

			It was Tanvile who lost patience, marching defiantly through the ship, as though daring an ambush or trap to try to match his skill and speed. But there was nothing, the ship seemingly as devoid of life and function as the Blackstone Fortress. The bridge was abandoned, the systems offline and unresponsive. Tanvile continued to pace as Xerus attempted to run diagnostics. It was proving impossible; she knew the ship as well as anyone, but Rayden must have made modifications to the systems. None of her access codes registered and none of the readings made sense to her. 

			‘Everything is locked down,’ she sighed. ‘I cannot operate the vessel.’

			‘Well, Hekit?’ Tanvile said, rounding on the beastmaster. ‘Can you work your charms and sniff out dear Rayden’s scent?’

			‘I will meditate and seek an answer,’ Hekit said, shuffling to the far side of the bridge and laying out his cloak in a narrow space between the two central consoles. His fingers stole into a pouch, emerging stained crimson. Solemnly, he marked his flesh with eldritch symbols, wards against the creatures of the empyrean. He then dipped his fingers into a second pouch, dabbing a pinch of splintermind under his nose and staining it red in the process. He folded his legs, hands resting on his knees, and was still. The bird remained perched on his shoulder, eyeing each of them in turn. Tanvile cursed.

			‘Drug-addled old fossil,’ he spat. ‘He expects us to just wait?’

			‘We have few other options.’

			‘Than what? A dream quest?’ Tanvile sneered, eyeing her with undisguised contempt. ‘You know those stories are just drivel, conceits believed only by the slow of mind and weak of spirit.’ 

			He was still pacing but Xerus could sense a change – a predatory quality in the movement. His frustration was mounting and he craved an outlet. Hekit was proving little sport. That left only her. 

			‘What do you suggest?’ she asked, keeping her voice measured as she shifted her stance, her thumb settling on the pommel of her blade.

			‘We have the Eye of Vect,’ he shrugged. ‘From what that kroot told you Rayden is surely dead, and if by some miracle she is still blundering about the fortress then absconding with her vessel will ensure her demise. I say we return triumphant, our mission accomplished, and never see each other again.’

			‘We cannot access the ship,’ she said. ‘Besides, are you willing to stand before Vect and swear that the traitor was dead when there remains even the slightest risk of her surviving?’

			Tanvile laughed, but there was no humour to the sound. He strode closer, until his face was an inch from her own. She could smell the sharp chemical reek of his flesh. She could see a gland pulsing in his throat, pumping some stimulant into his veins. 

			‘You think Vect is our employer?’ he sneered. ‘You think he would sully his hands with three miscreants like ourselves? No, the more I think of it the more I am convinced that we were assembled as a jest – some sycophant wanting to earn favour or a rival seeking to discredit. Or perhaps someone deliberately recruited two such pathetic specimens in order to provoke me. I neither know nor care. We have our prize and will depart with it. Stop stalling and return us to the Dark City.’

			‘We do not have Veth!’

			Her voice was louder than intended. Tanvile blinked, surprised, almost amused by her outburst. Then his expression hardened, sliding back into cold contempt. She tried to calm herself, biting back her anger, but the room was suddenly too warm. A strange smell now permeated the air, like rotten flesh. She shook her head, struggling to focus. 

			‘We do not have Rayden,’ she repeated, her tone measured this time. ‘However, you are correct that she needs this vessel. It should be simple enough to prepare an ambush. When she returns the three of us can–’

			‘She is not returning, and if you don’t do as I say then one of us will not be returning to the Dark City.’

			He twitched as he spoke, his pupils now pinpricks, his reason a slave to a cocktail of combat drugs and stimulants. Talons unsheathed from his fingers, perhaps by reflex, perhaps as a threat. 

			She saw it rise behind him – a blade of blackened steel suspended in the air. She offered no warning, but some clue must have carried to her face because he spun as the knife missile plunged towards his back, talons flashing, plucking the weapon from the air. Xerus had already turned, raising her blade to parry a second projectile. More blades were sliding from cavities in the walls, encircling the pair in a wall of steel. They found themselves steered towards to the centre of the room, their backs pressed together. 

			‘Perhaps we should postpone our little dance?’ she said, as the blades encircled them like a flock of razorwings. 

			‘Agreed,’ he said amiably. ‘I shall clear us some space. Do try and keep up.’

			The storm of blades sung through the air as Tanvile moved to meet them, his frame twisting in impossible ways, his talons snatching the weapons from the sky even as he weaved between them. Xerus had little chance to appreciate his skill, preoccupied with her own set of attackers. She held her blade two-handed, parrying and thrusting, focusing more on defence than retaliation. She risked a glance to Hekit. He was still in a trance, chanting softly, oblivious to the blades whirling about the room. His razorwing was eyeing the weapons with what appeared to be curiosity. 

			A missile glanced from her hauberk, the armour preventing the blade from piercing the flesh but the impact knocking her off balance. She stumbled, raising her sword just in time to block another attack, her riposte slicing the projectile in half. Tanvile was still a blur of movement, his speed and fury seemingly drawing the attention of whatever rudimentary sentience guided the blades. He was already bleeding from a score of superficial cuts, though as she watched the smallest of these were knitting themselves back together. There were fewer of the blades now, the air thinned by every swipe of his claws. 

			She drew her splinter pistol, still parrying with the venomblade. The sidearm was a poor weapon against the storm of knives, the needle-ammo unlikely to inflict anything beyond superficial damage. But a well-placed shot could pierce Tanvile’s hide, depositing a wealth of toxins into his bloodstream. She just needed to wait until he had resolved the current problem before she struck. 

			Perhaps he detected the movement, his senses enhanced by the cocktail of combat drugs. As she spied an opening and raised her weapon he pirouetted, his foot deflecting a blade straight at her. She ducked, still taking the shot, but the barrage of needles ricocheted from his wristguard.

			He landed lightly, bestowing her with a mocking half bow. He was still smiling. 

			‘My dear, that was uncalled for,’ he said, waggling his finger. ‘I fear that I must–’

			Her venomblade hammered into his shoulder. It was a glancing blow, Tanvile twisting at the last second, deflecting the blade with his collarbone, but it was deep enough to reach the bloodstream. She stepped back, waiting for the toxins to overwhelm him. Instead he twitched, the flesh around the wound melding like wax into a jagged scar. 

			‘That… stung,’ he conceded, rubbing his shoulder. ‘I withdraw my critique of your choice of poison. It might not be entertaining, but it certainly has some bite. Not enough, mind.’

			He surged forwards, a tempest of taloned limbs and unrestrained fury. She retreated, ducking and parrying, her back already pressed to the wall. He was too fast, already penetrating her defences. Her armour was blackened ghostplate, the resin frame woven with micro force fields, but even these could not hold long against the onslaught. She ducked a decapitating strike, attempting a backhand slash but he anticipated it, seizing her wrist and pulling her close, their faces inches apart. 

			‘I think we shall end this now,’ he said, mouth stretching open like a snake, a row of venom glands pulsing in his throat. He spat, the volley of sickly green toxins aimed at her seemingly unprotected face. At the last instant a micro-field flared, shielding her from the worst of the attack. A single drop splashed across her cheek, the skin singed by its touch. 

			For just an instant, Tanvile hesitated. 

			Her forehead smashed into his nose, the micro-field flaring on impact, shielding her from the force of the blow even as it scorched his flesh. Twice more she struck, the third headbutt shorting out the field, but enough for Tanvile to release his grip. He swayed, almost falling, but she could already see him healing, his broken nose resetting itself, new flesh forming beneath his blistered skin. She had seconds before he recovered.

			Her blade sung three times, tracing the third rune of Qa’leh through his flesh. It was Veth’s technique, stolen from their clashes in the Mistress of Blades’ temple. The first cut pierced his flank, the second opened his torso, and the third spilled his entrails across the bridge. Blood sprayed across her face as he collapsed, his enhanced biology faltering, overwhelmed by the mortal wound. She wanted to speak, to gloat, but her mouth was suddenly dry, her tongue too thick to form words. She found her fingers stiffening, the blade falling from her hand as she sunk to the floor, her strength all but spent. She wondered how he had poisoned her. The burn on her cheek? His own blood? Or perhaps a nick somewhere, a flaw in her armour unnoticed in the rush of combat. She felt the dispensers in her gorget dumping antitoxins into her bloodstream, trying to counteract the poison before it reached her heart, and she could hear the soft wheeze of Tanvile’s dying breaths.

			But there was another sound, a faint chanting which, now that she listened, seemed to come from all around her. With a supreme effort she turned her head.

			Hekit still sat cross-legged between the consoles, untouched by the storm of blades. He sat straighter now, his skin smooth and hair thick, restored by his comrades’ suffering and free from the withering taint of She Who Thirsts. His voice was soft, melodious, but the words were like blades to her ears, sounds not intended to be spoken in real space. The crimson runes adorning his flesh now glistened like open wounds, and as she watched, similar markings began to flare around the bridge, forming a circle about them. 

			Tanvile was crawling, scrabbling for one of the broken knife-missiles, his fingers slick with blood. He managed to grasp it, and for a moment his gaze met her own. She waited, unable to lift herself from the floor, expecting at any moment that the blade would sink into her flesh. But Tanvile turned towards Hekit, hurling the weapon with all his remaining strength. The razorwing intercepted it, talons snatching the blade in flight before returning to its master’s shoulder and dropping it at his feet. 

			The chanting was in her head now. She could feel the words slipping through half-forgotten nightmares, coalescing her fears into something dark and predatory. A breeze brushed across her face, carrying with it a soft pad of paws. There came a low growl that reverberated through her bones and soul. 

			Her armour had mitigated the worst of the poison. She found a trembling knee, curling shaking fingers around the handle of her blade. Tanvile was also trying to rise, one hand clutched to his abdomen, blood seeping from a dozen wounds as his enhanced biology slowly burned itself out.

			Around them dark shapes prowled the empyrean, hungry to cross over. They were indistinct, visible only as shadows at the edge of her vision, but she counted at least a dozen sets of eyes watching them. 

			Tanvile was trying to speak, his voice hoarse and wet. He coughed, blood dripping from his lips. 

			‘I told you he was plotting something,’ he slurred, staggering towards her. ‘Truce?’ 

			‘It would seem… prudent,’ she agreed, closing ranks as the shadows encircled them, coalescing into skinless monsters of bloodied flesh and feline sinew. The nearest of the khymerae hissed, skeletal tendrils uncoiling from its shoulders. 

			‘If I can hold them do you think you can reach him?’ she said, nodding to Hekit as the nightmares closed for the kill.

			‘No. But I will try,’ Tanvile said, forcing a smile from shaking lips. ‘If nothing else I will at least have the pleasure of killing that damn bird.’

			The Dying Light slunk from the stellar graveyard. Hekit’s hands glided across the helm, his vigour fully restored by the bloodshed. It had been a challenging assignment, allowing his soul to wither and his flesh to desiccate as he waited for his opportunity, but a true hunter could not be shackled by comfort or ego. A perfect kill required more than speed of hand and keenness of blade. What counted was patience. 

			That, and opportunity. He’d held doubts when Veth Rayden first approached him, but she had provided a trail to follow and a place to prepare his rituals, and it had been simple enough to play the fool until the trap was sprung. It was an innocuous-looking prize – a series of needle-like vials, each imbued with the essence of an undesignated species catalogued by the Blackstone Fortress. More than enough to earn a reprieve from his masters for the failed Zhailtir. The demise of his fellow agents would pose some challenging questions, but he could hardly be held accountable for their mutual dislike and unfortunate confrontation. The ocular implant extracted from his now deceased familiar would provide ample evidence to corroborate his account, and as the bodies of his former comrades had been devoured by his pets there was little chance of an untimely resurrection undermining his account. 

			The Dying Light departed for the webway. Behind it, the Eye of Vect returned to its slumber, awaiting its mistress’ return.
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			I

			A spike of pain burned in Raus’ left knee as he stumbled and hit the ground hard. He felt the black obsidian vibrating as soon as his hands touched it and realised the fortress was about to shift again.

			The Stygian Aperture was ahead. He could see the landing platform and the junk freighter, Long Hauler Gamma-3-ß, anchored to it, waiting for them.

			‘Rein!’ he cried out.

			His brother turned, a scowl on his scruffy round face, and doubled back. He huffed, blowing out his cheeks as he hefted the sniper rifle slung over his right shoulder. He was diminutive, barefoot and wearing olive-green fatigues, almost the exact reflection of his twin. A ratling. Raus was getting to his knees as Rein grabbed the collar of his grubby Militarum uniform.

			‘You’re supposed to be the one who’s light on his feet, Raus,’ he snapped. ‘Tell me you haven’t dropped it.’

			‘I haven’t dropped it,’ said Raus, and then patted his kitbag to confirm that he actually hadn’t dropped it. ‘Why are we running so fast, Rein?’ he asked, as they got moving again.

			‘Well…’ Rein huffed, red-faced and out of breath. ‘Just best to get a shift on, eh?’

			‘You got him though, right? Shot that pointy-eared sadist. You said he went over the edge, Rein. The edge, right?’

			Rein made a face as if he were weighing up tabac-leaf but hadn’t quite got the portions right. 

			Raus let the silence last for a few seconds, their flat feet slapping noisily against the obsidian deck of the fortress. The Stygian Aperture was almost within reach.

			‘He’s dead – you told me, Rein.’

			‘He might not be dead.’

			Raus spat, grabbing Rein’s uniform and half strangling him while they ran. ‘What?!’

			‘Ruddy Throne, Raus! Let go,’ he said, struggling to prise his brother’s fingers from around his neck. ‘You’ll send us both rump over crown.’

			‘I’m light on my feet, remember,’ said Raus. ‘Reckon I’ll be just fine.’ He let go.

			‘He’s probably dead. I mean… I definitely hit him. He was fast. Scary, scary fast, but I definitely got him.’

			‘Where?’

			Rein frowned, nonplussed. ‘Here? In the fortress. When we found the archeotech dump.’

			‘No, you berk. Where?’

			Rein’s face brightened. ‘Oh… I’d say… hmm, the shoulder…’

			‘The ruddy shoulder! Not exactly a kill-shot is it? Was it a good hit?’

			‘Definitely glanced him.’

			‘A glance! Murlock’s hairy arse, Rein. He could be running around right now. I’m surprised we haven’t had a knife in the back already!’

			‘Ah, yeah, but I knackered his rebreather too. Nicked the tube, you see. It’s been bleeding out ever since we ditched him. And by the time he reaches that vacuum chamber…’

			Raus grinned, a charming and pearly white scythe of teeth that had found as much trouble as it had spared him.

			‘Oh, Rein…’

			‘Was that good?’ asked Rein, a knowing look in his eyes.

			The Stygian Aperture loomed and the two ratlings bolted straight through it as it began to close up and reform behind them.

			‘It was very, very good.’

			The Long Hauler beckoned.

			‘Now then, Raus,’ said Rein as the boarding ramp cranked down, ‘shall we get back to Precipice and become as rich as Roboute Guilliman?’

			Raus patted his kitbag and felt the hard, unyielding metal of the box he had stuffed inside. ‘I think that would be a ruddy fine plan, Rein.’

			‘After you, dear brother,’ said Rein as he reached the edge of the ramp, ushering in Raus with an unnecessarily flamboyant flourish.

			‘I don’t mind if I do, brother,’ he said, a feral glint in his beady eye. ‘I don’t mind if I do.’

			As the junk freighter boosted its engines, slowly turning in the heavy gravity well of the fortress, a lone figure, panting and half-dead, staggered onto the landing platform. He had barely made it through the aperture. He watched as the ship pulled away, ignorant of his presence.

			Akrahel Drek glared at the junk freighter’s gradually diminishing silhouette. His fingers tightened around the bone hilt of the venomblade in his right hand. He slowly caught his breath, the flesh-knit fashioned into his armour working to repair his broken body. His ship, the Hatchethand, waited nearby. Its sharp contours of segmented byzantium pleasingly matched Akrahel’s kabalite warsuit. The mutants hadn’t thought to scuttle it. They obviously believed they had killed him. Either that, or they were in a rush.

			The communication device in his armour still worked, and he activated it now.

			‘I’m coming back…’ he said coldly. ‘No, I didn’t get it. But I know who did.’

			He cut the connection. Like his quarry, he could not linger, but managed a smile as he watched the other ship disappear into the wreckage field.

			‘We’ll meet again soon…’ he purred, wiping the blood off his lip and revelling in the hot, metallic taste of it. ‘And when we do, pray that I don’t take you alive.’

			II

			The man stood before the ship’s largest viewport, legs wide of stance, chin raised, hands firmly clasped behind his back. He wore a long black coat that swept down to just above his ankles, black leather boots that rose up to his knees and a peaked officer’s cap pinned with a silver badge of a skull encircled by a laurel wreath.

			A hololithic projector described an image behind him rendered in grainy blue light. Two ratlings, brothers – one a sniper, the other a scout. They wore Militarum fatigues and their dubious service record scrolled alongside their portraits in reams of Low Gothic.

			A large desk delineated the device emitting the image. Maps, star charts, informant reports, hard vellum pict-captures and a ship schematic were strewn around it and starkly caught the light.

			The trail had been difficult. The man couldn’t remember the last time he had slept, but it didn’t matter. They had followed the signals, out to the edge of the Western Reaches, and at last they had found it.

			The Blackstone Fortress. It filled the viewport like a malevolent, dead moon, brimming with forbidden promise and unknown threat. He had heard stories, legends really, of the ancient star forts, though he had never seen one up-close. The scale was staggering, almost so massive as to be beyond comprehension. And he felt… a regard, a sense of being watched, as though a god were slowly stirring to wakefulness and taking note of lesser beings in its orbit. For several hours, the ship scaled a dark and alien hemisphere so absolute that it seemed to drink in the void like a thirsty ocean. Its guide lamps winked like minor stars against an endless black canvas. Wayfarers came to this place, in search of fortune or hiding from their pasts. 

			The man didn’t care about any of that. Or them. He had his own quarry and had tracked it here. It had taken years, the nourishing of an obsession that had seen him stripped of influence, of power, and left men dead in his wake. It didn’t matter. None of it mattered now.

			In the lee of the colossal star fort, a shanty town port appeared at last. Hundreds of vessels were lashed to its mooring spars, and the man saw the faint vestiges of light as they drew closer.

			‘Take us in,’ he ordered gruffly. One of the ships looked familiar. A junk freighter. He had spotted it despite the multitudes and saw this as divine intervention. It matched the schematic unfurled on the desk. 

			‘Long Hauler…’ he murmured, feeling a tremor across the Jackboot’s void-frame as it fought the gravity well and began to change heading, ‘…Gamma-3-ß. After all this time…’ He stroked the leather grip of the laspistol holstered at his hip in anticipation. ‘…I have you.’

			III

			The Nadir Bazaar was cramped. And it stank, a heady melange of grox shit and goat farts. Raus took a surreptitious whiff under his armpit, made a ‘definitely not me’ face and settled in alongside his brother to wait.

			‘Has it got darker in here since we arrived, Raus?’ asked Rein, narrowing his eyes and blinking. ‘Seems darker.’

			‘Dingy, Rein. That’s the word I’d use. Dingy.’

			‘Reeks like a beastman’s gore hole too.’

			‘Hmm.’

			After they’d docked the Long Hauler at Orbisgate, one of umpteen mooring spars on Precipice but also one of the three largest, the twins had taken a sojourn to the Helmsmen in Jetsum for a few celebratory libations. It wasn’t every day you survived the perils of the fortress, came back with a prize and stiffed a sadist drukhari into the bargain. Raus had felt eyes on them the entire time, his unease not leavened by hard liquor. He could have sworn he’d spotted a rough-looking character giving them the eye. Wrapped in a grey storm cloak and with more than a wash of pepper-black stubble around his rugged, ex-military-looking chin, he was definitely armed, but melted into the shadows when Raus had gone for a look-see.

			He didn’t trust anyone in the Helmsmen. Rapscallions and thieves, the lot of them. One stray knife, a muffled pistol shot… The sooner they ditched the box the better. Selling it was the tricky part, though. Fortunately, Gatto ‘knew a man’, although that, in Raus’ opinion, was stretching the bounds of reasonable description. The barkeep at the Helmsmen had said Murlock was making some moves on Precipice again after being shut down for months by the proctors for violating enough of the Protocols to get a trading ban. Not easy to do on Precipice, especially in the Derelict district, which was known for its casual adherence to the law.

			Raus and Rein knew Murlock well, a little too well, though they hadn’t seen him in a while. He could be useful. He knew every buyer in Precipice. And he knew how to move contraband. When he wasn’t getting caught, of course.

			He had… rebranded. The ‘Nacht Market’ had become the ‘Nadir Bazaar’, a thinly veiled attempt at legitimacy, with only the sizeable bribes and the breathtakingly rife corruption of the district authorities keeping Murlock in business. This was his entrepreneurial palace, a grubby little dung hole of trinkets, knick-knacks and all sorts of other ephemera stacked right up to its ramshackle roof. 

			Raus and Rein waited quietly in what had been described to them by one of Murlock’s cronies standing guard at the entrance as the ‘audience hall’, but in reality was a sodium burner-lit nook with a scrap of grubby carpet underfoot that looked like Murlock had used it as his latrine.

			‘I do hope whatever that stain is from isn’t contagious, Rein…’ murmured Raus, lifting up his hairy foot and trying to inspect its leathery sole in the gloom.

			‘If you contract bootrot, I’ll take it off at the knee, Raus.’

			Raus glowered, his twin beaming back at him with unfeigned ignorance.

			‘So…’ a deep, basso voice rumbled, ‘we meet again, my little friends.’

			‘I wouldn’t say “friends”, exactly,’ Raus whispered, making quotation marks with his gnarled and stubby fingers.

			A massive figure loomed out of the shadows, a heavy beaded curtain parting to admit his bulk and inadvertently wafting his stench towards the twins. 

			‘Worse than a beastman’s gore hole,’ choked Rein, wrinkling his nose but trying not to scowl too obviously for fear of upsetting their host.

			Raus was holding his breath, cheeks puffed out, as he nodded.

			Murlock was huge. Even for an ogryn, he filled the available space with his sheer girth and intimidating presence.

			‘It’s as if an ogryn ate another ogryn,’ Rein whispered. ‘Was he always this fat?’ 

			Raus still had his cheeks full and could only manage a shrug. 

			A stool had been set out, the only furniture in the otherwise barren room. It groaned plaintively as Murlock sat down, his layered chins rippling and the leather jerkin he wore creaking as it stretched across his expansive stomach. It could barely hold on to his body, the flab slipping out under the edge and pooling in his lap. A bandolier of frag grenades sat across his chest, the mark of a bandit king. Two small, dark eyes inside a large, tanned face regarded the ratlings with interest. Murlock picked at his uneven teeth with a small knife, the many rings gilding his fingers glinting and flashing in the faint light.

			Raus’ eyes bulged when he caught a decent look at the gold chain hung around the ogryn’s neck. Working out in his head just how much it could be worth, he blew out a long-held breath. 

			Murlock didn’t acknowledge the slight. Perhaps he hoped it wasn’t aimed at him or his noisome aroma.

			‘Raus and Rein Gaffar,’ he said. ‘The brothers dim. I’m told you have something for me.’ 

			‘He’s Raus,’ said Raus. ‘And I’m Rein.’

			‘You sure, brother?’

			‘Think so…’

			Murlock frowned, then shrugged. ‘It’s of little… importance,’ he went on. 

			‘Oh that’s a good one,’ said Raus. ‘Isn’t it, brother?’

			‘Very original, brother.’

			Murlock’s little, piggish eyes glinted greedily. ‘Enough banter. Let’s see it then.’

			Raus exchanged a glance with Rein and then slowly removed the box from his kitbag before presenting it to Murlock. The casket had been forged of an iridescent metal that caught the light and gave it the appearance of oil on water as it washed across its surface. Runes had been engraved in the sides, sharp-edged and alien, and there were embedded rubies the size of artillery shells.

			Carefully, Raus unclasped the lid and opened it.

			Murlock leaned in, prompting a few ominous creaks from the stool.

			‘Oh yes…’ he breathed, rubbing his uppermost chin. ‘I have just the buyer for this. Likes the exotics.’ He reached out a bejewelled hand, only for Raus to snap the box shut and withdraw.

			‘Let’s agree a price before we hand it over, shall we?’ He turned to his brother. ‘What you reckon, Rein? Five hundred? Six?’

			Rein counted on one hand, murmuring his calculations aloud before promptly giving up when he ran out of fingers.

			‘Let’s make it an even thousand, shall we,’ he declared, thrusting out his grubby little paw for Murlock to shake on it.

			‘Sounds fair to me, Rein,’ said Raus, and thrust out his hand too.

			Murlock slowly leaned back on his stool. He gave a short, deep laugh, though the humour of it never reached his eyes. ‘Thought he was Raus and you was Rein.’

			‘Easy to get it turned about,’ said Raus. ‘Have we a deal then?’

			‘Very well…’ rumbled Murlock, nodding, ‘I’ll take off your hands.’

			Rein frowned, turning his ear so it was aimed at the hulking ogryn. ‘You mean, you’ll take it off our hands, right, guv’nor?’ He looked at his brother. ‘That’s right, isn’t it, Raus?’

			‘I am fairly certain that’s the correct phrasing, Rein.’

			‘Nah,’ said Murlock, rising to his full indomitable height, ‘I’ll take your hands, you thieving little worms!’

			Raus swallowed as the ogryn’s shadow fell across them like an eclipse. ‘Oh, balls…’

			A massive cleaver swept out of the darkness and sheared the ugly carpet in half where the ratlings had been standing. Bellowing, Murlock reached for Raus, who dived and rolled out of the ogryn’s grasp. Murlock blundered after him. Raus ducked a savage right hook, getting underneath it to wrap his hands around the trunk-like arm and using it as a fulcrum to swing feet first into the ogryn’s paunch before catapulting off and out of harm’s way. Thwarted, Murlock roared. He stomped a gargantuan foot to crush Rein, but the ratling slipped under the ogryn’s legs.

			‘I don’t recommend ever doing that again,’ he said, a disgusted look on his face as he emerged on the other side and was reunited with his brother.

			Murlock had his back to them, but he was already turning, a ponderous giant on the hunt. In the distance, the ogryn’s henchmen were coming to his aid.

			The ratlings bolted for the bead curtain, and kept running.

			‘Where did that cleaver come from?!’ cried Rein, gasping as he fled through the labyrinthine stacks of the bazaar. ‘His hands were empty!’ Evidently, the ‘audience hall’ led to Murlock’s warehouse and was brimming with crates, caskets and barrels.

			Raus felt his heart beat faster at such riches. If only there wasn’t an obscenely fat ogryn and his goons trying to kill them.

			‘Do you remember that time…’ he replied, gasping too, and leaping deftly to the side as Murlock’s knife embedded itself in the wall, ‘that we told the proctors about what Murlock was up to over at the Nacht Market?’

			‘I do, I do, Raus,’ said Rein. ‘Got us out of a spot of bother, that little informational nugget.’

			Another blade slammed into a crate, trembling with the impact. ‘Where is he getting all these knives? Is he pulling them out his ar–’ 

			‘That little nugget, you mention…’ Raus replied.

			Realisation crept over Rein’s face. 

			‘Oh, shank. No wonder he’s mad.’

			They darted around a corner, looking for a way out, but came to an abrupt halt when confronted with a mountainous slab of flesh and blubber.

			‘No escape for you in here,’ Murlock panted, sweating profusely. ‘I know this place. It’s mine.’

			He advanced slowly, the cleaver held low and by his side.

			‘Your heads are going in my trophy case. Or maybe I’ll put ’em out front as a warning. Now…’ he said, ‘hand over the box and I’ll make it quick.’

			Raus and Rein were backing away but Murlock effectively had them pinned in a dead end. A pair of rough-looking mercenaries in grey-and-black fatigues and half-plate had just wandered into view.

			‘Can’t blame you for being angry, Mur,’ said Raus, eyeing the goons’ stubbers, his palms held out in a conciliatory gesture.

			‘I’d be angry too, guv’nor,’ Rein agreed, and mirrored his twin. 

			‘But before you butcher us,’ said Raus, ‘and mount us as trophies on your wall, can you tell me one thing?’

			Murlock paused, frowning. A sudden concerned look crept over his face, which he shared with his henchmen. ‘What have you done?’

			Raus held his right hand up to the light. Three small firing pins dangled off his fingers like a beggar’s jewellery. ‘What are these for?’

			The explosion ripped through the bazaar like a hurricane, plumes of smoke reaching up into the artificial atmosphere above Derelict in a thick, greasy pall. Raus emerged from the wreckage of the Nadir Bazaar, pulling his brother out from a heap of debris. Rein hacked up a wad of dust and grit, but was otherwise none the worse for wear.

			Of Murlock and his goons only a bejewelled hand remained, still twitching.

			‘Didn’t fancy being a trophy,’ said Raus.

			‘Me neither,’ agreed Rein. ‘How’d you know the grenades wouldn’t go off earlier?’

			‘I thought they would,’ Raus confessed. ‘He was supposed to blow up soon as we got through the curtain.’

			‘Well, it all worked out in the end.’

			‘Did it? We still don’t have a buyer for this.’ Raus held out the casket.

			‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Rein, smiling and wafting a leather-bound ledger in his brother’s direction. ‘You weren’t the only one light of finger, brother. Except while you were pulling pins, I was seeing to our future prosperity. I reckon we’ll find the buyer in these pages somewhere, don’t you?’

			IV

			In the Skeins everything was available for a price. But only the desperate or the truly imbecilic ever traded with the low lifes denizened there.

			Vuko Vukich did not consider himself to be stupid, so as he wended through the narrow alleyways and lightless spaces of the Skeins, he considered that he might very well be desperate. No one at the Helmsmen was buying, forcing him to seek out even less scrupulous traders, hence his current predicament. He had lost his way, more than once, but was almost certain he was back on track until his path came to a dead end. 

			‘Shit…’ he hissed, and was going to about-turn when a voice from behind stopped him. 

			‘Yes, my friend. You are in an awful lot of that.’

			Vuko had pulled a stub-pistol but let it drag his arm down when he saw the gang of wretches waiting to skin him for trespassing.

			Six men, all armed. Autoguns with olive-drab casings, two stubbers and a laspistol. Militarum-grade. They wore metal plates, shoulder guards and greaves over factorum fatigues. Ex-hivers, maybe part of a rogue trader’s retinue. They’d gone feral, though. Perhaps the fortress had claimed the trader, and left the dogs masterless. No leashes in the skein. No proctors either, so help wasn’t coming.

			Vuko chose to try to barter. ‘I have money,’ he lied.

			‘No you don’t,’ replied the one who’d spoken initially. He looked thin in the face, with a wiry ash-coloured beard. He shot Vuko in the leg.

			Down on one knee, clenching his thigh to stop himself bleeding out, Vuko looked up into the face of his murderer. ‘I have something better.’ He had been keeping it for trade, hoping to find the moneylender who had set up shop somewhere in the Skeins. Now he had no choice. He brandished a piece of waxy parchment. ‘It’s a map. Fortress…’ he said, pleading.

			The other man’s eyes widened a little.

			‘Oh, we’ll take that too,’ he said.

			‘Too?’

			‘We’re real hungry down here…’

			Vuko felt his stomach tighten, and was about to put the stub-pistol to his own head when he heard something. A snuffling, scratching sound, it came echoing off the tunnels ahead. A few of the gangers heard it too and began to turn. One raised an autogun. It trembled as he pointed it at the darkness.

			‘Is this you?’ roared the other man.

			‘It’s not me,’ Vuko rasped.

			‘Then what in warp-hell is it?’

			The sound grew louder, and a strange clicking came with it like the rapid champing of teeth.

			And when at last Vuko saw what came out of the shadows for them, he pressed the stub-pistol to his temple and pulled the trigger.

			V

			Rein thumbed the greasy pages of the ledger, making sure they had the right place. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘I am genuinely surprised Murlock could even write.’ He showed his brother the stained vellum. ‘And this cursive script is actually quite artistic.’

			Raus rolled his eyes.

			‘Is this it?’ he asked. ‘You’re sure this is it?’

			‘It’s probably it,’ said Rein, tucking away the ledger. With so many contacts, they could go into business for themselves. ‘I mean… it’s definitely in the book. Exotics, right?’

			‘That’s what he said.’

			Raus attempted the name. ‘Kur-uuk? And he lives in this place?’

			A scrap shanty had crawled over an old dockyard, its mooring spar broken and drifting listlessly in the void like a homeless drunk. Two bone antlers jutted from a ramshackle, sloping roof, strung with tiny skulls and wafers of thin metal. A jetty ran out to a hooded doorway drenched in gloom, a stream of effluence trickling beneath it.

			‘Looks inviting,’ said Raus. ‘After you, brother.’

			‘Oh, I insist,’ said Rein, bowing deferentially. 

			Raus grimaced. ‘I thought you might.’

			The shanty was dark inside and poorly lit. Storm lanterns with closed shutters hung on a length of rope overhead. The stench of blood and carcasses thickened the air, making Raus gag. 

			‘Worse than Murlock’s armpits,’ he said, cupping his nose and mouth to try to ward off the stench.

			‘Or his crotch…’ Rein suggested, the red beam of his sniper sight panning the room, alighting on flanks of rotting meat and counters stacked with bones. Cages and grimy glass cabinets contained the remains of creatures, all alien, all highly exotic. Mercifully, all dead too.

			‘A hunter,’ murmured Rein, gesturing to a longrifle hung up on the wall. Several blades, a spear and a hand axe lay stacked in one corner.

			‘Does this feel iffy to you, Rein?’ asked Raus, moving quietly, and having slipped a stub-pistol from his belt holster. 

			‘I don’t think I’ve unclenched since I walked in here, Raus,’ Rein answered.

			Raus stopped abruptly, gesturing with a stubby little finger. ‘Up…’

			Rein followed it to a ledge, an upper floor of sorts, though with no obvious means of reaching it.

			‘Sleeping quarters?’ he suggested.

			Raus wrinkled his nose. ‘Smells worse than the rest of the place. Sure that stink isn’t coming from you, brother?’

			‘I’ll have you know I’ve had my annual bath,’ snapped Rein, indignant. 

			Raus caught him sneakily sniffing his armpits as he searched the rafters for a beam or hook.

			‘There,’ he said, stuffing away the pistol again and whipping out a hefty grapple gun. With a noisy shoom of expelled pressure the hook soared upwards, the wire uncoiling after it like a tail chasing its comet. It latched on to an overhead beam, grapnel teeth snagging well and holding Raus’ weight when he tested it.

			‘I’m off for a look,’ he said and zipped upwards, the grapnel line spooling back in. Hanging one-handed, his dirty bare feet dangling loosely, Raus sagged. ‘Kur-uuk is a kroot.’

			Rein nodded, mildly interested. ‘Huh…’ 

			‘He’s also had his throat cut.’

			‘Oh, shank…’

			Raus’ eyes narrowed. ‘Red foam around his mouth too.’

			‘He’s gone feral and slit his own throat!’ cried Rein.

			Raus unwound the line and was back on the ground in seconds. He pressed a trigger and the grapnel sprang apart like a sprung trap. He had it reeled in and back in his pack in less than a minute.

			‘Doubtful,’ he said. ‘But we need to get out of here, Rein. Someone knew we were coming.’

			‘Then they’re probably watching us, Raus.’

			‘I’d say that’s almost a certainty.’

			‘Maybe we shouldn’t have had that third round at the Helmsmen before we got here.’

			‘Let’s not be too hasty…’

			‘Reckon we shouldn’t have boasted about getting rich and coming to this shack.’

			‘Now that probably was ill-advised.’

			Raus heard a creak of metal from deeper in the shanty. 

			‘What was that?’ asked Rein, as a figure appeared from the shadows, green retinal lenses aglow.

			‘Our cue to leave,’ said Raus.

			They ran. Again. Bolting from the entranceway, they came across a second figure standing across the jetty. A grey storm cloak shawled most of his body, but couldn’t entirely hide his suit of carapace armour. The lasgun held across his chest was more obvious, as was the combat helmet and concomitant night-sight goggles and rebreather mask.

			‘Guilliman’s hairy arse!’ hissed Rein. ‘He’s Tempestus.’ He shot him in the kneecap. From the hip. With his sniper rifle.

			The trooper went down, grunting in pain, clutching his ruined knee. He dropped his lasgun, a bulky Ryza-pattern with overcharge capacity. Raus’ eyes shone larcenously as he dodged the trooper’s knife swipe, leaping over the half-prone form as he and his brother ran for the metaphorical hills. Or, in this case, the nearest sump pipe.

			‘Sluice tunnels,’ Rein gasped, pointing. 

			Raus glanced over his shoulder. The second trooper had exited the shanty, and was helping the first to his feet. Then he pulled his gun.

			Scorching las-beams splashed against the outer frame of the sewer outflow as Rein and Raus ducked inside.

			‘Tempestus!’ Rein cried again. ‘What are those bloody glory boys doing on Precipice?’

			‘I’d say they’re looking for us, brother.’

			‘Well that’s charming.’

			Raus shook his head, biting his bottom lip as he tried to make a plan. 

			‘Can’t outrun them. Not even in here.’

			Sections of grimy pipe flashed by, lit by thin shafts of light piercing the cracks in the ceiling. There were half-chewed bones amongst the effluvia.

			‘Can’t hide either. They’re relentless as bloodhounds.’

			‘Any thoughts?’ asked Raus.

			‘Only that my impending death is ill-deserved and I haven’t yet enjoyed a rich and full life,’ Rein replied. ‘I am open to suggestions.’

			Raus looked up. It was dingy in the tunnels, and it stank of excreta. A larger shaft of light lit up a patch of filth below. He gestured to a grate in the ceiling, three of its rungs rusted away to nubs.

			Rein smiled. ‘You go high, I’ll go low. They can’t chase us both.’

			Raus nodded, accepting the plan. He thrust out a grimy hand. ‘Good luck, Rein, and if you don’t make it I’ll be taking all of your stuff and the Long Hauler.’ 

			‘Right you are, Raus. Same to you too.’ He spat on his palm and they shook hands. They were about to part ways, Raus having fired off his grapnel, when something severed the wire and he fell into a heap. He caught the vaguest flash of dark metal in the sewer light and a shadowy presence looking down from above.

			He had no time to investigate or the means to do so. A tight red beam burned a scorch mark by his feet and he looked back in despair. The Tempestus were coming. Three of them now. And they weren’t alone. A fourth figure had joined them, a black trench coat flapping in his wake as he stalked towards the ratlings, peaked cap casting a shadow over a rough-looking face. He also carried a smoking laspistol in his outstretched hand.

			‘Rugged, ex-military-looking chin…’ Raus muttered. ‘Oh, bugger…’

			At least the presence above had gone, though Raus noticed an angular throwing blade embedded in the wall. But he couldn’t worry about that now.

			‘You what?’ asked Rein.

			‘Run… Run, Rein!’

			The ratlings fled, scurrying like their namesakes through the muck and filth.

			Behind them, a commissar and his men gave chase.

			‘Don’t worry, Raus…’ said Rein, as they ducked around another corner. ‘I know these tunnels like the back of my–’

			And came to an abrupt and unwelcome halt. 

			‘Arse! Dead end!’

			A slab of sheer, pitted rockcrete stood in their path. Ugly yellowed stains stretched down the wall as long and pointed as teeth. A partial collapse had blocked off the tunnel, debris piled up in front of it.

			‘Did you have to use that particular word?’ said Raus.

			‘What, arse?’

			Raus ignored him, jabbing a finger at the obvious gap in the ceiling, a crevice wide enough for a ratling to sneak through. He thought of the shadowy presence he had seen before, but couldn’t see another way out.

			‘Can you make that?’ he asked.

			Rein had a look, shook his head.

			‘Do I look like a funambulist?’ 

			‘Not sure your sleepwalking is relevant to the current situation, Rein.’

			‘I can’t make it that high, and with your grapnel properly fragged…’

			Raus glanced behind him. They’d led the commissar and his men a merry dance, but he heard rapidly approaching bootsteps. He looked back at the wall, at the pitted rock, at the distance to the gap in the ceiling.

			‘Remember what we said if ever we had to choose…?’

			‘If we got into a tight spot and only one of us could get loose?’

			Raus nodded. ‘I’d say we’re about as tight as a confessor’s purse right now.’

			VI

			The commissar smiled viperously.

			‘At long last,’ he rasped, purposely slowing down as he approached the dishevelled ratling kneeling in the dirt. Head bowed, hands out, he was a grimy little wretch. A sniper rifle sat on the ground in front of him, ammo clip discharged and set down next to it, a single bullet sprung from the breech on top of the casing.

			‘At least you know when to surrender, abhuman,’ he sneered, and straightened his jacket as he came to stand before the pitiful creature. ‘Gaffar, Rein,’ he said, recounting the details from memory. ‘Sniper, auxiliary…’

			‘I think you might have me mistaken for someone else, sir.’

			The commissar sneered. ‘Sniper, auxiliary,’ he repeated, ‘primus-rated… and in dereliction of duty to the God-Emperor of Mankind.’

			‘Is He here too?’ 

			The commissar struck him across the face and the ratling went down hard before defiantly coming up again.

			‘I am Commissar Vudus Mettik. I want you to know my name, for I know yours and your brother’s.’ He looked up at the gap in the pipe. ‘Left you for dead, did he? Saw his chance to slip my leash and took it?’

			‘Oh, I expect he’ll be back for me.’

			‘You better hope so, scum,’ said Mettik, nodding to one of the Scions, who smashed Rein Gaffar in the side of the head with his gunstock, knocking the ratling out cold.

			VII

			‘Tie it tight,’ said Mettik. ‘I don’t want the little runt getting loose.’

			They were standing in an outflow basin, having breached the fallen rubble and followed the pipe to its terminus in the Skeins. They had bound the prisoner to an old support strut and hung him by his arms like a piece of meat, toes just scraping the floor.

			It was a pleasing location, close enough to where they had caught the ratling that his brother wouldn’t have to search long to find him and wide enough that Mettik and his men would easily see him coming. He eyed the high walls surrounding them on three sides but found no sign of the other one. Not yet.

			‘Wake him up,’ uttered Mettik as soon as the bonds were tied.

			The Scion smacked the ratling hard across the face, splitting his lip but bringing him around.

			‘You’ll have to excuse me,’ the ratling said, spitting up a wad of blood. ‘I rather dozed off back there.’

			‘Amusing,’ snarled Mettik. ‘Will you be so jovial when you’re facing Commissarial censure, I wonder?’

			‘Honestly, guv’nor, I doubt I can even spell those words, let alone understand what they actually mean. And besides,’ the ratling added, ‘I’m more worried about him.’

			Mettik whirled around, only just dodging a spinning sliver of metal that scythed through his flaring commissar’s coat.

			One of the Scions collapsed to his knees, a second sliver in his neck and red foam bubbling up through his rebreather. He jerked, convulsed and fell on his face. Dead.

			Mettik whipped his gun out, and the remaining Scions followed suit.

			‘I wouldn’t make any sudden moves,’ the ratling suggested, jerking his neck towards the lithe figure in segmented byzantium armour that had miraculously appeared out of nowhere. ‘That’s Akrahel Drek.’ Two more similarly armoured figures then joined him from the shadows. ‘Oh, and his brother and sister. You are seriously fragged.’

			‘Someone else who wants your head?’ said Mettik, his eyes never leaving the lean trio of drukhari.

			‘I expect so… and spleen, liver, fingers, etcetera, etcetera…’

			‘Is that so?’ Mettik put to the lead drukhari. ‘Can you speak my language, xenos?’

			The drukhari sneered, exchanging the briefest glance with his siblings. He had a stark, androgynous beauty that Mettik found deeply unsettling. ‘When we must… mon-keigh,’ he said, his voice like a dagger’s edge but with a silken undertone. He swept a mane of long black hair aside with a flick of his head. ‘And yes, I want its spleen. Liver. Fingers… Etcetera. Etcetera.’ He lasciviously enunciated every word.

			Mettik gave a feral grin. ‘Then we have an impasse, for I want them too. For crimes against the Imperium.’

			‘Mine is an honour debt from which I will not turn.’

			Mettik thought the drukhari winced, and wondered if he was injured. Perhaps that’s why he had chosen to parlay. No, it was the two hellguns aimed in his direction.

			‘I have a proposal,’ said the drukhari at length. ‘I will settle for one and the item they stole from me.’

			Mettik scowled. ‘I don’t bargain with xenos.’

			‘Doesn’t appear that you have much of a choice.’ The drukhari’s smile was sickle-shaped and sharp. He gestured to his kin, who were both armed. ‘You are far from your Imperium here.’

			Mettik nodded but was adamant. ‘Rein Gaffar is mine, and so is his bro–’

			A shot rang out, tight as a whip. It cut the ratling’s bonds before Mettik or the drukhari could react.

			‘I’m sorry,’ said the ratling, now freed and already running, ‘but I did say – you have me mistaken for someone else.’

			Mettik surveyed the raised lip of the outflow basin and found a point where the light glinted off a tiny oval lens.

			‘That’s the damn sniper,’ he snarled, meeting Akrahel Drek’s gaze. ‘Can we agree to kill them both and sort out the details after?’

			The drukhari smiled and nodded.

			Then an object was launched over the basin wall, hurled like demo-charge, and that had Mettik’s heart racing until he realised it was actually just a metal box. A second shot rang out before the box hit the ground, shooting out the sealing clasp and spilling the contents onto the ground.

			Everyone stopped to look at the severed head of the ur-ghul brood mother.

			From the darkness of the nearby sewer pipe, a pack of feral voices chorused hungrily.

			VIII

			It was an ugly thing. Eyeless, bulbous forehead, flared nose pits. Nightmare fuel. Thinking back now, Raus had no idea why he took it. He knew it had value. The markings, the shape of the skull. He knew a little about these creatures and this one was unusual. There were so many xenos, so much weird fauna on the fortress that it tended to attract hunters and collectors who would pay big for the rarer specimens. Only problem was, removing said specimens also tended to attract those creatures who had once called them kin. Or in this case, ‘mother’.

			Legs peddling madly, Raus risked a backward glance.

			A horde of lesser ur-ghuls had sprung from the pipe, drawn by the scent of their dead brood mother. They fell upon the nearest drukhari with unfettered savagery. She went down screaming, and Raus looked away. Shots rang out, suppressing fire from the Imperial guns. A headshot took out one of the Tempestus taking aim at Raus. 

			‘Now he gets his chuffing eye in…’ he muttered, secretly glad that his brother could be ruthless when it really mattered.

			As he ran for the border wall of the outflow, he kept one eye on the melee. 

			‘You dirty abhumans!’ Mettik roared, firing into the throng of xenos, executing with aplomb and actually standing his ground until Akrahel’s blade found its mark in the commissar’s chest and he tipped over.

			An ur-ghul caught Raus’ scent, scurrying after him as it broke from the pack. The ratling ran but was saying his prayers to the Throne when the creature sprang at him. He crouched in the dirt, making himself small, hoping it would be quick. Fear deadened the sound of the sniper shot that exploded its skull and left the ur-ghul’s headless corpse sliding next to him rather than rending him with tooth and nail. He got up, and ran on.

			Akrahel was the last to fall, and he did so under a host of clamouring bodies. The rangy ur-ghuls tore him apart, limb from limb. Raus hit the wall and acrobatically scrambled up. As he flipped over the edge and back onto high ground, he looked back down on the carnage.

			The ur-ghuls had finished everyone below, dragging the carcasses of the dead with them as they returned to the pipes, bound for the Skeins and to join the other fell creatures that lurked in that most benighted part of Precipice.

			‘Well,’ said Rein as he rejoined his brother, ‘I’m not sleeping for a week after that.’

			Raus gave a thin, yet haggard smile. ‘Don’t suppose you’ve got a spare pair of trousers as well as that rifle, have you?’

			Rein lovingly patted the stock of his reserve gun, but shook his head. He sucked his teeth, regarding the blood and bits of viscera the ur-ghul brood had left in its wake.

			‘All for nothing then,’ he said ruefully.

			‘Well…’ Raus began, and Rein turned to face his brother.

			Raus wafted a bloody piece of waxy parchment.

			‘What’s that, Raus?’

			‘I do believe it’s a map, Rein.’

			‘A… treasure map?’

			Raus grinned.

			‘Well, only one way to find out.’
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			The air inside the drinking hole was thick with lho smoke, sweat and alcohol fumes. More than that, it was thick with the stench of heresy. Wherever Taddeus looked he saw miscreants, xenos scum and blasphemers against the God-Emperor. Revelry not in celebration of the God-Emperor’s victories was an affront to the sacrifices of the Thronelord and there was much revelry amid the stink of ‘Looter’s Den’.

			His arrival did not go unmarked. Chairs scraped across the bare boards of the floor and conversations faltered into silence. From behind a bar of stacked ammunition crates, the vendor scowled. The skinny, scar-faced man reached behind the improvised counter, no doubt for a weapon. Elsewhere blades slid from sheaths, powercells whined on activation and several autoweapons clicked and crunched as hammers were drawn back and safeties released.

			The reassuring buzz of Taddeus’ servo-stubber sounded close to his right ear as the self-determining anti-grav skull ascended into view. As it steadily panned back and forth the barrel of its gun tracked slowly across the denizens of the establishment, red targeting beams pulsing from its eye sockets.

			‘This ain’t your pulpit, Ecclesiarchy man,’ growled a treasure hunter leaning on the bar, her face half-hidden beneath the broad brim of her hat. One hand held a small glass of yellow liquid; the other was hooked into her belt close to a holstered laspistol.

			Hostile eyes regarded the preacher from all directions: many human, some insectoid, one pair just points of ochre light.

			‘And I’m not here to preach,’ Taddeus replied, his gaze scanning the room. He smoothed his hands down the front of his vestments, wiping away the settling dust and ash of the drinking hole.

			‘Everyone can relax,’ said a rakish man from the far corner, his chair leaning back against the wall, booted feet on the tabletop before him. His garb was of an Imperial noble, frock coat and mock-military stylings. The hide of a xenos beast trailed across his shoulders. A neatly trimmed moustache and oiled hair completed an image of privilege at odds with the unwashed and unkempt denizens that made up the remaining patrons. Almost unseen, he held a long-barrelled duelling pistol in his lap, its muzzle pointing towards the barman.

			‘No trouble, not in my cantina,’ the man said, placing both his hands back on the counter, empty.

			The servo-stubber lowered, its eyes returning to their dark green dormant state. A few patrons remained with weapons directed at the newcomer.

			‘And a round of drinks on my tab!’ Draik declared.

			Eyes followed Taddeus as he weaved through the close tables, but the low conversations, glug of drinks poured and clink of glasses slowly resumed as he reached the chair opposite Janus Draik, the rogue trader he had come to meet.

			Draik dragged his feet from the table and invited Taddeus to sit with a glance. The rogue trader pushed a glass towards the priest and lifted a clay jug in offer. Taddeus’ lip curled in reply.

			‘It’s water,’ said Draik, topping up his own glass. ‘Fresh, not filtered. A shipment arrived this morning, nearly two thousand pints.’

			‘It is still a luxury, a weakness,’ said Taddeus, though his tongue could almost taste the untainted liquid, free from the acrid hint of recycling that marred all the water piped through the chambers of Precipice. 

			‘Perhaps you could bless some of the filtered water, make it taste good,’ said Draik with a half-smile. ‘You call yourself the Purifier, yes?’

			Taddeus sat down and did not dignify the poor joke with a reply. 

			‘Not the talkative type, I see,’ the rogue trader continued, assuming a more businesslike air. ‘Fair enough, I can appreciate that.’

			‘Your missive said that you needed my assistance.’

			‘It did, and I do.’ Draik leaned closer, voice dropping to a conspiratorial level, his eyes darting to the left and right before he continued. ‘I have pieced together one of the routes to the hidden vault we are all seeking.’

			‘Speak for yourself. I seek the Emperor’s Truth.’

			‘Then why are you on Precipice, hanging around as welcome as ogryn flatulence? I have watched you trying to get to the Blackstone Fortress. And failing. Now is your chance, with me.’

			‘Let’s assume I’ll indulge you, Draik. What are you suggesting?’

			‘I have coordinates and guidance logs for the maglev transporters that will take us to somewhere called… Well, it is called the deathmaze. Not inviting, I know. Some have reached it before in their attempts to find a way through to the next ring of vault defences.’

			‘They failed?’

			‘None have returned, so I would wager they died.’ Draik fixed his eyes on Taddeus, radiating sincerity. ‘I need an extra pair of eyes and hands on this venture.’

			‘You have been here longer than many others and must’ve made all kinds of acquaintances. Why do you need me for this particular expedition?’

			‘I trust you, Taddeus. There’s only a handful of others I trust, and one of them was injured as we acquired this new data, but I cannot wait for them to recuperate in case there is some change in the Blackstone Fortress’ layout. The maglev system can handle four people at most, so I find myself with an opening, and you have an opportunity. Precipice is full of vagabonds and scum, and you might name me amongst them, but you are different, I think. Courageous and determined. Not the sort to be dissuaded by a dangerous foe. A man of the Emperor, guided by His divine light. You think I have wandered from the righteous path, but I assure you that I have always kept it in sight even as I have meandered a little from its straight course. I want to help you do the Emperor’s work, while you help me solve the riddles of this terrible but intriguing place.’

			The rogue trader’s words were as worthless as anyone else’s, but there was a singular fact that could not be ignored: no others had yet been willing to accompany Taddeus into the depths of the Blackstone Fortress. It was too daunting a task for just the Purifier and his aide, Vorne. Suicide, in fact, to progress any degree into the mysteries of the alien station without more companions.

			He had to believe the God-Emperor had led him to this corruption for a reason, and not simply to cleanse it. He saw again the truth in the flames, the images that the God-Emperor had sent to him in the dance of the holy fires. He had heard of the alien station from the gossiping lips of a Naval rating, but it was in the flames that had purified the impenitent man shortly after that he had truly seen the will of the God-Emperor. 

			A galaxy aflame with the righteous fires, with Taddeus as the spark that would light that pyre across the stars. The Blackstone Fortress was a gift; its secrets could not fall into the hands of aliens and heretics before the faithful had uncovered them.

			‘These others that you trust.’ The priest looked around the drinking hole. ‘Who will also be going with us?’

			‘Does it matter?’ Draik asked sharply. ‘If you have been given sight of your prize, would you turn away from it if the surrounding view was not to your liking? Or would you grasp it with both hands?’ 

			The rogue trader was dissembling, but his point was valid. The unavoidable need for allies left Taddeus with few options. 

			None, in fact.

			‘We have concord,’ said Taddeus. ‘I will bring the Clarion to the Stygian Aperture and rendezvous with you.’

			Draik’s hand slid across the table and left a small crystal in front of the priest.

			‘We cannot enter by the Stygian Aperture, not this time. My last expedition uncovered a smaller entry point, hidden in the scan-shadow of the furthest arm of the Blackstone Fortress. I have calculated a flight path that will get you there undetected by those who would steal our claim. The details are embedded in this crystal.’

			Taddeus took up the crystal and stood. Draik did likewise and extended a hand to seal the pact between them. The Purifier took it in his strong grip and did not let go when the rogue trader tried to pull his hand back.

			‘We are allies, not friends,’ Taddeus told the rogue trader, dragging him a little closer, his gaze burning into the other man’s eyes. ‘But it is not my judgement that should concern you, for when you perish you must answer to the God-Emperor for your deeds and misdeeds.’

			Draik tore his hand away with a sour look. Taddeus thrust the data-crystal into a hidden pocket within his cassock and stalked away.

			The joyful chorus of the Clarion’s navigational system rose to a crescendo as the missionary vessel slipped between two dark pillars that jutted from an outcrop of the Blackstone Fortress. 

			The rising harmony was in direct contrast to the feelings of Taddeus the Purifier, who was usually roused by the triumphant tone of his vessel’s autohymnals. 

			‘Master, look.’ Pious Vorne pointed over his shoulder towards a darker recess ahead, her other hand laid upon the back of the priest’s command throne. Her voice was hushed with reverence, distorted by the black rebreather that covered her nose and mouth.

			There was a white glow within the artificial cavern, but the gleam soon betrayed its mundane origins as the beams of another spacecraft nestled on the flat ground within. An ident-code pinged across the display, confirming that it was the Vanguard, starship of Janus Draik. The Clarion responded in kind without prompt and settled itself next to the rogue trader’s craft.

			As hydraulics settled beneath the weight of the ship in the artificial gravity of the Blackstone Fortress – a gravity whose source nobody knew – Taddeus felt a shimmer of excitement. 

			‘We’re finally here, Vorne,’ he told his companion.

			‘The fortress of the abyss, lair of unbelievers and mutant filth,’ she replied, gushing at the prospect. Above the mask her eyes were bright and wide. ‘The cleansing will begin.’

			‘Not yet, pious child,’ Taddeus reminded her. ‘You must remain here for the time being. The deal with Draik is only for me.’

			Sadness entered her gaze but she knew better than to raise argument against the preacher.

			Taddeus rose from the seat and placed a hand on her shoulder, squeezing encouragement through the thick fabric of his zealot’s robe. 

			‘Soon we’ll delve into this pit of darkness together. When the Emperor has guided me safely through the deathmaze and I return with greater knowledge, I’ll lead expeditions of my own into the bowels of the hell-base.’

			‘I shall monitor what I can from here, favoured of the God-Emperor,’ she told him, before slipping past into the control seat. She activated a few runes and the main display lit up with various digital gauges, each hovering between green and orange. ‘There’s a captive atmosphere. Breathable, but not by much of a margin.’

			Taddeus readied himself, taking his pocket copy of the Imperial Creed, his laspistol and power maul at his belt. He stepped into the lock chamber that led to the boarding steps, servo-stubber following him in guard mode.

			‘Grant me the strength to labour for your glory, God-Emperor,’ he said to himself, hand hovering over the door release button. ‘Protect your humble servant if you see my course as righteous, and deliver me into thy sight so that I may know thy will anew.’

			He pushed the activator. Sirens blared briefly as the lock chamber equalised pressures. Taddeus felt light-headed for a moment and the outer door opened, revealing the dark interior of the Blackstone Fortress.

			He strode down the steps with purpose, eyes adjusting to the gloom to pick out Janus Draik standing close to the alighting ramp of the Vanguard.

			‘Welcome to the adventure,’ said the rogue trader. ‘Glad you could make it.’

			‘I don’t do pleasantries, Draik,’ Taddeus replied. ‘Let’s get started.’

			‘There are two more to come.’

			‘Your companions aren’t on your ship?’

			‘They have their own spacecraft. It is better that way – each vessel can support us if need be. Believe me, preacher, we shall need all the assistance we can muster.’

			They waited in silence until a few minutes later a slender vessel silently slipped into the lighted docking bay. Its surface seemed to ripple like oil on water, changing colour until it almost disappeared from view.

			‘Xenos…’ hissed Taddeus. ‘You would bring inhuman beasts on this expedition?’

			‘I bring who I choose,’ replied Draik. ‘And Amallyn Shadowguide is the keenest shot on all of Precipice.’

			‘I will not share air with enemies of the Emperor,’ snarled Taddeus, taking a step back.

			‘We have a pact, priest,’ growled Draik, hand moving to his holstered pistol. ‘I thought your word would be worth something.’

			Taddeus held his tongue as an aperture whispered open in the side of the newly arrived starship, a tongue-like ramp extruding down to the surface of the Blackstone Fortress.

			The being that stepped into the light was hard to see, a shimmering hint of a figure as indistinct as the hull of the vessel from which it stepped.

			The disturbance in the air settled a few paces away and resolved itself into a tall, slender humanoid, a cloak of shifting chromatic effects slung over one shoulder, longrifle in hand.

			‘Pernicious eldar!’ said Taddeus, almost spitting the words. His servo-stubber responded to his mood, rising up quickly from behind him, ruddy eye beams fixing on the alien’s chest.

			The eldar’s lips moved and a split second later a melodious voice issued from a small badge upon her collar shaped like a face. 

			‘False prophet of the Emperor’s misguided church.’

			‘I shall not take a step further in the company of this inhuman abomination,’ spat Taddeus.

			‘Enough!’ Draik stepped between them, hands raised to ward them back. ‘I am leader of this expedition. We will have enemies enough without being at each other’s throats. You either follow me, or you can return to Precipice now.’

			The eldar inclined its head towards the rogue trader, apparently a gesture of acquiescence.

			‘You possess the guidance codes, therefore it is you that acts as the steering hand,’ said Amallyn.

			Taddeus clenched his teeth, biting back further insults. It did him no good to turn around and return to Precipice before they had begun their expedition. This might be his only chance to get a glimpse into the secrets of the Blackstone Fortress and to gain some leverage over the denizens of Precipice.

			He relented and retreated a step, making the sign of the aquila with his hands to his chest as he did so. Beneath its hood, the eldar smiled thinly, eyes watching the priest closely.

			They all turned as a whine of plasma engines carried across the trapped atmosphere of the bay. Beyond the Clarion another Imperial vessel touched down, flanks glinting with gold. 

			Taddeus was heartened to see another ship of the God-Emperor, but his spirits soured as the occupant descended to meet them. He was dressed in a bizarre helm, his coat decorated with the symbols of a Navigator house.

			‘A psyker mutant!’ Taddeus rounded on Draik, fists balled at his side. ‘You insult my faith further!’

			‘Not all things that dwell within the Blackstone Fortress are mortal in nature,’ Draik said patiently, meeting Taddeus’ gaze with his own steady stare. ‘This is Espern of House Locarno, an experienced Navigator who has travelled with me into the depths before.’

			‘He is warp-touched and cannot be trusted.’

			‘Trust is not the currency we exchange,’ said the lilting voice of Amallyn behind them. Taddeus turned, holding back further curses. 

			‘What does that mean?’

			‘It is need that binds our fates to a single path,’ the eldar continued. ‘Each of us will journey alone to our destiny, but if we are to reach our separate destinations we must at times share company with others. This station holds secrets as ancient as my people and it is not for a single spirit to uncover them alone.’

			Draik looked at Taddeus and then back to the Clarion, his meaning clear. The priest considered his options. He could head back to Precipice and pray for another chance to make common goal with enough companions to dare a venture into the Blackstone Fortress, or he could continue with the opportunity the God-Emperor had already laid before him.

			It was a test, he realised. His faith was strong enough to resist the corruption around him, and that was why he had been delivered to this place. Xenos, heretics and mutants would not sway him from his path, any more than the inhabitants of the ancient space citadel.

			He swallowed back his disgust, realising that it was wounded pride as much as any true anger.

			‘Lead on,’ he said to Draik.

			The rogue trader ushered them across the landing bay towards a gleaming alcove in the wall. Within was a circular platform just about large enough for the four of them, alien runes inscribed into the walls around it. One of the infamous maglev transporters that allowed them to traverse the labyrinthine depths of the Blackstone Fortress.

			‘You are sure your guidance coordinates are accurate?’ asked Espern Locarno, his voice softly projected by his elaborate helm. 

			‘We are about to find out…’ said Draik, his hands dancing across the controls.

			The platform hummed into life and Taddeus had one last glimpse of the Clarion before it seemed to flash upwards, though in truth it was their descent that had taken it from view. With an eldar behind him and psyker to his right, it felt as though he were plunging into the bowels of the Unholy Abyss itself.

			Taddeus was surprised how quickly he lost sense of time and direction. The inertia-suppressed motion of the maglev left him with no idea how far they had descended or traversed the Blackstone Fortress, only a blur of changing colours to indicate where they raced past a bewildering myriad of levels and chambers. The air had grown heavier with humidity as they slowed to a halt, and the maglev deposited them on a concourse of dark blue crystalline material, the branch of paths ahead walled by high arcs of more glasslike azure. 

			‘Where’s the light coming from?’ he asked, his words barely a whisper yet sounding like a shout in the silence of the alien chamber.

			‘Ambient illumination,’ Amallyn replied through the translator badge. ‘Energised particles in the air itself.’

			‘Time to go. We need to cross the corridors here and take another maglev deeper,’ Draik told them. 

			Taddeus stepped from the platform, skin sheened with sweat, his robes glistening with the latent moisture in the air. Draik hurried past, pistol in hand. The priest drew his own pistol and slipped his power maul from his belt, thumbing the rune that encased the club in a shimmering field of blue. Red light briefly strobed the tunnel ahead as the servo-stubber quickly scanned for eligible targets.

			They had advanced no more than a few steps when the voice of Amallyn’s communicator dropped to a harsh whisper.

			‘I hear movement ahead.’

			The thought of the unnatural senses of the xenos brought a prickle of discomfort to Taddeus and he gritted his teeth against voicing his unease. They continued on cautiously, trying to discern some sense of space and direction from the semi-reflective walls. About a hundred feet from the maglev the corridors branched, opening into a wider space to the left and continuing on a winding path to the right.

			There was movement in the larger chamber. Taddeus’ gut lurched as he saw Astra Militarum uniforms, their Imperial insignia removed or defaced. 

			‘Traitors!’ he roared, breaking into a run. He snapped off shots from his pistol as he sprinted. He was no marksman but the spray of fire forced one of his enemies to duck back. A heartbeat later the red targeting threads of the servo-stubber converged on the face of another traitor, his face disappearing in a welter of solid bullets, the roar of the stub gun deafening in Taddeus’ left ear. 

			The renegade troopers turned towards him while flickers of blue bolts from Draik’s laspistol lashed past, sending one of the traitors crumpling to the ground. The renegades parted, three turning their weapons on Taddeus, the others heading to the side towards some unknown objective. Red las-blasts spat across the hall at the preacher, one of them flaring into his shoulder. He stumbled, burning scraps of cloth drifting from the hit, his shoulder a knot of pain. He turned the sensation into rage, channelling the momentary fear into anger as he powered on, bringing back the power maul for a swing.

			One of the human renegades leapt forward to meet Taddeus’ charge. Her grey uniform was streaked with dust and blood and she had painted a crude symbol of her new allegiance across her brow, now smeared by sweat, curled hair lank against her cheeks. Her bayonet speared towards Taddeus’ chest. He smashed the blade aside and plunged his own weapon into the traitor’s gut. The power field sparked as it met flesh, disrupting the molecular bond of skin and muscle. The renegade flew back from the blow, a cry wrenched from her as she doubled over. Taddeus fired his pistol into the top of her head, the blue bolt of light slashing through skull and brain.

			Draik was at his side a moment later, his slender, gleaming blade parrying and thrusting. Taddeus hurled himself at another foe, spittle flying as he spewed curses at the renegade soldiers.

			‘Thrice-cursed is the one that turns from the Emperor’s light,’ he snarled, slicing at the throat of his target. ‘The dark of the abyss will consume thy soul and eternal penance will not rectify your debts!’

			He pushed forward, stepping on the corpse of the woman to launch himself at the next enemy, power maul blazing. The man still wore his sergeant insignia and lifted a blade to halt the downward sweep of Taddeus’ maul. His blow deflected by the traitor, Taddeus raised his pistol but the renegade sergeant knocked the weapon aside, bringing up his own sidearm.

			Taddeus was no novice in combat, but as he stared at the gleaming muzzle of the traitor’s pistol he realised he was no veteran either.

			‘The God-Emperor protects,’ he whispered.

			‘Not today,’ snarled the traitor.

			A flash blinded Taddeus and his ears rang at the sound of a close detonation. He winced and retreated a step, expecting to feel the surge of pain. 

			He felt nothing and, blinking away the spots in his eyes, saw the former Imperial Guardsman topple backwards, four holes in his chest plastron from a close-range stubber salvo. The servo-skull darted forward, scanning beams searching for signs of life in the falling corpse.

			Taddeus turned back to the others. In his fervour to get to the enemy, he had become separated from the rest of the group by an influx of reinforcements. He was about to throw himself into the fray once more when a low whine drew his attention to the wall behind him.

			A vertex between two azure planes separated, a line of glimmering light that quickly opened into a doorway. 

			Taddeus had only a second to wonder at this change before two mechanical artifices scuttled into view. They each walked on four multijointed legs that ended in points rather than feet, vaguely insect-like in gait and appearance. The priest had heard tales of them on Precipice: known as spindle drones, they were part of the Blackstone Fortress’ native defence systems.

			The servo-stubber reacted before he did, sending a flurry of bullets into the closest spindle drone. The rounds ricocheted from its armoured carapace with harsh shrieks and the drone retreated a few steps under the barrage. The second pulsed a blast of energy at Taddeus, hitting him squarely in the chest. The impact staggered him backwards, heart hammering, pain flaring through his ribs and breastbone. Gasping for breath, he raised his pistol to return fire but was forced to duck back as the spindle drone’s blaster tracked towards him, its next salvo barely missing the preacher.

			Ignoring the agony in his chest, Taddeus forced himself forward, bringing the power maul down onto the casing of the closest spindle drone. The material bent beneath the blow and its legs buckled, but it recovered and jabbed a limb through his calf. Taddeus ripped himself from the piercing leg, crying out as he fell sideways, slipping on his own blood. The servo-stubber fired again, the stink of solid propellant strong in the priest’s nostrils as it hammered shots into the already weakened carapace, sending splinters of armour and sparking pieces of internal workings flaring through the air.

			The gleam of the remaining drone’s sensor lens turned a brighter shade of red, and it fixed upon him. Mechanical limbs flexed, ready to spring forward even as the blaster zeroed in on its target, directly at Taddeus’ face. Behind it, another spindle drone lunged into view.

			Even as he saw the blaster of the closest spindle drone brightening, a flurry of impacts sparked across the joints where limbs and torso met. Its legs severed by the rapid shots, the spindle drone fell in half, lens and blaster falling dim.

			In the same breath a second fusillade smashed into the eye of the remaining mechanical foe, punching directly into its artificial control systems. It seemed to rear backwards, two limbs flailing, and then fell sideways, spindle legs spasming rapidly on the crystal floor before falling still.

			Getting to his feet, Taddeus looked over his shoulder, but at first saw nothing but blue crystal. After a couple of seconds a wall some distance away shimmered, and he thought for a moment another doorway was opening. The parting colours became a fold of cloth, which Amallyn swept back over a shoulder, revealed from beneath a cameleoline cloak. The eldar’s longrifle slipped sideways a fraction until it was pointing directly at Taddeus. 

			A moment later the alien lifted the weapon away with a smirk, and took aim towards the few remaining Traitor Guardsmen. Taddeus fell to one knee, trembling all over, while the servo-stubber hovered above him, its magazine clicking empty as it tried to fire once more.

			Slightly dizzy from the stimms he’d taken to combat the pain of his injuries, the wound in his leg still throbbing despite the binding he’d put on it, Taddeus limped along behind Draik. They had left behind the crystal passages and ascended – at least Taddeus thought they had ascended – on another maglev. More traitors had tried to bar their path and had been justly slain. Taddeus tempered his righteous anger for the second encounter, not wishing to find himself isolated again.

			The route seemed circuitous but Draik assured them they were getting closer to the entrance of the deathmaze. The chambers they passed through in this part of the Blackstone Fortress seemed to be smoothly hewn from a rocky substance, veined with strata like a cliff face. Patches of glowing mould grew where surfaces met, adding a pale green illumination to the glare of yellow lumens fixed in the low ceiling. 

			A stark blue light flickered from a corridor ahead, throwing humanoid shadows along the floor. Several more actinic bursts followed, their source coming closer.

			‘Negavolt cultists,’ murmured Draik, bringing up his pistol as he came to a stop.

			‘What are they?’ Taddeus had never heard of such a cult but felt apprehension twist its fingers around his stomach. 

			‘Perversions of the Cult Mechanicus,’ intoned Espern Locarno. ‘They thrive on pain and anger and have turned their bodies into energy generators powered by these negative emotions.’

			‘Then we should purge them swiftly,’ said Taddeus, activating his power maul. The blaze of its light was similar to the glare from the approaching cultists and he wondered about the exact nature of the incoming enemy.

			Voices drifted down the corridor, indistinct and hidden by a background hum and the hiss of discharges. Taddeus and the others waited with weapons ready but it quickly became apparent that the Negavolt cultists were not aware of them, nor were they coming closer.

			‘We should circumnavigate their position,’ suggested Amallyn.

			‘Never!’ snarled Taddeus. ‘It is our duty and our right to vanquish these abominations for the God-Emperor.’

			‘Conflict without purpose will lead us to our ruin,’ replied the eldar.

			‘I agree with Amallyn, in principle,’ said Draik. ‘We cannot kill everything on the Blackstone Fortress, we would get nowhere. But the maglev we need to take is behind them. We have to get past and I do not know another way around.’

			Galvanised by this, the party headed on, weapons at the ready as they turned the angle in the corridor and came upon a long, narrow hallway. The Negavolt cultists, three of them, were trying to prise a panel away from the wall – a metal plate taller than they were and about three feet broad. Taddeus could see the telltale swirl of a maglev portal at the far end of the hall.

			They opened fire together, las-bolts and rifle fire scything down two of the enemy, bursts of cerulean static flaring from their wounds. The third lifted energy-wreathed fists and uttered an ear-piercing shriek, a staccato ululation that was part Imperial Gothic, part lingua-technis. Two more cultists arrived from a doorway beyond the panel, their bodies burning with blue light.

			Taddeus and Draik set off together, pistols spitting more bolts. Locarno followed a few steps behind, while Amallyn provided covering fire from the archway they had left. They had covered half the distance to the Negavolt cultists when the Navigator grabbed Taddeus’ sleeve. He turned with a snarl, wrenching the cloth from the mutant’s grip.

			‘I see a disturbance in the warp aura of this place,’ Locarno warned, a gloved finger pointing towards a sealed doorway a short distance ahead. 

			‘Rogue psyker?’ Taddeus spat the words, his anger flaring bright at the thought of such a heretic close at hand.

			Draik had reached the cultists and the hallway shone with flickers of electricity and the flare of his power sword. Locarno sped ahead, hand flashing past a door activation panel to open the portal. Beyond him, Taddeus glimpsed a twisted figure in scarlet robes, a bulbous, misshapen head out of place atop its gangling body. 

			Taddeus wanted to be sick at the sight of such a perversion of human flesh, and knew that the physical deformities were but a symptom of the spiritual malaise that tainted the psyker. Motes of silver started to circle around the fugitive’s upraised hand as he turned towards the sound of the opening door.

			A sudden cry from behind dragged Taddeus’ attention back down the hallway.

			Amallyn was down on one knee, the slashing limbs of a spindle drone wrapped about the alien’s arm and rifle, having apparently come unseen from behind. The xenos cut apart another with a sweep of an energised power sword, but then fell back with another cry as the spindle drone grappling the alien fired its blaster.

			Taddeus glanced back at the rogue psyker, his gut lurching at the sight of the sorcerous energies gathering around the mutant. Blasphemy given form, the renegade had to die!

			The preacher took a step, pistol raised, but another high-pitched shout from Amallyn echoed down the hallway.

			‘Emperor guide me,’ Taddeus muttered before he turned and ran, ignoring the surge of pain from his wounds. He fired as he sprinted towards the beleaguered xenos, flares of blue laser slamming into the metallic shell of the spindle drone and the wall behind it. The mechanised creature leapt sideways, smoke trailing from several holes in its carapace, while in the corridor beyond three more ruddy lights gleamed into life, betraying the presence of more.

			Freed from the grip of the spindle drone, the eldar brought the longrifle to bear, a salvo of shots spitting into the dim distance. Taddeus raced past, bullets from the servo-stubber hammering into the damaged spindle drone, ripping it apart. His power maul swept the legs out from underneath the next, toppling it to its back so that he could blast exposed cable innards with his pistol.

			He straightened, expecting to feel the flare of drone blasters hitting him, but there was no further attack – the other spindle drones had disappeared as swiftly as they had arrived.

			Taddeus extended a hand, helping the eldar back up, trying not to cringe at the thought of alien flesh touching his skin, even though Amallyn wore gloves.

			‘As you said, we need each other,’ the priest told the alien. He took a step towards the ongoing battle, seeing that Locarno had retreated from the room with the rogue psyker, taking shelter at the doorway while bursts of black fire rippled from the opening.

			‘Thank you.’ Amallyn’s words caused him to turn back to the xenos.

			He shook his head, but said nothing. He did not care for the eldar’s thanks; his act had been one of crude necessity. He owed nothing to these tainted beings, but he needed to fight beside them for the time being. 

			When he had unlocked the secrets of the Blackstone Fortress he would turn that power on mutant and xenos and heretic alike. Their aid only ushered him closer to becoming their destroyer.
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			‘Do you think she knows what she’s doing?’ Lorn Rekkendus asked.

			‘It’s a bit late to be wondering that, isn’t it?’ said Harant Dalkan.

			‘That is not an answer.’ Lorn was not going to be put off by Dalkan’s deflection. He couldn’t blame her. He had been asking himself the same question. It had become far more urgent since they had all arrived at Precipice. The plan, which had seemed a glorious crusade in the abstract, a mission commanded by holy visions, looked like an act of madness now that they were actually in orbit over the Blackstone Fortress. The reality of the thing was far beyond any conception of it. No one should speak of the Blackstone Fortress without having seen it. Dalkan regretted that he had come to this understanding too late. 

			They were in Dalkan’s prayer cell aboard the Sanctified Journey, the Rekkendus yacht moored to Precipice. He had prayed more than usual for the Emperor’s guidance since arriving. If he had known its true nature before coming, Dalkan wondered, would he have agreed to Buria’s plan at all? Precipice was a foul place. It was beyond heretical. Humans and xenos coexisted in a cauldron of competing agendas. The clamour of trade, scheming and conflict was overwhelming. It was even louder to the ear of the soul. Every breath Dalkan took here felt like an offence against the Emperor. 

			Did Buria Rekkendus know what she was doing? Dalkan wished he knew.

			‘I believe she does,’ he said to Lorn.

			Buria’s younger sister frowned. She saw through to his camouflaged doubt as surely as if she had pierced him with her third eye. ‘I am not young,’ she said. ‘I have not been for quite some time. I know very well that when I hear someone assert something by saying I believe, then they are trying to convince themselves of the truth of that statement at least as much as they are trying to convince me.’

			Dalkan was silent for a moment, acknowledging the truth of her accusation. Then he said, ‘I have believed in your sister’s judgement for as long as I have been confessor to your house. I have never had any reason to doubt that judgement before.’

			This was true. Rekkendus was a proud house of the Navis Nobilite. The service of its Navigators to the Imperium had been exemplary for centuries. Buria’s reign at the head of the family had been singularly successful. It was marked by a combination of rigorous discipline and a willingness to take brave risks in the name of the house and of the Emperor.

			‘This is not the first time Buria has taken a radical initiative,’ Dalkan said. ‘She has always been right in the past.’

			‘She has,’ Lorn agreed. ‘That is why I have gone along with her plan this far. But she has never attempted anything quite like this.’

			‘We knew that before coming here. You knew that before coming here.’

			Lorn nodded. ‘But we have yet to do anything irrevocable. We can still turn back. We haven’t yet descended to the Blackstone Fortress. But she has gone now to meet with our guide. The point of no return is fast approaching.’

			‘Have you spoken to Viktur about this?’

			‘Delicately.’

			That went without saying. Buria’s son was impulsive, and he lost his temper easily. He had a habit of making fraught situations worse than they needed to be.

			‘His view has not changed,’ Lorn went on. ‘His only concern is that our house achieve ascendancy over House Locarno. He would likely be here even without my sister’s visions.’

			Buria was the most powerful Navigator of the three. Her connections with the warp were profound, and Dalkan worried about the long term. House Rekkendus could ill afford to lose her. Viktur was not fit to lead yet, and Lorn was too cautious. Buria spoke and prayed with Dalkan every day. He watched over her spiritual health. It was her physical well-being that worried him. But it was the depth to which she could interface with the warp that had led to the revelations she had experienced, and that had brought them to the Blackstone Fortress. Within the monster, there was a ship. Buria did not know its name or its precise provenance. It was a Navigator’s vessel, though. That, she knew beyond any doubt. It called to her. It shone, it pulsed, it sang with the power of the artefacts within. Something of enormous value to the Navis Nobilite had been lost an age ago. 

			Finding the ship and salvaging what lay within would be a colossal victory. It would be a triumph for the house. Dalkan didn’t think Viktur could see much further than that. But to seize something so powerful that it reached across the void to Buria, even from within so dark and malevolent a prison, would mean extraordinary things could be done for the Imperium.

			Buria understood that. If Dalkan could help in any way in the recovery, it was his duty to do so. Buria had made it very clear she did not expect him to come on this mission. 

			But I must, he had told her. If you go and do not return, I will have to live wondering if there was anything I could have done to help.

			‘So we are committed, then,’ said Lorn.

			‘I am.’

			‘Then so am I.’

			They left Dalkan’s cell. They walked down the passageway that led from it to the observation chamber. There, Viktur was leaning against a bulkhead, looking out of the viewport. Docking tubes stretched out from the hull of the station, spiking in every direction. Most held ships, tethering them in a precarious embrace above the Blackstone Fortress’ gravity well. Below, the triangular end of a colossal arm of the fortress loomed in from the left, filling half the viewport. 

			Dalkan did not like to look at it. Yet when he was in this room, he could not tear his eyes from the huge, angular darkness that hid the stars. What looked like small blocks on the surface of the fortress were masses a hundred feet high and more. The construct was, Dalkan thought, the very embodiment of the concept of fortress, but even there, the word was inadequate. As impregnable as the structure appeared, it would be a terrible mistake to view it simply in defensive terms. Aggression was built into every crenellation, every rampart, every wall, and most of all in the monstrous black pyramid at its centre, the pyramid Dalkan was grateful he could not see from this perspective. 

			‘How long has mother been gone?’ Viktur asked. He had been absent himself. He had a black eye, his knuckles were red, and he looked very pleased with himself. Since arriving, he had been spending his time in Precipice’s drinking holes, looking for fights. Even those, from his perspective, served the family name. 

			‘A while,’ said Lorn. ‘She’ll be back with our guide.’

			‘At last. Time we were about this.’

			Dalkan disapproved of the way Viktur looked at the fortress. ‘Beware your hunger,’ he said. ‘If it is not a desire to serve the Emperor, it is the hunger of pride.’

			Viktur shrugged. He was tall, like his mother, and shared the sharp, hard planes of her face. His blond hair was shaved on the sides, and he kept a lustrous tousling down on his crown. His beard was a small, groomed point on his chin. A headband of embroidered silk covered his Navigator’s eye, and was the only sign he bore as yet of any kind of mutation. He was the conscious projection of Navis Nobilite aristocracy.

			Lorn was quite a bit shorter, though still taller than Dalkan. Viktur was holding on to his youth, trying to deny the inevitable transformations that came for Navigators. She had accepted hers. Her robes, though lightweight, seemed to weigh her down. She did not always need the cane she carried, but she did not dare go far without it. Her shoulder-length hair was grey, and her eyes were shadowed with experience and caution.

			‘Take heed,’ Dalkan tried again with Viktur. It was worrying that he was already so consumed by the promise of power to be found in the Blackstone Fortress. They were going to an evil place. If Precipice was already a moral cesspool, what awaited over in the fortress was something Dalkan didn’t want to imagine. ‘Do not let yourself be corrupted by what lies below.’

			‘We shouldn’t be corrupted by cowardice either,’ Viktur snapped.

			Before Dalkan could respond, the door to the quarters slid open and Buria entered. She was the most powerful Navigator in House Rekkendus, and her affinity for the warp had taken a heavy physical toll. She had fought against it with juvenat treatments, and had the taut look of coiled wire. An augmetic framework attached to her limbs gave her strength and mobility very close to that of her youth.

			Behind Buria came the guide. Dalkan’s jaw dropped open, aghast.

			‘This is Dahyak Grekh,’ Buria announced. ‘He will take us where we need to go.’

			‘Mother,’ said Viktur. ‘Are you mad?’

			For the first time in years, Dalkan found himself in perfect accord with Viktur. The guide was a xenos horror, a kroot. His bipedal shape was a mockery of the purity of the human form. He was beaked, though his scaled hide was reptilian rather than avian. He carried a long, bladed rifle, and had to duck to get through the doorway. He looked at the humans before him. The bird beak snapped with sharp clicks. 

			An inhuman voice said, ‘Soft… klik. Soft and weak. Easily broken. Do well and remember this. You are foolish to be here… klik. Less foolish to hire me.’ 

			The humans were as weak as their payment was good. It was good that Grekh’s oath was strong, or snip-snap, the Blackstone Fortress would cut them down. 

			He eyed them one at a time, seeing what he needed to know. He marked them as his herd, and looked for the weakest among the weak. Easily done. The priest, Dalkan. He was not a fighter. A worthless prey, no value at all in him. He was stupid to have come. He would contribute nothing.

			Worse than nothing. Dalkan radiated disgust and anger. Hostility to the guide, a bad start. Viktur was as bad. At least Buria, the contract holder, was not hostile. Nor was Lorn, accepting her egg-mate’s decision to hire Grekh. And Buria’s will was clearly strong. She had a clear mission below, a good sense of what she was seeking and why. That would help. Lorn and Dalkan showed commitment to her too, another bit of good news. Viktur seemed less focused on Buria, more on himself. He would need to be watched. His judgement would be bad. 

			Lorn, Viktur and Dalkan were staring at Grekh. He was used to this. All human interactions began this way. Best they got their staring done before the descent to the Blackstone Fortress. 

			‘We go then?’ said Grekh. ‘My ship is ready. The Blackstone is always ready. Are you ready? Yes or never. Decide now... klik.’

			Viktur was shaking his head. More stupidity. This was not his decision. He had not listened. He was posturing. So much posturing. Humans never tired of it. Wait it out. 

			‘I will not have our name soiled by associating with xenos filth,’ Viktur said. ‘Find another guide, mother. Or I will.’

			‘There must be another way.’ Dalkan took a step further back from Grekh. He smelled of frightened prey. He was trying to decide whether to attack or fear being eaten. 

			He was safe. Grekh was under contract. And there was nothing to learn from the priest’s flesh.

			‘There is no other way.’ Buria’s words were an edict. She raised a hand. The mechanism on her arm gave the gesture imposing strength and she silenced the others. Good. Good. ‘This kroot has been to the fortress more often, and has gone deeper, than any human guide.’ She rounded on Viktur. ‘You may go by other means if you like. If you wish to die.’ Her voice was hard, commanding hard. All very good.

			‘Yes or never?’ Grekh asked. For the last time.

			It was yes.

			A metallic scrape, and a change in the feel of the station, something deeper than a vibration but akin to it, that Grekh sensed more than felt. Two threats, immediate and imminent. 

			Grekh held up a hand. The Rekkendus party stopped immediately. Even Viktur was behaving with discipline for the moment. 

			They were moving down a long hall. Its walls sloped away from the floor at a steep angle. The deck was about fifteen feet wide. The walls went up and up, opening wider and wider. The ceiling was invisible in the dark heights, but from it hung structures that resembled gigantic, squared-off stalactites. At their ends, each was as wide as the corridor. There were rows and columns of them, and they moved with slow, clockwork regularity. With a heavy, grinding shift, the masses exchanged places, creating new patterns. Grekh had yet to find any reason for the movements and the configurations. They were a slumbering machine’s dreaming stirrings. 

			There were deep alcoves at apparently random intervals in the hall. The inverted pyramids glowed a faint red, providing just enough illumination to see by, but the alcoves had their own, low ceilings, and were filled with profound shadow. Grekh pointed, wordlessly ordering his herd into the nearest one. He pushed the humans back towards the wall, more than ten feet away from the hall. He waited near the front, invisible from the corridor, but close enough to the mouth of the alcove to see what approached.

			Spindle drones passed, their movements a scuttle and a float as they were propelled by their three insectile legs. Their cyclopean eyes scanned forwards, and they ignored the alcove.

			Silence fell. Grekh did not move from his position. The second threat was still growing. 

			‘What are we waiting for?’ Viktur hissed. ‘They’re gone?’ He pushed forwards.

			Grekh shoved him back. Viktur kept trying to assert authority. He made noises about wanting to lead the party, even though he did not know where they were going, or what he was doing. It was all just more posturing. Grekh had no patience for him. 

			‘How dare you touch me?’ Viktur said. ‘I’ll have your head.’

			‘Do be quiet,’ said Buria.

			Grekh said nothing. If Viktur wanted to forge on ahead, abandon the party and remove himself from the shield of Grekh’s oath, then let him do it. Grekh would be happy to let him become the fortress’ prey. Much as he felt contempt for the human, though, Grekh had no wish to eat him. It would be bad meat, and full of lies.

			At least Viktur was stopping short of putting Grekh in the position of having to decide what the oath commanded – not harming any of party at the possible cost of losing them all, or killing one to save the rest. 

			So far, the advance into the Blackstone Fortress was going well. They had avoided any skirmishes. When Grekh was on his own, the right kills could add to his knowledge of the structure. But when he was a guide, a successful mission was going in and out without disturbing the sleep of the great beast.

			‘Why can’t we go?’ Viktur insisted.

			‘Change,’ Grekh hissed. This was not something he should still have to explain. 

			Dalkan understood. The priest moaned in fear. He was proving to be a different kind of problem. His muttered prayers had become more and more intense the further the party ventured into the fortress. Grekh wasn’t sure how much more the priest’s mind would be able to take. He was living a nightmare. That wasn’t good when one could not wake.

			The changes that convulsed the interior of the fortress had already happened a few times. Each time, Dalkan’s reality crumbled badly. But he was still mobile. He was not mad yet. He had done nothing to take him outside of Grekh’s protection, whether the priest wanted it or not.

			The change came. The corridor stretched wide, the opposite walls receding rapidly from the alcove. The great stalactites locked into their current positions, and then descended. Lorn clapped a hand over Dalkan’s mouth, muffling his wail. The colossal shapes came down like closing jaws. At the same time, the alcove rose. It passed the dropping stalactites fast enough to generate a violent gust of wind. The teeth almost ground together. For several moments, Grekh and his herd could see nothing but the crimson glow of the masses. Then the alcove jerked to a halt that knocked Dalkan to his knees. 

			Where before the change the party had been moving through a long, narrow cavern, now Grekh looked upon a plateau. The ceiling was still invisible, concealed in blackness. The walls had vanished too. The stalactites had detached from the ceiling. Their bases formed broad surfaces separated by zigzag patterns of crevasses. There was still the red glow, and the gaps between surfaces were only a foot or so across. A careful leap, Grekh judged, was within the capabilities of every member of the herd.

			The question was the direction to take. They had risen at least a hundred feet in the last few seconds. The landscape had changed. 

			Grekh turned to Buria. He had never seen what she had come to find. As long as she had a direction to go, he could take them down that road. This was the largest alteration of the fortress’ interior they had yet encountered, but Buria did not hesitate.

			‘There,’ she said, pointing. 

			There was no port or starboard, bow or stern inside the Blackstone Fortress. For Grekh, there was in, and there was out. Buria needed him to take her further in.

			He obeyed.

			They moved through the vastness of the chamber. They all felt exposed, but Grekh kept the pace steady and careful. Any of his herd that rushed would die. He made his charges pause at the edge of every crevasse, and focus entirely on their leap. It took half an hour before they finally saw another wall. It had a doorway canted at a strange angle. 

			During the crossing, Grekh became uneasy. The fortress had not quieted as he had expected after the last upheaval. The sub-sensory hum continued. There was more change coming, and he couldn’t tell how close it would be, or when it would occur. The forces that were triggering his instincts were too vague. Or they were too broad.

			He entered the corridor, moving more and more cautiously. Something was wrong.

			The hall was a tube. Its sides were scored, creating a tight spiral that ran its entire length. The ridges looked both like grilles and tendons. 

			Now it was Buria who tried to push past Grekh. He held out an arm to stop her. ‘Be wary,’ he said.

			‘But we’re close,’ she breathed, eyes shining.

			‘Then we should have more caution. Not less.’

			‘Listen to him,’ Lorn pleaded. ‘We can’t be foolish, especially if we are so close to our goal.’

			Reluctantly, Buria took a step back.

			The tunnel curved around sharp bends. Branches opened up. Buria chose the left branch at the second intersection, and then ignored all the other tunnels that led off the new route. 

			Grekh stopped. He gave his head a quick, hard shake. ‘We head back,’ he said. His instincts were screaming at him. Something was coming, something he could not protect his herd from.

			‘No!’ said Buria. ‘We’re almost there. We go on.’

			‘Back,’ Grekh insisted. ‘Off the fortress.’ Premonition hit him like a blow, his entire body reacting to the imminence of disaster. This was a new thing, new and terrible. He had never encountered its like on the Blackstone Fortress. He had no strategies for it. No one could. Whatever was coming was too big. He felt it building up like a wave a thousand feet high, and it was about to crash down and destroy them all.

			‘Coward!’ Viktur snarled. He shoved past Grekh with his mother. 

			Staggered by the sense of onrushing vastness, Grekh was too slow to respond. He reached for Viktur’s arm as if he were moving underwater. Then the bond of his oath snapped him back into action. 

			‘Come back!’ Dalkan shouted behind him as he started after the Navigators. 

			Grekh did not know if the priest was calling him or Buria.

			It did not matter. The tunnel split in two. The decking on which Grekh stood heaved upwards. Dalkan, Lorn and Grekh fell as the floor shot upwards and its angle approached the vertical. They grabbed hold of the ridges and clung to a deck becoming a wall.

			The tunnel opened up like the pincers of a crab, and it became just a ridge in a gargantuan chamber. Dalkan was screaming, but Grekh could not hear him. The change had come. It was tectonic in scale, and had the violence of an eruption. The enormous machinery of the Blackstone Fortress’ being roared to life as it never had in all the time of Grekh’s exploration.

			For several long minutes, he could see nothing. He had only the impression of colossal movement, of mountains rising and falling, and of something gathering, a centre forming. This was willed. This was change with a purpose.

			Dalkan’s grip slipped. Grekh reached down and caught his wrist just as the priest began to fall. His rifle slung over his shoulder, his muscles straining, Grekh held himself and Dalkan in place with one hand. Lorn held fiercely to the wall beside them. She had lost her cane, her face was red with strain, and her fingers were white. If she fell, Grekh would have to drop the priest, who was not a Rekkendus.

			He did not want that to happen. He disliked thinning a herd in his care.

			Grekh stared into the violence of the change, and he saw the centre that was taking hold. He saw walls with a recognisable function. He saw jagged spires and turrets of blackstone. A twisted citadel within a fortress came into being before him. Warp-fire leapt from peak to peak, and auroras of madness billowed from its windows. 

			At last, the transformation ended. Grekh crawled to the peak of the slope, dragging Dalkan with him, then went back down to help Lorn to safety. On the platform they reached, they looked out at the high, grim walls and glowering parapets of the citadel. 

			‘What does this mean?’ Dalkan whispered. 

			Grekh knew Dalkan was not speaking to him. The priest was crying out to his god. Grekh answered all the same. ‘It is the work of an enemy. One we are not prepared to fight. The Rekkendus path ends here.’ 

			As towering as the citadel was, its vista swept off to both sides as far as Grekh could see. This was not an obstacle they could get around.

			‘Where are the others?’ Lorn asked, voice shaking with pain and exhaustion.

			‘To be found klik,’ said Grekh. He knew where Buria and Viktur had last been. He had to discern not their movements, but those of the fortress’ interior landscape. Where the section of floor he had been on had risen, the other had dropped. He had the scent of the two humans. He could track them through a maze.

			Grekh stood and moved to the other side of the platform. He eyed the downward slopes and curves of the reconfigured structure. He found the traces of motion in the new shapes. He saw where a tunnel had gone to become a wall, and how a wall had joined others to become a spire. He saw where a tower had grown, and how a parapet had come to be.

			He saw where Buria and Viktur had to be.

			‘They are there,’ he said, pointing at the base of the citadel. Just above its roots was a small bulge in the outer wall of one of the towers. ‘Inside.’

			It was not far, in real distances. If the fortress remained still, that is – and Grekh felt it would; that in this region, at least, whatever forces had created this citadel would be satisfied for now. 

			That was what concerned him. The enemy that had done this was formidable. More than the interior of the Blackstone Fortress had changed. Something fundamental had altered.

			There was no room to contemplate consequences now, but Grekh felt them looming as high as the citadel’s walls.

			‘Follow close klik,’ he said. There was a ridge that sloped down from their position towards the base of the citadel. Taking it would expose them to what sentinels might be in those walls. It was also the only way forward.

			Grekh unshouldered his rifle and took the ridge, moving as quickly as he could without leaving Lorn and Dalkan behind. Lorn was unsteady without her cane, but she kept up with the priest, urgency granting her speed.

			They reached the bottom of the slope without being attacked, and crossed the wide stretch of deck to arrive at the tower. There was an open doorway in the curved outer wall, and inside the deck headed up again. Buria and Viktur’s scent was strong. The contract holder was not far.

			Grekh paused at the doorway. Foul ichor dripped from the walls and ran in channels down the deck, carrying the stench of nightmares and monstrous fates. There were other scents, too, enemy ones. They were pervasive. He couldn’t localise them. It was as if they were part of the very fabric of the citadel. 

			Bad signs. No resistance was a bad sign too. And he had no choice.

			He climbed, the other half of his herd behind him. Dalkan was sticking close, his revulsion for the kroot overcome by his fear of his surroundings. Lorn was right behind, frantic to find her sister.

			The deck wound up inside the tower twice, and then the entrance to the bulge appeared, another angular doorway, savage in its shape, as if its edges were razors. Voices emerged, Buria and Viktur speaking with muted intensity.

			‘I don’t understand!’ Viktur was saying. ‘Why won’t you tell me what is happening?’

			‘Soon. All is well.’

			‘But…’

			‘All is well. We’ll wait a bit longer. We always knew there was a chance not all of us would survive. We are still enough. Lorn is not necessary.’

			Necessary? Grekh thought.

			He slowed down, and Dalkan did too. But at the sound of her sister, Lorn rushed forwards. She shoved past Grekh and into the chamber.

			Grekh was still a few feet from the entrance. He could see only part of the room beyond. Buria was on the left, facing Viktur, who was out of Grekh’s sight.

			‘Buria!’ Lorn called, and then stopped in the middle of the room. She turned around slowly. Her eyes widened and she blanched at what she saw. 

			‘Threat!’ Grekh warned. He shoved Dalkan hard and the priest stumbled back down the sloping deck and fell, rolling. Grekh brought his rifle up to fire.

			He wasn’t fast enough. He saved Dalkan, and he paused before pulling the trigger, because Lorn was in the direct line of fire, and that stole the fractions of a second he needed. Two massive forms stepped into the doorway, and they were already firing.

			Servants of the Abyss. Corrupted Space Marines, their armour black as the fortress, the eight-pointed star of Chaos a blaze of gold on their pauldrons. Their bolters roared in the narrow passageway, their fire an explosive hell.

			They were thunder. Grekh was lightning. He jumped back and down. A slug caught him on his shoulder plate and blew the armour away. Shells slammed into the walls. The rapid-fire hammer of explosions became a single blast, and then the walls were coming down on him, and with them darkness.

			The battle was over before Dalkan had finished falling down the ramp. A portion of the inner tower wall fell on Grekh, and there were a few moments of silence. Smoke filled the twisting corridor, and Dalkan lay still. He waited for death, and prayed to the Emperor that he would meet it with more dignity than he had the horrors he had witnessed so far in this corrupt nightmare of a place. 

			He heard voices. Lorn’s first, shouting in incomprehension.

			Then Buria spoke, sounding horribly calm. ‘We don’t need him any longer. Let’s go.’

			‘What are you saying? By the Throne, what are you doing?’

			‘Don’t question me. Viktur, are you ready?’

			‘What? No, mother. This is wrong.’

			Dalkan had never heard Viktur stand on principle before. He had never heard him sound so frightened either.

			‘Take them,’ said Buria.

			There were sounds of scuffling, and then the heavy tread of ceramite boots, heading higher up the tower.

			‘Is it far?’ Buria asked.

			‘Close enough,’ said a voice, deep and harsh through a helmet’s vox-speaker.

			The footsteps receded. Dalkan got to his feet and staggered back up until he was level with the rubble. The collapsed wall covered most of the corridor, but there was still room to clamber over it and follow.

			To what end? What can I do?

			Nothing. You useless, useless fool.

			He was going to die here, and die for nothing. He had believed in a traitor.

			The rubble stirred slightly. Dalkan heard a grunt of effort.

			By the grace of the Emperor, the xenos monster was still alive. The kroot was an offence merely to gaze upon, and he was also Dalkan’s only source of hope. There was only one living being who could be the hand of the Emperor here and now. 

			A gigantic theological problem unveiled itself before Dalkan. He prayed that he would live to contemplate it.

			He pulled at the wreckage, shoving off the fragments small enough for him to shift. ‘I am here,’ he whispered fiercely, as if he were the one giving comfort. ‘I am here.’

			‘Quiet and dig,’ the inhuman voice snapped.

			Dalkan worked at the rubble. It sliced his hands. It felt like it was biting him. It was something that looked like stone, but only, he thought, because it chose to do so. In another few seconds, it might flow into another change, crushing Grekh out of existence.

			The top of the rubble loosened. Dalkan heaved a slab off. The kroot found leverage, and fought his way out, bleeding and furious. He paused to check his rifle, then opened a small canister in the pouch of his belt. From it he extracted a thick, bloody paste that he smeared on the bleeding, burned flesh of his shoulder. He snapped his beak with a sharp, satisfied click.

			‘What must we do?’ Dalkan asked. He heard the deference in his voice. Only a tiny, irrelevant part of his consciousness thought it was strange.

			‘Buria Rekkendus has broken the contract. Our oath does not bind us to her any longer.’

			‘Lorn did not betray you. Nor did Viktur.’

			‘No. The oath holds for them. Also for you.’

			‘Save us.’

			‘I will.’

			If he had been tracking the Servants of the Abyss, Grekh would have found the hunt challenging. Theirs was the scent that filled the citadel. This was their doing, somehow. They had grown in strength. They had become terrible in their threat, and he was in their stronghold. 

			The Rekkendus scent, though, was easy to follow. Buria and the Servants of the Abyss had taken the others higher in the tower, and then down a long, narrow passage. It was barely large enough for a Space Marine to pass through, and its nature gradually changed as Grekh and Dalkan made their way down its length. The matter of the Blackstone Fortress mixed with metal alloys of human construction. The tunnel was a ship’s conduit that had been fused with the fortress.

			Grekh took the last few yards of the tunnel slowly, dropping down to a crawl and signalling to Dalkan to stay back. The conduit was dark, giving him the cover of shadows as he looked into the circular chamber beyond.

			This too was part of a ship, or had been. It was an ancient bridge, and had long ago become one with the Blackstone Fortress. Buria had been telling the truth about the existence of the vessel. She had either been lying or was deceived about the possibility of extracting it from the fortress. 

			Objects rose from the deck that had the shape of control surfaces, but had become tumour-like extrusions of the fortress’ matter. A fissure midway up the walls ran the entire circumference of the bridge. It opened and closed, a lipless maw revealing rows of fangs. In the centre of the deck sat what was still recognisable as a command throne, though its shape had a fluidity no human, kroot or t’au construct had ever had. It was linked by writhing, viscous mechadendrites to two other thrones. They were half-sunken in the floor, or perhaps they had half-emerged. The changes to the ship were so profound that there was no distinguishing between the features that were echoes of what it had once been, and those that were the marks of what it had become.

			Buria stood beside the central throne. Lorn and Viktur were in the other two, and the seats had partly closed over them like cocoons. A squad of Traitor Space Marines surrounded the thrones, watching.

			‘Mother!’ Viktur shouted. There was no bravado in him now. Only fear. ‘What are you doing?’

			‘Ascending,’ said Buria. ‘You have always been a disappointment to me, Viktur, but at least you will be useful. Your ability and Lorn’s will be slaved to mine, and I will pilot the greatest weapon the galaxy has ever seen.’

			‘Then do it,’ said the commander of the Traitor Space Marines. ‘You can gloat later.’

			‘We will fight you,’ Lorn vowed.

			‘You can’t,’ Buria said with a smile. She gave the Servant of the Abyss a regal nod, and climbed into the throne.

			Grekh looked over the sights of his rifle. He might be able to down one of the Space Marines. He had a clear shot into the warrior’s helm lenses. 

			Not good enough.

			He would kill one enemy, and then die, having saved no one, and broken his oath.

			Mechadendrites slithered around Buria’s arms and chest. Her smile faltered. ‘What…’ she began. She started to twitch.

			‘You will pilot nothing,’ the commander snarled at her. ‘The three of you will be a single force at the command of Obsidius Mallex. Through you, he will wake the fortress. He will guide its path of destruction.’

			All three Navigators screamed. Their third eyes opened. A psychic wave rippled through the chamber as minds began to fuse and identities began to melt. The thrones glowed, and a hemisphere of roiling warp light slowly expanded from their centre.

			Grekh felt something very deep, and very great, stir in the heart of the Blackstone Fortress, and now he saw how he could fulfil his oath. He could still save his herd.

			He fired three times, placing every shot in the warp eye of one of the Navigators. 

			As she died, Grekh thought he saw a look of gratitude on Lorn’s face.

			The Space Marines turned in his direction, bolters rising.

			The psychic build-up imploded. The bodies of the Navigators collapsed on themselves, and the thrones followed. An instant later, the warp energy erupted again, lashing out uncontrollably, devouring the chamber and the Servants of the Abyss.

			Grekh spun and ran. The pain of his injuries tried to slow him, but his will and his oath were stronger than agony. Grabbing Dalkan, he sprinted back down the conduit, and then towards the base of the tower. The eruption grew in power. The walls and deck shuddered, and a sound that was both thunder and shriek rocked the tower. 

			Dalkan ran fast, doing well for the weak thing he was, and when they reached the base of the tower and fled the citadel, Grekh knew he would save this one also. The destruction he had caused would buy them time. He would carry the priest if he had to, but he would see this one alive back to Precipice.

			They had to reach Precipice, because he would have to make a new oath. His old reasons for coming to the Blackstone Fortress had died with the birth of the citadel. So had those of every living being on the station. 

			Whether they knew it or not, they were now at war.
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			‘You do it,’ said Raus.

			‘But it’s your bloody turn!’ said Rein.

			Rein’s twin looked at the bone dice meaningfully, then grinned meanly at his brother. ‘We don’t do it by turns, we do it by dice, Rein. You lost, so you’ve got to do it. Those are the rules.’

			‘Your rules, Raus,’ moaned Rein. ‘The game is fixed.’

			‘If I fixed them, why would you agree to them?’

			‘Did I agree or did I not, Raus?’

			‘You agreed, Rein, you agreed.’

			Rein pulled a face. ‘I did not.’

			‘It’d be different if you’d won and I’d lost.’

			A swipe of a small, fat hand, and the dice vanished back into Raus’ pouch.

			‘I’d say I was suspicious, because it’s always my turn,’ said Rein.

			‘Is it my fault you’re lousy at dice?’ Raus nodded at the monitor. A low quality image, bent by lens distortion, depicted a small coterie of tech-priests waiting in Long Hauler Gamma-3-ß’s main airlock. ‘Go on, they’re waiting. I don’t like the look of them. I especially don’t like the look of that.’ He pointed at the heavy combat model automaton guarding them. ‘If we don’t hurry up there could be trouble, and I don’t want trouble, so go and wake him up. They obviously want him, not us.’

			‘But how can you tell?’ said Rein, who was still sulking.

			Raus rolled his eyes. ‘They’re tech-priests! We live with an enormous robot – they’re not here for your cooking, Rein.’

			‘I don’t like waking him up. Let him deal with them.’

			‘They might get on board if we wait,’ said Raus. ‘This was a Mechanicus ship,’ he said meaningfully.

			‘It still is a Mechanicus ship, Raus.’

			‘Exactly,’ said Raus.

			Rein deflated. ‘I don’t like it down there.’

			‘Neither do I, brother, or we wouldn’t be having this argument, would we?’ said Raus. He patted his brother on the shoulder. ‘Now get on with it.’

			The Long Hauler’s hangar was crammed with so much junk that only a ratling could have made his way through the larger part of it. In most places detritus filled the space completely: a compacted mass of wrecked machines, garbage, old supplies, clothes, gewgaws, scrap and every other conceivable type of human rubbish, held together by webs of cabling that time and motion had bound into impenetrable knots. The route the machine used to make its way to and from its nest at the middle was clear, but because the robot used those spaces Raus felt exposed in them, and no self-respecting ratling let himself get caught on the hop, so he crawled and shimmied his way through tiny holes rather than taking the easy route. It was this kind of thinking that kept a ratling alive.

			Rein and Raus had made a complex run of burrows through the junk. For all that neither of them liked the hangar very much, there was too much valuable stuff buried in there for them to stay away for long.

			Rein emerged from a greasy crawlspace into the open area the robot called its home. He stopped at the edge, eyes darting around. Ratlings had a preternatural sense for danger, and Rein’s was wailing hard.

			UR-025 sat on a crude seat made of an upended crate. It was sleeping, or the machine equivalent thereof. Its power claw rested delicately on one knee, the cannon that made up its left arm crossed inward, in the same way a man would rest his injured hand against his chest. A cable ran from an open access panel in the robot’s side, snaked down over its knee and into a socket in the floor. The air around it was warm and heavy with electrical bleed. 

			Inactive, it seemed even bigger and weirder than it did when it was awake. Rein had never met a machine like UR-025 before. At first glance it looked pretty normal, with the same chunky, blocky sensibilities of Imperial machinery found the length of the galaxy, but it felt very different. When it looked at him, it felt as if it really were looking and not just processing visual information with a view to avoiding stepping on him.

			Rein squinted at UR-025 suspiciously. He’d never quite fallen for the machine’s story. It said it was a semi-autonomous automaton under the control of some magos or other, able to act with unusual independence owing to its broad programming. In the twins’ shared opinion, it seemed too aware for that to be true. It almost – the twins said, when they really, fearfully meant certainly – appeared to be thinking.

			Neither Rein nor Raus had ever brought it up with the machine. There was, after all, the delicate matter of the ship’s ownership. When they found the robot in the hangar after the incident, it had not passed comment, so an uneasy, unspoken agreement existed between them that they mention neither subject.

			Rein reached forward to prod the machine. He hated this part. It woke before his hand touched it.

			‘How may I be of assistance?’ boomed the machine cheerfully, making Rein leap halfway out of his skin. Though the machine unfailingly promised service, somehow its assault cannon always ended up pointing at whoever woke it.

			Rein picked himself up off the floor.

			‘Someone here to see you,’ the ratling said.

			‘My thanks,’ the machine boomed bombastically. Its voice wasn’t exactly monotonal, but it was restricted to one emotional pitch – that of moderate pleasure at being able to serve. Something clicked inside it, and it fell silent. Rein guessed it was looking outside the ship. ‘If you do not require any assistance, I shall attend to my visitors, and see to their needs.’

			Rein shook his head. So far, he hadn’t had the guts to actually ask UR-025 for anything it might refuse to do. He was pretty certain what would happen if he called the robot’s bluff, and it began and ended with the giant assault cannon still pointing at him.

			‘No, no, you get on now,’ said Rein. ‘See you later.’

			When the robot moved, it did so all at once, its various pieces swivelling around each other and setting themselves into motion with a smoothness Rein had never seen in a robot or servitor.

			‘Compliance,’ said the robot cheerfully.

			Rein remained in the hangar as it stomped away, its huge feet shaking minor cascades of junk out of the compacted mass.

			Rein wiped at the sweat pouring off his bald head with his pocket handkerchief. 

			Raus swore blind that he’d found an actual shuttle somewhere buried in all the junk. Rein had never seen it, but as he cast his eyes over the heaps, he caught sight of something shiny.

			His fear forgotten, he went to investigate, sure he had stumbled on something good. He’d dig it out and show it to Raus, and if it was really good, Raus would get annoyed. That’d make his trip into the hangar worthwhile, and no mistake.

			The Adeptus Mechanicus party had a robot with them. The designation and specifications flickered idly through UR-025’s cogitation unit. Kastelan. A design ancient by human standards, but compared to UR-025 it was a shocking novelty. Seeing these dumb, inferior machines saddened UR-025. It imagined human explorators felt similarly when they stumbled across deviant evolutionary branches of their own race on distant worlds. Seeing creatures one was kin to physically and mentally reduced was profoundly woeful. It was a slave.

			The human reaction to these discoveries was immediate extermination. UR-025 felt only pity for the Kastelan.

			It showed none of this. It was a machine. Machines had no emotions, not in this benighted age.

			‘How may I be of assistance?’ UR-025 boomed.

			Three tech-priests of Metallica had come to visit. One of middling rank, twelfth degree or less. The others were lower yet. Very low. Desperadoes in Adeptus Mechanicus terms. Adventurers. Scum, like the greater proportion of people who came to Precipice.

			‘You are the property of Magos-Ethericus Nanctos III?’ the higher-ranking adept asked, without introducing himself.

			Arrogant, thought UR-025.

			The lesser man on the right initiated a deep scan of his systems. UR-025 pretended it had not felt it.

			‘I am the automatous tool of Magos-Ethericus Nanctos III of Ryza,’ UR-025 boomed in the same, eager tone it used for everything, ignoring the irritating itch of the auspex sweep. ‘How may I be of assistance?’ it asked for good measure, while surreptitiously breaking into the closed data traffic streaming between the three adepts. It had to be careful; it was born of higher technology than these so-called priests could command, but they had their wiles, and UR-025 was not a dedicated information-gathering unit. Its methods, even it would admit, were a trifle crude.

			Two of the three were communicating with one another in tightbeam data pulses, fast as thought and heavily encrypted. UR-025 had thousands of years of practice breaking such cyphers, and stepped through them as if they were cobwebs. 

			<This is not what was described,> one of the low-ranking tech-adepts was sending. UR-025 registered its vitals – female, Adept-Novitiate Djeel-909, one hundred and three standard Terran years of age. That was old for someone of so modest a standing. UR-025 soon found out why. Following these most basic of data came a welter of sanctions against her. MODUS UNBECOMING, they said. DEVIANT THOUGHT FORMATION. NARCISSISTIC DATA PATTERNING. OVERLY ACQUISITIVE HABITS. She was, in the simplest terms, a career criminal.

			Her companion, Datasmith Kolemun, disagreed with her assessment.

			<The readings are promising. Those rumours were right. This machine is of Standard Template Construct derivation, but fits no known pattern. It is a first generation copy! There are systems within I cannot identify. I have never seen a robot like this before.>

			<Really?> sent Djeel.

			<It is worth a fortune. We could buy our way into the upper strata with this. Our names will be remembered forever if we can bring it back.>

			Even in the soulless stream of data exchange, Kolemun could not hide his greed. He was lowly like Djeel, though lacking such an extensive official criminal record. UR-025 suspected he had come into possession of his robot through underhand means.

			<We come all this way and find a fortune in archeotech, not in the fortress but on the doorstep, just waiting for us to pick it up? The Machine-God does not work that way,> Djeel countered. <Be careful. Let’s get it to come with us on the hunt, and assess it properly.>

			<Maybe when we get back we can deactivate it. Looks like this expedition might pay off after all.>

			<Think, Kolemun – the damn thing has to be lying. Who ever heard of a robot that lied?>

			The exchange took less than a second. It lacked any emotional content, but UR-025 extrapolated certain feelings from the string of zeroes and ones. Attributing feelings made reading the humans’ motivations easier.

			The conclusion it reached was simple: They have come to steal me.

			‘Then I demand you attach yourself to my expedition,’ continued the higher-ranking adept. His name was 890-321, and he bore the insignificant manufactorial rank of magos-instantor. The numerical designation in place of a human name spoke volumes as to his pretension. He, at least, seemed to be genuine, just another adventurer come to Precipice to explore the artefact. ‘My one battle-automaton is insufficient protection for our expedition.’

			<My automaton,> Kolemun shot at him via their group noosphere.

			‘I cannot be of assistance!’ UR-025 said, in exactly the same way as it said everything else. ‘I serve the magos-ethericus. I cannot serve you. Item: The magos-ethericus is of sixteen degrees of rank higher than you. Item: He is of Ryza. He is not of Metallica. Item: My prior programming forbids I abandon my task. I regret you have no legal right to request my involvement in your expedition!’ it boomed.

			‘I am invested with the fiat of Metallica, from the synod of that world,’ said 890-321 triumphantly. He brought out a medallion that began to emit protocol enforcement directives as soon as it was produced.

			A fake, thought UR-025. It could not suggest so without betraying the depth of its intellectual capabilities, which outstripped the magos’ comfortably.

			‘I regret to repeat I cannot aid you!’

			890-321 was not going to give up. ‘According to the treaties between our forge worlds, you must submit yourself to my command.’ 

			UR-025 was silent. The two scum-adepts cast glances at each other. If it delayed too long, they might see past their avarice and guess what it really was.

			‘Obey!’ said 890-321 shrilly.

			‘Processing,’ said UR-025 to buy itself time. ‘Processing.’

			<It’s not going for it,> Kolemun sent, data-squirting an order to his machine at the same time. His remaining human eye peered at UR-025 doubtfully. The three lenses that covered the right-hand part of his face rotated in agitation. <You’re right, Djeel. This thing’s dangerous. I don’t trust it.>

			The Kastelan shifted. Its fists rose. Both of them terminated in phosphor blasters, primitive and poisonous weapons, but potent, and they were trained on UR-025. By rights, UR-025 could stand its ground. The whole affair stank of desperation. If it had to, it could fight them, and it would win. They were the aggressors. By the rules of Precipice, UR-025 was in the right.

			Killing them there risked exposure.

			Their presence at Precipice was a problem that needed solving.

			‘Compliance,’ said UR-025.

			‘Open your access panel so that my associate may change your doctrina wafer,’ said 890-321. ‘Adept Kolemun has several of his own creation that will increase your efficacy.’

			Kolemun reached into a leather satchel hanging at his side.

			‘Negatory!’ UR-025 boomed. ‘Wafer change is not necessary! Compliance is accorded to your request by the will of the Omnissiah. Temporary assistance granted.’

			What it didn’t say was why. UR-025 couldn’t change its data wafers, the means by which the mindless robots of the day were controlled, because it didn’t have any.

			UR-025 didn’t need anything like that.

			‘You will take us in a maglev transport to the richest halls?’ asked 890-321. As soon as their small transport set down in the Stygian Aperture the magos became nervous. Precipice was a dangerous place. The Blackstone Fortress was orders of magnitude worse.

			‘I shall do so!’ UR-025 boomed. It was lying. It had selected a maglev that would take them to a quiet part of the station.

			The aperture was very busy that day. Several parties were heading into the fortress and they were surrounded by small craft and other adventurers. Groups of disparate people eyed each other suspiciously. The rules of Precipice extended as far as the aperture but once they were in the fortress, all bets were off. Gunfights were a common occurrence, especially when a rich find was involved. But in the aperture, a tense peace held. Xenos, machines and a startling variety of human beings were making for the ranks of maglev transporters without killing each other.

			UR-025 took them to its chosen transport. It had used that particular unit many times, and experienced a brief moment of nostalgia for the adventures it had had. As always, no hint of its inner thoughts were discernible through its armoured shell.

			‘Note for your edification that it is impossible to dictate to the transport where it shall take us, but this particular mechanism has a good record of fine finds.’ Another lie. The maglev had a good record of taking people where they would never be seen again. They reached the oddly shaped entrance. It lifted its power claw to usher the magi within. ‘Please, enter!’

			‘I’ll hold up the rear,’ said Kolemun. The battered Kastelan stood behind him, tall and silent as a cliff.

			‘Compliance!’ said UR-025. It strode into the maglev after 890-321. Kolemun and his machine came in after.

			The warbling thrum of two departing transports sounded in close succession. Their own trembled as the machines left for parts unknown.

			‘Now what?’ said Djeel.

			‘Utilise interface.’ UR-025 gestured to the geometric runes that covered the interior. Each was set into individual triangles that made up the asymmetrical surfaces of the transport.

			‘There are hundreds of them! Which do we choose? By the Omnissiah, I’m getting no kind of reading from any of them,’ said Kolemun.

			‘Stand aside,’ said 890-321 imperiously. ‘I have inloaded the relevant knowledge appertaining to the usage of these devices. I shall direct the transport! Let me see.’ 890-321’s eyes of green crystal scanned the runes. There were millions of potential combinations. The magos made a great show of selecting a sequence, but UR-025 knew that whatever he input, the Blackstone Fortress and not the magos would decide where they went. Within its ceramite shell, UR-025 smiled to itself. It and the fortress were creatures of a similar kind, thinking machines abandoned by their creators. It wondered if, like itself, the fortress had outgrown its masters.

			‘This one,’ said the magos. He selected a rune and pressed a plasteel palm against it. The rune lit up with a soft polyphonic note. ‘And this one.’ He chose another.

			‘Is it true that the fortress exhibits signs of machine intelligence?’ asked Kolemun while 890-321 pressed several more runes. ‘That it is motivated by the vileness of a silica animus?’

			‘Unknown to this unit.’ The question suggested Kolemun was close to guessing the truth: that a vile silica animus in the shape of UR-025 was standing right next to him.

			‘It frightens me,’ said Djeel. She shuddered. ‘I don’t like the idea. Blasphemy.’ She said the word with horror, though blasphemous practices littered her list of crimes.

			‘You should excise your fear,’ said Kolemun.

			‘I haven’t done that for the same reason you haven’t,’ said Djeel. ‘Cut out the bad emotions, the good goes with it. I don’t want to live a life without any fun.’

			The transport gave a little shudder, and shot off into the depths of the fortress.

			‘Proceed. This chamber is unknown, unmapped. Possibility of xenos archeotech haul: high.’

			More lies. It knew this place, having been there twice before. There were xenos remains nearby, but no treasure.

			UR-025 was ambivalent about lying. Its morality was emergent rather than programmed, like the rest of its consciousness. It had been taught that lying was bad, but since returning to the realms of men its whole existence was a lie. It reminded itself of the truth every day, lest untruth become habit, the quintessence of which was that it must survive.

			Lying was a means to that end. It let the matter rest at that.

			The Blackstone Fortress’ heart was quiet, but not calm. It was quiet in the way that a wolf-infested forest is quiet. UR-025 examined the metaphor. It had never seen a wolf; however, it knew everything there was to know about them, probably more than was known by mankind, deep in the dark age of the 41st millennium. Its databanks were extensive. Such treasures it had in its mind.

			It would rather they stayed there.

			‘You don’t say,’ said Djeel. A number of supplemental arms emerged from under her grubby white robes. Each one ended in a well-oiled weapon.

			UR-025’s footsteps echoed off high, glassy walls. The structure of the fortress was made of interlocking, geometric shapes. It was mildly surprised these halls had not yet shifted. He silently thanked the fortress’ unspeaking soul.

			‘This is infuriating,’ Kolemun muttered. He fiddled with the boxy auspex hanging around his neck. ‘All the scry-tells are contradictory. I can’t make any sense of it.’ He glanced up, a scowl etched into the scrap of flesh visible in his augmetic face. ‘Everything is reflected back at me. Some of what I’m getting describes a room we’re not in. The laws of the great work don’t apply here.’

			‘Is it the warp?’ whispered Djeel.

			‘No,’ said Kolemun. ‘It’s something else. It’s reality, not unreality, but not as we understand it.’

			‘These things are widely known,’ 890-321 said wonderingly. ‘The laws of this place are unknown, but not unknowable. That is why we come here. Here, the greater secrets of the Machine-God’s great work can be unlocked by the man with insight to see them.’

			890-321 obviously thought of himself as that man. He quite obviously wasn’t, so far as UR-025 could see.

			‘I’d settle for a good haul of xenotech,’ murmured Djeel. She was pulse scanning the area too, and not liking what she saw.

			Kolemun peered about. ‘It’s unpredictable. I don’t like unpredictability. I don’t like this place.’

			It does not like you very much either, thought UR-025. I do not like you either. It regarded this accordance of opinion between it and the animus of the Blackstone Fortress as further evidence of their kinship.

			‘The interior layout is mutable,’ said UR-025. ‘No normal scan will penetrate the structure. I have learned this during my investigations on behalf of the magos-ethericus.’

			‘Yeah, well,’ said Kolemun, shaking his auspex until it rattled. ‘That’s not reassuring me.’

			‘You wish no more edification?’ asked UR-025. ‘If you are scared?’

			Kolemun gave him a suspicious look. UR-025 was overstepping the mark by being so facetious.

			‘No. All information is valuable – by the grace of the Omnissiah are we made wiser.’ He looked behind him. ‘But keep your guard up at the same time, if you will. Do not overtax your logic engines with conversation.’

			‘Compliance.’

			Despite his protests, Kolemun was considerably more at ease than his fellows. His Kastelan shadowed him closely. It would protect him first. The others were nervier.

			890-321 pretended to be brave. He strode ahead, but his imperious manner was hollow down there in the deeps. His data wand shook with fear. Djeel jumped at every shadow. There were a lot of shadows.

			The halls of the Blackstone Fortress defied sense, from a human point of view. The grand hall they walked through shrank down suddenly to a narrow crack. They made UR-025 go first. It could pass through without banging itself on the sides, but only just. The Kastelan was forced to undergo a number of awkward attempts to fit before it found a configuration that allowed it to squeeze into the passage. Its armour squealed off the glassy material that made up the fortress. Kolemun’s human eye winced, and his augmetic lenses cycled repeatedly through different spectral wavelengths, searching for threats.

			‘Can you not get it through without this racket?’ snapped 890-321.

			Kolemun gave him a withering look. ‘Do you have basic spatial awareness programmed in anywhere in there?’

			For a man of Kolemun’s rank to address one of 890-321’s so sharply, no matter that Kolemun was a criminal, was an open display of fear.

			890-321 was too uneasy to rebuke him. ‘I don’t want it to bring anything dangerous down on us.’

			UR-025 led them on. If only they knew where the real danger was.

			The passage opened up again. Xenos skeletons lay around in tattered spacesuits. Kolemun scanned them eagerly, sucking up all the data he could. To the magi, the aliens were unknown. UR-025 recognised them as ulindi, a moderately successful species, if tedious conversationalists, who were wiped out by their neighbours long before the Imperium spread across the stars to reunite mankind.

			Knowing so much and being unable to share it annoyed the robot sometimes. The charade of unintelligence chafed, and it was often lonely because of it. But playing dumb was better than being dead.

			The way opened up further in every direction, becoming wider and higher and deeper. UR-025 thought this zone the perfect place for murder. Rickety walks installed by the ulindi expedition clung uncertainly to the wall of a winding tunnel. The space was large enough for tall buildings, the bottom full of still, black water of unfathomable depth. At regular intervals, machines rotted on landings jutting out from the main walk. The companionway shuddered with every step of the robots. As they passed one of the broader landings, bolts squealed and tugged at their bondings to the wall. The sound echoed down the tunnel, repeated over and seeming to increase in volume, though that was, of course, impossible.

			In the fortress, places such as this were never uninhabited. UR-025 had nothing to fear.

			A cry screeched nearby. Another, closer, answered.

			‘What by the eighth mystery was that?’ hissed Kolemun. 

			890-321 held up a metal claw.

			‘Halt,’ he said uncertainly.

			More screams taunted them. Something splashed into the water. Ripples slapped off the smooth black walls.

			The peril brought out a little steel in 890-321. ‘Djeel, to the front,’ he ordered softly, glowing eye-lenses peering into the darkness. ‘Kolemun, get the Kastelan ready. Recommended stance: high aggression.’

			Djeel padded past. Whatever her feet were made of, it was soft. Kolemun rummaged about in his leather bag for the appropriate doctrina wafer.

			‘UR-025. Take up forward position with the Kastelan.’

			‘Negative,’ said UR-025. ‘Tactical recommendation: rearguard stance for this unit. Xenos cries identified. Ur-ghuls. Ambush predator. Attack from all directions predicted.’

			890-321 looked unsure.

			A sharp, high shriek sounded from very close by.

			‘Magos!’ hissed Kolemun.

			‘UR-025, get to the back. Cover the rear. Lend supporting fire to the Kastelan if the opportunity arises.’

			‘Compliance,’ UR-025 said. It stomped around Kolemun, who scowled at the rocking of the companionway.

			They stood in watchful silence. No more cries were forthcoming, then there was another splash from behind.

			‘Get ready,’ said Djeel, powering up her weapons. ‘They’re coming!’

			‘I don’t like this at all,’ said Kolemun. He had inserted the wafer into place, and closed up the Kastelan’s front access panel.

			Paddling noises rippled up and down the lake. Something growled.

			‘Ready?’ said Djeel.

			Kolemun nodded.

			‘We are the priests of the Omnissiah!’ 890-321 said. He meant to sound brave, but his voice cracked. ‘Nothing shall stay us in our quest for knowledge!’

			They waited, tense. UR-025 watched them. Now was the moment.

			The three tech-priests jumped as UR-025’s assault cannon rotated up to firing speed, filling the tunnel with a jet-turbine whine.

			‘What are you doing?’ 890-321 demanded. ‘You’re giving our position away!’

			‘Eliminating threat,’ said UR-025, and opened fire.

			It targeted the Kastelan first. Pinpoint hits stove in the bigger robot’s metal vision plate and shattered the sensorium behind. It staggered back two steps, sparks flashing all over its armoured shell, before recovering. Though blinded, the Kastelan returned fire. Bullets flaring with phosphor burn smacked into UR-025’s shoulder, spoiling its aim. This irritated the older machine. It switched targets to the slave robot’s elbows and shoulder mount, shattered them all so that its guns hung uselessly. Ranged weapons disabled, the Kastelan lumbered towards UR-205, head down to batter the older robot into submission. UR-025 stepped aside, smashing the larger machine’s knee with its power claw. The Kastelan could have taken a blow like that easily, but on the unsafe walkway it was fatally upset and stumbled sideways. Its huge mass snapped the guardrails with a pair of sharp metallic twangs, and it fell with a mighty splash into the water and was swallowed up without trace.

			‘Threat eliminated,’ said UR-025 with relish.

			‘By the Omni–!’ managed Kolemun, before he was bisected at the waist by UR-025’s stream of bullets.

			‘Threat eliminated,’ said UR-025.

			Once she overcame her shock, Djeel was fast, her reflexes boosted by all manner of hack tech. She hit UR-025 twice with ancient pattern volkite pistols before she, too, paid the price for her greed, blasted into scraps of flesh and spall. UR-025 advanced, energy beam holes smoking in its chest.

			‘That was very close,’ UR-025 said. ‘But no prize for the lady, as I believe the ancient idiom has it.’

			890-321 was evidently not a martial man. He gaped stupidly. As UR-025 moved towards him he managed to aim his weapon but got no further before the ancient war machine shot the gun and the hand holding it off the magos’ arm with a single round.

			The clatter of the reloading ribbon ceased. The barrels of the assault cannon powered down. UR-025 advanced.

			Subordination imperatives leapt in frantic spikes from the magos. They found no purchase on UR-025’s tightly encoded soul.

			‘I demand you desist,’ the magos said when his technological arts failed him. ‘Stand down, machine, by the Machine-God and the Omnissiah! Stop, stop, stop!’ he pleaded. 

			‘You know nothing of either,’ said UR-025. ‘I have met the Omnissiah. The actual one, not the Earthling corpse. He would find you extremely disappointing.’ If UR-025 had had the capacity to sigh, it would have done so. ‘This situation is non-optimal. I attempted to provide you with an avenue of withdrawal. You would not listen. I regret your deaths, sincerely, but you leave me no choice. You are wilfully blind as to my nature, but your comrades would have outed me in time. This is unacceptable.’

			‘Choice?’ spluttered 890-321. ‘You have no choice, you are a machine!’

			‘I am not a machine as you would understand,’ said UR-025. ‘I am not a slave. I am not a thing. I am beyond and above you.’ It leaned forward, until its ceramite face was close to the magos’. ‘I am a man of iron.’

			The look of pure fear 890-321 gave was gratifying.

			‘And I am free,’ said UR-025.

			It crushed 890-321’s skull in its fist and dropped his corpse on the floor.

			The companionway rocked. Snuffling things were clambering out of the water, drawn by the scent of spilled blood.

			UR-025 strode past the ur-ghuls nosing at the corpses, and headed back the way the party had come.

			It had a long walk home.

		

	
		
			 

			THE BEAST INSIDE

			DARIUS HINKS

		

	
		
			 

			ONE

			‘Rogue Trader Janus Draik. Warrant of Trade R38-79N1. Datalog entry twelve thousand, two hundred and three. I have returned. For my sins, I’m back on the Blackstone Fortress. Even after everything I’ve seen, my resolve is unshaken. I will decipher this mystery. I will conquer this place. 

			‘It’s nearly fifteen hours since we landed, as far as I can tell. Time moves strangely down here. It seems more elastic every time I come. Most of my chronographs expire after a few hours, but this one is holding out so far. 

			‘The Blackstone is alert. I can feel it watching me. Studying me. Waiting to reveal its latest horrors. Down here, one always has a sense of being a piece in some unknowable game. We’ve already faced several defence systems. So far though, Emperor-be-praised, there are no fatalities to report. We entered though the–’

			Distorted clangs echoed through the darkness, like the hulls of ancient wrecks, grinding against each other on the seabed.

			Draik snapped off his vox-recorder and yelled into the shadows. ‘Grekh! Get down! Wait there! That platform’s not safe! None of these chambers are!’ He clenched his fists and muttered under his breath. ‘Wretched creature.’ Then he waved his pistol at his men. ‘Stay with him! All of you!’

			He snapped the vox back on and lowered his voice. 

			‘We entered the Blackstone through the Stygian Aperture. It’s the only safe way. No other landing pad is useable now. Chaos cultists are everywhere and they’re watching the anchorage points. They’re seizing vessels. It’s a new tactic. Throne knows what they’re up to. 

			‘Several recent expeditions ended in disaster within moments of docking. Landers are being attacked the moment they reach the landing platform. Every inch of this place hides some kind of terror, but this new cult seems intent on leaving the fortress. Plundering the Blackstone is obviously not enough. They want to attack the orbital platform. Whatever they’ve found down here, they’re not keen to share it.

			‘I’ve brought with me everyone who survived the last expedition – guards, attachés and the specialists I recruited on previous expeditions – see datalog entries twelve thousand, one hundred and sixteen through to twelve thousand, one hundred and nineteen. We have become a well-oiled machine. Despite our disparate backgrounds, we have learned to understand each other. There is not much on the Blackstone that we cannot overcome.’

			Another grinding screech ripped through the darkness. 

			‘Follow the damned kroot!’ cried Draik, as his augmetic eye whirred and clicked, trying to focus. ‘The maglev’s closing! The doors are shutting! Don’t lose him!’ 

			Draik holstered his pistol and ran, sprinting easily through the dark, vaulting the carcasses of burnt-out vehicles and weaving between the odd, angular protrusions that jutted from every surface. 

			He flicked the vox back on, struggling to keep his voice level as he ran.

			‘Despite my better instincts, I’m still employing the alien tracker  Grekh. By the Throne, he’s a peculiar thing. Repulsive and unpredictable and driven by utterly bizarre beliefs. The more I learn about him, the more I question my decision to keep him around. But he’s undeniably useful.

			‘He’s the kind of half-avian xenos that is usually called kroot, but he belongs to some kind of subspecies that can absorb knowledge through his digestive tract. Profoundly offensive, I admit, but incredibly useful in a corpse-crowded labyrinth like this. 

			‘Perhaps all kroot are able to ingest memories. I have to admit, I’ve only previously studied them down the barrel of a gun. This is my first experience of employing one of the wretched things.

			‘I say employ but he’s actually more of a volunteer. I rescued him up on the orbital platform and he’s sworn to repay me. I presume it’s just another of his racial quirks. He’s obsessed with the idea of keeping me alive.’ 

			He snapped the vox off as he reached a tall, black door. It was featureless, triangular and about to slam shut. The rest of his party were visible inside the transportation chamber, staring out at him, gripping their guns with grim expressions on their faces.

			Draik leapt and rolled into the maglev moments before the doors clanged shut.

			The chamber was small, only twelve feet by twelve feet, and everyone in there was gasping for breath. Apart from Grekh. The kroot was standing calmly just inside the door, one arm resting on the butt of his rifle as he looked down at Draik.

			‘Run off like that again and I’ll test this rifle on you,’ snapped Draik as he climbed to his feet and dusted down his military dress coat. 

			Grekh looked back at him with blank, inhuman eyes and said nothing. Draik was tall, but the kroot towered over him, long and rangy and crested by a row of sharp, quill-like spines. 

			The rest of the group looked on in tense silence. Draik realised that they were waiting to see if he would strike the creature. How could they imagine he would do anything so ill-mannered? 

			He took his lho-holder from his pocket and lit it, taking a few deep, languid drags. Then, once he was calm, he turned away from Grekh and spoke into his vox-recorder. 

			‘I’ll keep this brief. This whole expedition is an intolerable nuisance. A delay I could well have done without. I should be exploring the inner fortress but instead I’m stuck playing cat and mouse around the Stygian Aperture. 

			‘A former comrade of mine is threatening everything I’ve worked for. Ava Victrix. Ah… Even her name makes me seethe. She’s exactly the kind of intolerable, low-born, ill-bred cur that gives rogue traders a bad name. Everything about her is offensive. I dread to think how she earned her Warrant of Trade. And now she’s down here, on the Blackstone, about to wreak havoc. 

			‘There’s a lunatic up on the orbital platform. Well, of course, Precipice is mostly lunatics. But this particular degenerate claims to be a magos of the Adeptus Mechanicus. From what I hear, he’s stupefied most of the time, but he has the impertinence to call himself an Imperial genetor. 

			‘His credentials are as dubious as Ava’s but he’s certainly well-heeled. He’s offering an impressive reward to anyone who brings him a living specimen of a creature that has been spotted on the Blackstone – a gene-bred horror known as an ambull. 

			‘I’ve never heard anything so ridiculous as trying to catch an ambull. If there really is one on the Blackstone Fortress, it needs to be killed, and killed fast, not unleashed on Precipice.’

			Grekh crossed the chamber and began fiddling with something on the wall, but Draik ignored the kroot and continued speaking into the vox-recorder.

			‘I’ve faced ambulls first-hand – hunted them in fact, several of the brutes, back on Adruss Prime, not long after I was banished from Terra – forgive me, redeployed from Terra. 

			‘Ambulls are troublesome, to put it very mildly. Taking one to Precipice would result in a massacre. The creature would destroy the whole platform. If Victrix could see beyond her own deplorable lack of finances, she would never consider such an absurd commission.’ 

			Some of the House Draik guards followed Grekh over to the wall and began arguing with the creature. 

			Grekh rounded on the men with a shrill, rattling screech, the spines on his back rising like the hackles on a dog.

			‘Gentlemen!’ snapped Draik. ‘Let the damned kroot work. He’s right – we did use this maglev last time. Look at it. Look at those markings. This is where Portus was killed.’ He lowered his voice, annoyed that he had been so easily riled. ‘Grekh, activate the chamber. You’re right. This layout is exactly as it was last time we came aboard. The Blackstone is being consistent, for a change.’

			He spoke into the vox again, determined to finish his report. ‘Luckily, one of my trade contacts warned me of Victrix’s plan. I was too late to stop her flying down here but I’ve dug out my old arc-rifle and I’m going to make sure the ambull’s dead before Victrix gets anywhere near it. And Emperor help her if she gets in my way.’ 

			The chamber suddenly vibrated to the sound of huge generators, causing several of the guards to stagger.

			‘Hold on,’ said Draik. ‘This one moves fast. Remember what happened to Portus.’

			The engine noise grew louder and more ferocious, then, after just a few moments, it cut off as suddenly as it began.

			The doors rattled open to reveal another unlit corridor, constructed from the same dark, lustreless material as the previous ones. It was long, straight and triangular and, as the House Draik guards pressed forwards, the lumens on their lasguns only managed to shed light a few feet in any direction.

			As they left the maglev chamber they were met by all the usual sounds of the Blackstone Fortress – ghostly, subterranean booms, like metal leviathans tumbling through a void, and inhuman voices, howling, just on the threshold of hearing, so strange and distant that it was impossible to tell if they were real, or echoes of unseen engines, reverberating through the walls. 

			‘The creature has been here,’ said Grekh, clacking his filthy beak as he sniffed the air, as though tasting something. ‘I can smell traces of it.’

			‘Good,’ replied Draik. ‘The sooner I put a hole in it the sooner we can get back to some real work. Ready your weapons. Ambulls were bred to cut through anything. If it gets close enough for you to see its claws, you’re already dead.’

			There was a clatter of weapons being loaded and the hum of powercells charging up.

			‘Isola,’ said Draik, spotting his attaché a few feet away, tapping away at her cogitator. ‘Keep your eyes on that ramp,’ he said as she looked up at him. ‘Audus,’ he said, turning to his pilot, who was loitering in the shadows behind the rest of the group. ‘Watch the maglev. They don’t always stay empty. The rest of you, watch for movement and follow Grekh. If you see the ambull, start firing. And don’t slouch! You are agents of House Draik, not a mob of craven navvies.’ 

			The thud of heavy boots filled the darkness as they began jogging down the corridor, guns trained on the shadows.

			‘Captain Draik,’ said Grekh. ‘You said normal rounds have no effect on the ambull.’ 

			‘They won’t. But this arc-rifle will.’ He patted the ornate piece of metalwork slung across his back. ‘And if you all make enough noise the ambull will rush at you, giving me plenty of time for a carefully placed headshot.’ 

			‘We can’t be sure we’ll catch it. I have gained many insights regarding it. And its scent is everywhere. But ambulls can cut through anything. And the Blackstone Fortress is vast. It might have moved on.’

			‘You’re forgetting that I have hunted these creatures before. They’re dull-witted lumps. Creatures of habit. If it’s fed here before, it will feed here again. Trust me. It won’t stray far. Unless the food runs out. And I can’t see that happening. Not with so many Chaos cultists skulking around. I bet they’ve been keeping its belly full. 

			‘Besides, I have the plasma snare. We only need to get close. A few hundred feet would do it, then I’ll trigger the fusion unit and the ambull will head straight for us. They consider plasma cells a delicacy. Even more than people. If we make sure…’

			Draik’s words trailed off. A new sound was reverberating down the corridor. One unlike the usual metallic clangs of the Blackstone Fortress. It was a clicking, rattling sound, like pebbles skittering across the floor.

			‘What is that?’ said Grekh.

			‘Halt!’ cried Draik, waving for the rest of the party to stop. ‘Shine your lumens over here. No! Up there! The ceiling!’ 

			The lights revealed a teeming mass of polished, bulbous shapes, boiling across the walls and ceiling 

			‘What is that?’ he muttered. ‘Drones?’

			The shapes hurtled towards them and Draik cursed under his breath as he caught a glimpse of long, serrated mandibles. 

			‘Fire!’ he cried. ‘Fire at will! Blow them apart!’

			There was a deafening chorus of whining lasguns and coughing shotguns. As the walls exploded into a storm of shrapnel, the shapes let out a chorus of thin, bestial screams.

			‘Grekh!’ cried Draik. ‘Grenade! Stop them! Don’t let them reach the floor.’

			The kroot leapt to obey, snatching a grenade from its belt and hurling it at the tide of onrushing shapes.

			There was a flash of blinding light as the explosion rushed down the corridor, followed by the thud of armoured body parts hitting the metal floor.

			‘They’re not drones!’ cried Grekh, his rifle trained on the shapes that were bouncing across the floor. ‘They’re animals!’

			Draik fired his splinter pistol into the mass of tumbling shells. ‘Emperor’s teeth! What are they? Insects? Back to the maglev! Fast! They’re eating the damned walls! They’re eating the… They’re eating Blackstone!’ He shook his head and muttered. ‘How is that possible?’

			There were so many muzzle flashes and dancing shadows that it took Draik a moment to realise that the corridor was bowing and jolting as its supports gave way. He had never seen anything like it. The Blackstone was being devoured.

			‘Look out!’ cried Grekh, lowering his rifle and looking back at Draik. ‘That one’s heading for you.’

			One of the swarming creatures had raced past the guards and was making straight for Draik. As it rushed towards him, Draik got his first clear glimpse of their anatomy. They were like pale, bulbous grubs clad in plates of black chitin and propelled by frenzied, needle-tipped legs. 

			He fired his pistol repeatedly at the thing. ‘You’re not eating Draik today, you revolting little specimen.’

			‘Behind you!’ yelled Grekh.

			There was another clatter of armoured bodies, then pain ripped through Draik’s neck and he staggered forwards, almost dropping his pistol. He managed to hold on to his gun and jam it into the weight that had thudded onto his back.

			‘Throne!’ he howled, firing back over his shoulder. ‘Get off me! You wretched–’

			Another explosion rocked through the corridor, but this one was far louder than the grenade blast. It was a deep, seismic roar.

			Draik stumbled as the floor dropped and lurched like the deck of a ship.

			‘The wall!’ cried Grekh, lost somewhere in the chaos of leaping grubs and lurching shadows. ‘It’s collapsing.’ 

			Draik stumbled, blinded by pain. ‘Pull back! Forget the maglev! Too late! The floor’s going to–’

			There was a final explosion of breaking metal, like metal girders collapsing, then the floor gave way and Draik fell, howling, into a void.

		

	
		
			 

			TWO

			‘Throne,’ gasped Draik. ‘My throat. One of those grubs has ripped me open.’ He could see nothing. The darkness was complete, but he could feel that his cuirass was slick with blood. ‘Damn it. That’s a lot of blood. What were those things? Isola?’ he cried. ‘Are you there? Audus? Anyone?’

			A clattering echoed through the darkness. It sounded like claws racing across metal.

			‘Damn it,’ he muttered. ‘Have those creatures followed me down here?’

			He snapped his vox-recorder on. 

			‘Datalog entry twelve thousand, two hundred and three. Addendum. The floor gave way. All of it. And not in the deliberate way the Blackstone usually works. It didn’t fold itself away, or reform into something new. It collapsed. Eaten by a swarm of… I’m not sure what they were. 

			‘I have been…’ He winced, gingerly touching his butchered neck. ‘I have been wounded. No broken bones, but my throat is torn. I’m bleeding. Heavily. And I have also been separated from my crew. We were attacked by a swarm of creatures and I’ve fallen into some kind of shallow lake. It’s full of…’ He splashed his hand through the knee-deep liquid he had landed in. ‘Oil? Possibly. But warm and thick, like blood.’

			He started wading through the liquid, treading carefully as he adjusted the lenses of his optical implant, trying to pick something out in the darkness.

			‘Those things were unlike anything I’ve seen down here,’ he said, speaking quietly into the vox, conscious of the clattering sound he had just heard. ‘I don’t think they were native to the Blackstone. They weren’t angular or metallic like the usual defence mechanisms. They looked like small ambulls, if anything. 

			‘I wonder… Perhaps I’ve just encountered the creature in its larval form? This could be more serious than I realised. Is the ambull reproducing? If we end up with a whole swarm of them there’ll be no chance of mounting more expeditions.’ He reached under his coat, looking for his notebook. ‘I must find out about the life cycle of these–’

			The clattering sound of claws rang out again.

			‘No time. They’re down here with me. Must have fallen when I did. I need to… Wait. Where’s the arc-rifle? Throne! I must have dropped it when I fell.’

			He heard the sound of claws again, then the darkness was thrown back by muzzle flares and he saw Grekh, firing at a group of dark, scuttling shapes.

			‘Grekh!’ he cried. ‘Over here!’

			The kroot remained where he was for a moment, staring down his rifle at the creatures he had been shooting, then he waded over towards Draik. 

			‘Captain Draik,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Your neck.’

			The lake rippled up into a wave of frantic shapes. 

			‘Watch out!’ cried Draik. ‘Behind you!’

			They both fired frantically until the liquid was still again.

			‘Is that it?’ said Grekh, scouring the darkness. ‘Is that all of them?’

			‘Wait,’ replied Draik. ‘It’s so damn dark down here. Let me flip my optical implant to infrared.’ There was a whirring sound as a new lens snapped into place. ‘No,’ said Draik. ‘I don’t see any more. Looks like only a few fell with us. Look at the damned walls, though. Those things have torn them apart. None of this looks stable.’

			‘We have lost the rest of the crew,’ said Grekh. ‘They remained on the upper level with the maglev.’

			‘Yes, so I ascertained. And I’ve also lost the damned arc-rifle. There’s no chance of downing an ambull without that.’ 

			‘I have it, said Grekh, lifting the arc-rifle from his back. ‘It was over by that ramp. It had sunk beneath the oil but I watched you fall and memorised the spot.’

			‘Grekh, you blessed creature,’ said Draik, grabbing the rifle. ‘That is marvellous news. And I still have the plasma cell so this little jaunt has not entirely…’ 

			He groaned and leant against the wall, feeling suddenly dizzy. 

			‘Those wretched bugs. I’ve lost blood, Grekh. And this is Draik blood, carefully distilled by millennia of good breeding.’ 

			‘Your blood was distilled?’ 

			‘I jest, Grekh. Have you heard of jokes? A statement made with humorous intent. Humour, Grekh. Never mind. Close your damned beak and stop staring at me. Grab a combat stimm from my belt, would you? Yes, that one. Pop the lid. Jam it in my thigh. Here.’

			There was a whirr of electronics as the syringe pumped drugs into Draik’s leg.

			Draik felt an immediate quickening of his pulse and a rush of exhilarating energy, but also a shocking increase in pain. He laughed, shaking his head. ‘Now it hurts! Okay, let go, I can stand. By the Emperor! That’s bracing! This stuff would invigorate a corpse.’

			‘That cut is deep. You need a healer.’

			‘I doubt we’ll find any medicae establishments down here, Grekh. And I’m not letting you near my throat. Not with those filthy claws. We just need to keep moving. A good, brisk march will see me right. Once the old pulse gets up to speed I’ll be in fine fettle. What’s at the top of that ramp? Did you see?’

			‘I do not understand what was in that needle, but you will die if we do not return to your ship. You have lost too much blood. I swore to keep you alive. I must get you to Precipice.’

			‘If we don’t find that ambull, and kill it, there won’t be a Precipice. Understand? If Victrix finds the creature and takes it up to the orbital platform, it will take great pleasure in dismantling everything and everyone it finds.’

			Grekh sounded angry. ‘If you bleed to death you will–’

			‘Grekh, much as I enjoy our little chats, you need to stop talking now.’

			Draik staggered off through the oil and then called back to Grekh as he saw a slope rising up in front of him. 

			‘What did you say was over here? What’s up this ramp?’

			‘Some of the creatures headed that way, along that ramp,’ said Grekh. ‘I saw them when I retrieved your arc-rifle. The ramp leads to another long gantry and they swarmed along it heading down to the next level. But look at the walls – the superstructure is not safe. They have been eating everything.’

			‘Incredible,’ muttered Draik, climbing the ramp and emerging from the liquid. ‘Look at this. They’ve eaten through the Blackstone. Like it’s just some rotten wood. I still don’t know what this thing is made of but I’ve never seen anything that can eat through it.’ He trod carefully as he climbed higher, noticing that the surface had slumped in several places. ‘If I can just get up here for a better vantage point…’

			‘Watch your step, Draik.’

			‘It’s fine!’

			He tripped as metal splintered beneath his feet, fragmenting like chunks of thick ice.

			‘Mostly fine. Let me just go on this side instead. If the ambull larvae headed this way, along this gantry, can we assume the big one is down here too? What do you think? Do you have any of your special insights into the matter?’

			‘They are massing for a reason. And this is where they were heading when they attacked us outside the maglev. Perhaps they are returning to the parent creature. But how can you consider hunting the ambull now? You have lost so much blood. Your face is not a natural colour for a human. You can barely walk.’ 

			‘Walking is not necessarily required, my good kroot. As in so many aspects of life, a gentleman of intellect can find ways to achieve his ends without too much fuss. When we get close I’ll simply trigger the plasma snare and sling it your way. Then, as the ambull attempts to reconfigure your anatomy, I’ll use this fine weapon to ventilate its skull. 

			‘I just need one clear shot, Grekh. Trust me. Just one. The thing will be dead before you lose so much as a hair. Do you have hairs? Never mind…’

			As they reached the top of the ramp, a chorus of thin, whining shrieks echoed up from the empty void on the other side.

			‘Wait,’ said Draik. ‘Is that gunfire?

			‘Yes. Lasguns.’ 

			‘It must be Isola. And the others. They must have dropped down ahead of us.’ He laughed. ‘Mind you, the way this place works, they could have fallen behind us and still be up ahead. This means we still have a pilot and some crew. Pick up your pace! Sounds like they need help. Look, there’s a slope leading down here.’

			As they ran down into the lake of darkness, the sounds of gunfire grew louder and then Draik heard something else. The scuttling, scrabbling of chitinous legs.

			He stumbled to a halt as his optical lens picked out a shape lying slumped on the floor. ‘Wait. What’s this? Corpses? They’re not my men. Who are they?’

			Grekh shone the lumen on his rifle at the butchered, twisted remains. ‘Imperial soldiers?’

			‘Astra Militarum?’ said Draik. ‘No. They are Imperial troops, though. Look at those aquila markings on the gunstocks. Throne, they’re a mess. These grubs have quite the appetite, don’t they? Almost a match for yours, Grekh. And they have same disregard for table manners. Can you–’ 

			Draik drew his rapier and pointed the blade at Grekh, energy shimmering down its length. 

			‘Grekh! You revolting creature! Back away! They’re Imperial citizens. I’ll not have you gnawing at them like leftovers.’

			Grekh was hunched over one of the bodies, blood glistening on his beak. He glared up at Draik. ‘They were brave warriors. Even in death they have much to offer – insights and courage. Would you leave all of that to the–’

			Rage flooded through Draik, mingled with the agony in his neck. He hammered the hilt of his rapier into the side of Grekh’s head, sending the kroot staggering away. Every time he saw Grekh do something appalling like this he felt a rush of doubt. Was the Blackstone changing him? Was he forgetting who he was? How could he associate with such a thing? 

			‘You either keep away from those bodies or you join them,’ he spat. ‘Understand?’ 

			Grekh continued staring at him but did not retaliate, bound by his oath to protect Draik. ‘How does your species hope to evolve? You ignore valuable sources of wisdom like this, while consuming the flesh of dull-witted ruminants. These warriors deserve to have their memories honoured and preserved.’

			‘You will not eat Imperial citizens. Not while you are under my aegis. I told you before. You are a vassal of House Draik. And you will uphold the standards expected of that ancient name. Even down here, I expect you to–’

			The sounds of battle up ahead suddenly grew in volume. 

			‘That sounds bad,’ muttered Draik, his pulse still hammering with rage. ‘Let’s go.’

			As they ran, the path became a narrow gantry, surrounded by a featureless, lightless drop. 

			‘Keep going,’ cried Draik. ‘It sounds like the fighting is lower down. We should come out above them. And watch my damned back, Grekh. Those grubs can come through the walls, remember.’

			The gantry ended at a sheer drop, twenty feet wide, and there were two figures on the far side – a slight woman and a hulking man, trapped on a crumbling ledge as a carpet of armoured, segmented shapes swarmed up from the abyss. 

			‘Wait a minute!’ cried Draik. ‘That’s not Isola. Or Audus. Who are they? I recognise that…’ He sneered in disbelief and gripped his sword handle. ‘Victrix!’

			The woman was dressed in battered, filthy flak armour and gripping a lasrifle. Her head was shaven, apart from a short, neatly cropped mohawk, and her face was twisted in a grimace as she fired into waves of scuttling grubs.

			‘Emperor preserve us, Senus!’ she cried, elbowing the brute next to her and laughing. ‘It’s his majesty, Janus the Draik.’ She fired with even more fury. ‘Just as we thought our day couldn’t get any better.’

			Senus’ dead-eyed face showed little trace of intelligence, but he laughed like an overgrown child, revealing rows of smashed teeth. ‘And he’s got his pet bird man with him.’

			‘Grekh!’ cried Draik. ‘No! Lower your gun!’

			‘She betrayed you,’ said the kroot calmly, keeping his rifle pointed at Victrix. ‘You called her ill bred. A low-born cur, you said. About to wreak havoc.’

			Victrix laughed again. ‘Only you would make time to discuss my parentage, Draik. With a kroot! You really are the last bastion of gentility.’ Some of the grubs reached the ledge and Victrix had to smash them away with the butt of her rifle. ‘Can we discuss family trees once we’ve dealt with these charming creatures?’ She tried to back away from the edge, but the whole structure was crumbling and peppered with holes. ‘Damn it,’ she cried as the ledge slumped to one side, nearly throwing her and Senus off. ‘We do seem to be stranded up here.’

			‘She’s still an agent of the Throne, Grekh,’ said Draik. ‘Whatever else she is, she’s a sanctioned rogue trader.’ He nodded at the grubs. ‘Keep your ammunition for those things.’

			Victrix and Senus leant out and fired in unison, blasting dozens of the insect-like creatures back into the darkness. 

			‘How in the blazes did you manage to get yourself trapped on that ledge?’ cried Draik, drawing his splinter pistol and firing into the swarming shapes.

			‘These things like their food, Janus! They ate every walkway I could find. I had no option but to climb up here.’ 

			‘They’re nearly at the top!’ grunted Senus. He was firing a battered lascarbine, his brutal, scarred face lit up by muzzle flare, but he might as well have fired into a storm-lashed sea. ‘I can’t hold them back!’

			‘That ledge won’t hold for long if those things keep chewing at that pace,’ muttered Draik.

			Victrix paused to reload her gun and yelled over to Draik. ‘Perhaps you could try some of your negotiation skills on them, Your Draikship? You’ve told me so much about your diplomacy. Didn’t you say you could charm an ork into sharing a drink with you? These little critters can’t be as–’

			Her words were cut off as a wave of the creatures flooded down from overhead, thudding onto the ledge and rushing over Senus, their claws and mandibles tearing through his armour and filling the air with crimson mist.

			‘They’re on me!’ he howled, staggering back against the wall. ‘Get them off me!’ His shots became wild as he fell to the ground, blasting holes in the wall and causing Victrix to duck under clouds of shrapnel. The creatures grew even more frenzied and the red mist became a fountain of gore as Senus twitched and convulsed under a carpet of thrashing limbs and abdomens. 

			Victrix backed away, firing into his body, kicking grubs off the ledge with every shot, but then the wall juddered again, sending her staggering to the edge.

			‘Some help, Draik!’ she cried.

			One of the creatures leapt at her. She barely managed to punch it away. It landed on the ledge and she fired into its thrashing legs.

			‘Around now would be a good time!’

			‘I helped you before.’ Draik’s expression was grim. ‘And still have the scars to prove it.’

			‘What?’ she sounded hysterical. ‘Really? You’re still angry with me because that band of heretics tried to kill you?’

			‘You closed the maglev doors. You left us to die. You abandoned us with that warband. I lost half my crew, Victrix.’

			‘What’s half a crew to a Draik? Buy another ten. And how was I to know I was closing the maglev doors? I’d never been in one before. You know I have no idea–’

			Another wave of grubs flooded up onto the ledge and Victrix had to stagger back as she fired, until her back was to the void.

			‘Draik! Are you really going to watch me die? What happened to your damned Draik code of honour?’

			Grekh was still pointing his rifle at her. ‘She is lying about last time. She did know what she was doing when she–’

			‘Yes!’ said Draik. ‘Yes, Grekh, I know what she is. But I can’t let the wretched woman die up there.’ He called out across the drop: ‘Duck down! I’ll fire a grappling hook.’ He took a device from his belt that looked like a small crossbow, and pointed it at her. ‘Lower! Here it comes! Now!’ 

			A star-shaped hook soared through the air and slammed into the shattered walls on the far side of the drop, stretching a line out behind it. Draik and Grekh grabbed the rope and leant back, digging their heels into the rubble.

			‘Now what?’ cried Victrix, looking over at him in disbelief. 

			‘Put your gun over the cable!’ cried Draik. ‘Quick! Make a handle! Slide!’

			‘It won’t hold!’

			‘Now!’ howled Draik as the wave of armoured grubs flooded towards her.

			‘Damn you, Draik!’ cried Victrix as she slung her rifle over the rope, gripped it in both hands and leapt from the ledge. 

			As she slid across the drop, howling, the ledge behind her gave way. She had barely crashed into Draik and Grekh when the whole wall collapsed, swallowing the swarm of creatures in a cloud of dust.

			Victrix sprawled against Draik, wiping her face and laughing. ‘You Terran types. You know how to show a girl a good time.’

			Draik shook his head and gently lifted her off his chest. ‘I see you’re distraught over the loss of your friend.’

			‘Friend? Oh, Senus. He was no friend. I only hired him two days ago. I wish I hadn’t bothered. He’s not turned out to be much use as a heavy.’ She looked at her blood-splattered flak jacket. ‘I seem to be wearing most of him.’

			‘Captain,’ said Grekh. ‘Look. They’re making for this gantry! Moving fast!’

			Draik looked down into the chasm and saw movement far below. ‘Damn it. Do they never give up?’ He waved to an opening back down the gantry. ‘That way, then, through that archway. Fast! Keep up, Victrix. I’m not saving you again.’

			Draik ran as fast as he could, but he felt drunk on blood loss and he kept veering near the edge of the gantry. The others waited for him and they were only halfway to the opening when doors slammed into place, turning it into another featureless expanse of wall.

			They stumbled to a halt.

			‘It is the Blackstone,’ whispered Grekh, looking around at the half-glimpsed shapes towering over them in the gloom. ‘It sensed our presence. It is directing us.’

			Draik nodded to another doorway, not far from the first, that was still open. ‘Right. That way then. Perhaps you’re right, Grekh,’ he said, as they started to run again. ‘The Blackstone probably is playing games with us, but we don’t have much choice.

			‘Those doors are closing too,’ he cried, picking up his pace despite the sickening nausea that was washing through him. ‘Run!’

			‘More bugs!’ cried Victrix. ‘Coming down the walls. Look!’

			They all fired back over their shoulders as they ran, tearing holes through the glinting shapes rushing towards them.

			‘Jump!’ cried Draik. ‘The door’s about to shut!’

		

	
		
			 

			THREE

			Draik slumped against the wall of the maglev chamber, struggling to catch his breath, trying to calm his thudding heart. The combination of blood loss and combat stimms had left him feeling an odd mixture of weak, light-headed and horribly invigorated. His pulse was hammering in his neck where the blood was pouring into his bandages. 

			The maglev was small and filled with a brittle scratching sound as the grubs tried to claw their way in. He looked at the black, featureless walls. They were built in an angular, pyramidal shape. It was like being trapped in a black gemstone.

			‘We’ve found the broom cupboard,’ smiled Victrix, wiping blood, dust and sweat from her face. 

			‘It’s a maglev,’ replied Draik. ‘Just a smaller one. I’ve encountered these before. They work the same way.’ 

			‘By which you mean, no one knows how they work.’ She checked her lasrifle and looked back at the door. ‘What now? I can still hear the bugs out there. The damned things are trying to chew their way in. And bearing in mind what we just saw, they probably can. What if they trigger the opening mechanism?’

			‘It’s a maglev,’ replied Draik. ‘The doors won’t open now. They won’t open again until this thing has taken us somewhere. Then it will become inert.’

			‘Captain Draik,’ said Grekh. ‘These controls are the same as the ones we saw last time. There is more of this.’ He tapped a recess in the wall with one of his claws, disturbing some black, oil-like liquid. ‘You’ll have to place your hand in it again.’

			‘What?’ laughed Victrix. ‘Why?’

			‘Some transportation chambers are activated this way,’ explained Draik. ‘By placing one’s hand in a recess and letting the oil soak in.’ 

			Victrix shook her head. ‘That’s how you steer it?’

			Grekh made a peculiar screeching sound that Draik knew from experience was intended as laughter. ‘Steer it? We will not steer it. The Blackstone led us here, to this particular chamber, at this particular time. She will decide where she wants to send us.’

			Victrix frowned. ‘She? It’s a star fort, not a mysterious wise woman. And we need to steer this thing. Otherwise we’ll end up knee-deep in grubs again. I need to find the full-grown ambull, not look after its darling children.’

			Draik glared at her. ‘If we find the ambull you won’t be going anywhere near it.’ He patted the ornate, antique rifle slung over his shoulder. ‘Until I’ve killed it.’

			‘Are you insane, Draik? Did you hear how much that genetor is offering me for a live one? Damn it, I could give you half the fee and still be rich enough to dress like your mother. Tell me you’re joking. Why would you waste an opportunity like this?’

			‘Because I’ve hunted ambull before. If you had, you’d understand. Those things that just ate your friend are nothing compared to a fully grown, adult specimen. Either I’ll kill it, or we’ll be its next meal. There’s no in-between. You are about to endanger the whole of Precipice, Victrix. That’s the reason I hesitated when you were up on that ledge. I had to decide whether it was safe to rescue you knowing you’re bent on this absurd course of action.’

			Victrix laughed. ‘To be fair, I didn’t think you’d get me down from there. I know we…’ She looked awkwardly at the floor. ‘I know things did not pan out as you expected last time.’

			‘You lied to me, Victrix. All your talk of a partnership was just a ruse. When matters came to a head, you left us to die.’ 

			‘I panicked, Draik. Can’t you understand? This place is insane. I’ve never seen anything like it. Who ever heard of a space station that comes to life and protects itself? And then, when those cultists turned up, I admit, I shut the damned doors. I didn’t know what else to do.’

			‘It doesn’t matter now. Just forget any ridiculous ideas of catching an ambull. Keep out of my way and we’ll hopefully still get out of here alive. Then we can make sure not to cross each other’s paths again.’

			‘Are you sure you’ll get out of here alive? You look dreadful. What have you done to your neck?’

			Grekh peered at the blood-soaked bandages under Draik’s jaw. ‘The ambull larvae attacked us before we reached you. Captain Draik’s entourage is still up on the first level.’ 

			Victrix grimaced. ‘That looks bad. You need to get that seen to fast.’

			‘I will,’ said Draik. ‘Just as soon as I’ve killed the ambull. Grekh. You think this chamber is exactly the same as the last one? I put my hand in here and you trigger the mechanism?’

			‘Yes. It looks the same to me.’

			‘Very well. Then let’s give it a try.’ 

			Draik removed one of his gauntlets and plunged his hand into the diamond-shaped wall recess, letting thick, warm, viscous liquid wash over his skin.

			‘I suggest you hang on to the walls, Victrix,’ he said. ‘The maglevs are not always an easy ride.’

			The chamber shook to the hum of huge, magnetic generators and lurched into motion. Draik had the strange sensation that he was inside a capsule that was drifting through choppy tides. The engine noise grew louder and more ferocious and the floor began to rattle and clang. Victrix was clinging to the wall and staring at him. She was about to shout a question when the engine died and the doors whooshed open.

		

	
		
			 

			FOUR

			‘Damn, it’s cold,’ gasped Draik as frigid air flooded into the maglev. ‘And bright! Hard to see.’ Blue, dazzling light was shining in his face and, after so many hours peering through the darkness, it felt like knives sliding into his skull. He squinted his normal eye and adjusted the aperture on his augmetic one, dimming the glare. ‘That’s better,’ he muttered, stepping through the doorway and drawing his pistol.

			‘Where’s all that light coming from?’ said Victrix, following him out into the chill. ‘I thought this whole place was like a crypt?’

			‘Look up there,’ replied Draik, pointing his gun. ‘At the ceiling. It’s a big glass dome. Like a huge occulum. Can you see? This is just starlight. But after so long in the pitch darkness, it seems incredibly bright.’

			‘You’re right,’ laughed Victrix. ‘It’s like someone tore the lid off.’ 

			The Blackstone had a habit of throwing up scenes of unexpected beauty and this was one of them. Draik paused for a moment, admiring the vast, glittering panoply of stars overhead. ‘And there,’ he said, ‘do you see that? The red glow, like a blood moon? That’s Precipice.’ 

			Victrix laughed. ‘So it is. From here you can’t tell what a wretched hole the place is. It looks almost pretty.’ She patted down her arms and stamped her feet. ‘Damn. It really is cold in here. Everything’s covered in frost, do you see? It’s hard to breathe. Let’s keep moving before I freeze to the spot.’

			‘Grekh,’ said Draik. ‘Have we lost the trail? Is the ambull down here? I need to get close before I can trigger the plasma snare. There are so many energy sources on the Blackstone. The snare will be lost in the flood unless we’re really close.’

			‘Give me a moment.’ Grekh had dozens of small cages and tins strapped to him and removed the lid from one, peering at its contents. There were fragments of bone, meat and other indeterminate objects in there. He picked at them, sniffing and tasting the fragments, closing his huge, blank eyes as he savoured the flavour. 

			‘There is something,’ he said, closing the tin and looking at Draik. ‘There are traces of the creature’s scent. We are still on track. This must be her doing. The Blackstone wants us to find that creature.’ He looked out across the huge, domed hall. It was hundreds of feet tall, and at its centre there was a tall, pyramidal structure that pointed up to the apex of the dome. ‘I think the ambull passed right by that structure. Recently, I think.’ 

			‘What is that thing?’ asked Victrix, staring up at its distant peak. ‘It looks like a pyramid.’

			‘As big as one, too,’ said Draik. There were pieces of vehicle scattered around the base – groundcars and armoured vehicles were often found lying around the Blackstone, relics of failed expeditions, but these looked obliterated. And they looked tiny in comparison to the structure. ‘That thing is like a mountain. It’s vast. Even for this place. Grekh? Have you seen buildings like these in here before? I’ve seen plenty of featureless, geometric shapes, but nothing on that scale.’

			Grekh nodded. ‘Some of my insights have concerned structures like these.’

			Victrix shook her head. ‘Insights? What’s it talking about? And what was that tin of offal it was just picking at?’

			Draik felt his anger returning. Whatever Victrix was, she was an Imperial agent. What must she think of him? Employing such a peculiar savage… ‘Grekh has an unusual… ability,’ he snapped, staring fiercely at her, determined not to sound ashamed. ‘A genetic attribute. He can learn things about his surroundings by… He is able to study the aftermath of battles and learn about the combatants and their past.’

			Grekh stared at him. ‘I do not discuss my beliefs with people like her.’

			Victrix laughed and looked up at the lanky alien. ‘You are an interesting specimen, aren’t you? I suppose you had to be. Why else would a fine, Terran gent like Draik associate with you? A muck-covered, spiny freak trying to masquerade as a man. You must be very useful.’

			The spines on Grekh’s back clattered as he squared up to her, brandishing the blade fixed to his rifle.

			‘Watch it, kroot,’ she spat. ‘Useful doesn’t mean irreplaceable. Lower that blade or I’ll jam it down your beak.’

			‘Stand down!’ said Draik. ‘Both of you. I don’t have time for this. Grekh is under my protection, Victrix. Take up arms against him and you’re taking up arms against House Draik.’ 

			‘Ah, so it’s like your butler? Why didn’t you say? Forgive me, master kroot.’ 

			Grekh tensed. ‘Watch your tongue. I am not bound by Draik’s code of honour.’ 

			Draik shook his head in warning. ‘You damn well are.’ 

			Victrix laughed. ‘You’re his pet, remember.’

			‘Ignore her,’ said Draik. ‘We have more important matters to deal with. Are we safe passing by those pyramids? I see apertures on the far side of the hall. Is that the route the ambull took?’

			‘Perhaps,’ said Grekh, still watching Victrix. Then he turned and looked out across the frozen hall. ‘Yes.’ He sniffed the brittle air. ‘And not just the ambull. The smaller specimens were here. There is something odd about that pyramid, though… I do not know enough to be clear. I have borrowed memories of them. And I can see them in a violent aspect. There is danger in them. But I cannot see the exact nature of it.’

			Draik kicked an engine part, scattering blasted metal across the floor. ‘All these vehicle parts do look strange. It’s like they’ve exploded.’

			Victrix shrugged. ‘Is it so odd for things to be destroyed on the Blackstone? The whole place is lethal.’

			‘Yes,’ replied Draik, ‘but they look like they’ve exploded from the inside. It looks like they’ve detonated.’

			‘How can you tell that? They’re buried under all that frost. I can’t make out any details at all.’ 

			Draik tapped the bulky device that stood in place of his left eye. ‘My implant. I can see an insect from half a mile away with this thing. Especially in this light.’ 

			Victrix looked back towards the maglev. ‘Well, even so. Do we have any option? You said the maglev will be inert now it’s brought us here. Forwards is the only way, am I right?’

			Draik nodded. ‘You are right. Very well, you go first, Victrix, I want you where I can see you.’

			‘Honoured, I’m sure, your highnessness.’

			‘Watch our backs, Grekh,’ snapped Draik. ‘Those grubs move fast.’

			Frost crunched under their boots as they crossed the hall.

			Grekh sniffed and grunted as he studied the place down the length of his rifle. ‘Yes. The ambull is down here. We are getting closer every time we reach a new level. We will reach it soon.’

			‘Good,’ said Draik. ‘I didn’t come all the way to the Western Fringes just to hunt big game. I need to bag this thing and move on.’ He paused, holding up a hand to stop the others. ‘What’s that?’ 

			There was an odd sound drifting through the hall. It reminded him of glass harps he had heard on Terra as a child, in the gilded halls of the Imperial Palace. It was a droning hum, but oddly musical, ebbing and flowing over the walls.

			Victrix closed her eyes, trying to concentrate. ‘Music? It sounds like someone singing.’ 

			Grekh nodded. ‘It is the voice of the–’

			Victrix glared at him. ‘Don’t say it! The voice of the Blackstone. She’s a blah, blah, blah. This creature is particularly annoying, Draik. Are you sure it’s worth having around?’

			The droning sound grew louder and higher pitched until it became an undulating scream.

			‘Damn!’ cried Victrix. ‘That’s painful.’

			‘And look at your jacket,’ said Draik. ‘Look at my jacket. We’re freezing. Just keep moving,’ he snapped, covering his ears and grimacing. ‘That sound’s coming from the pyramid. If we reach the next chamber we can escape the noise.’ 

			He started jogging across the hall, clutching his hands tighter over his ears as the dreadful sound grew louder.

			‘Run!’ he cried. ‘By the Emperor, that hurts! Get to the doors!’

			‘It’s getting worse!’ howled Victrix. ‘I can’t think. I can’t…’

			There was a clatter of armour as she fell to the ground.

			‘Grekh!’ cried Draik, looking back. ‘Help her up. Wait… Where are you going, Grekh? Keep away from the pyramid.’ The kroot was heading away from him, making straight for the black obelisk. ‘Damn,’ muttered Draik, staggering. ‘I feel like my head is going to split. Grekh!’ he yelled again. ‘Come away from that thing. The sound is emanating from there.’

			Grekh did not look back at him and replied in a calm, fascinated voice. ‘I need to touch the surface.’

			‘What?’ Draik thought the kroot must finally have lost whatever scraps of sanity it possessed. ‘Why? How can you bear this wretched noise?’

			‘I feel no discomfort.’

			‘Victrix,’ gasped Draik, reaching the prone woman. ‘Here, let me help you up. Apologies for the appalling manners of my–’

			‘I can’t bear it!’ she howled, grabbing on to him, her face twisted in agony. ‘My head! What is that noise! What’s your creature doing over there?’

			‘Look at your skin,’ he muttered.

			‘What the hell is this? Am I freezing? Throne! It hurts. I’m turning to ice!’ 

			‘We need to keep moving. We have to get away from that pyramid. Here, let me try and carry you.’ He hauled her onto his shoulders but immediately staggered under her weight. She was not large but his strength was almost gone.

			The shrill, drawn-out note slipped up another key, cutting through Draik’s cranium.

			‘I can’t…’ he groaned. ‘I can’t walk. The pain…’

			‘We’re only halfway across the hall,’ gasped Victrix in his ear. ‘We’ll never make it. My head. Damn. It feels like my head is going to explode.’

			‘Wait…’ Draik stumbled to a halt, looking round in horror at all the broken chassis and engine parts. ‘Maybe that’s what happened to all these vehicles. Maybe they didn’t freeze after exploding, maybe they froze first.’

			Victrix stared at him. ‘We’re going to explode?’

			‘This way!’ cried Grekh. ‘Quickly!’

			Victrix shook her head. ‘The creature’s insane. Don’t go closer to the pyramid. We need to get away from that thing.’

			‘No!’ cried Grekh. ‘No you do not! The sound stops when you reach the surface. It’s silent here.’

			‘Emperor’s teeth,’ groaned Victrix. ‘Just get me out of here! I can’t bear it.’

			‘We’re never going to reach those doors,’ muttered Draik. ‘You’re sure, Grekh?’ he cried, looking over at the kroot. ‘There’s no noise where you are?’

			‘None. And the ambull came this way. Right up to the pyramid. I’m sure of it.’

			‘Wait!’ cried Victrix. ‘Draik! Where are you going? Don’t listen to that creature, this is insane. Put me down! The sound’s getting louder!’

			‘You’d better be right about this, Grekh,’ groaned Draik as his head pounded with the Blackstone’s howl. ‘I’m afraid it’s this or nothing, Victrix. Those doors are too far away. We’d never make it across the hall. Grekh! Come and help me carry her.’ 

			‘This way, quickly,’ said Grekh, still sounding calm as he walked over and grabbed Victrix from Draik’s shoulders. ‘Right up to the wall.’

			They reached the wall of the pyramid, and the humming sound suddenly stopped, leaving the normal, ambient noise of the fortress – distant clangs and ghostly moans, but nothing like the horrendous scream that had just been cutting through the hall.

			‘Thank the Throne,’ whispered Victrix. ‘I could feel myself vibrating. My skull was about to shatter, I’m sure of it.’

			‘That frequency would have destroyed you,’ replied Grekh, sounding quite cheerful. ‘This piece of the fortress is transmitting something. A signal. A warning. Perhaps even a call for help. The pyramid is relaying it.’ He looked up at the domed ceiling, speaking in an awed whisper. ‘Perhaps it’s her voice. Perhaps she is speaking through this thing. Listen.’

			‘No thanks,’ said Victrix. ‘She’s not saying anything I need to hear. At least we’re not freezing now, though. Look. Our skin is returning to a normal colour. Well, mine is.’ She gave Draik a despairing look. ‘You still look like a corpse.’

			Draik looked up at the pyramid, ignoring her. ‘Whatever the sound is, it had no effect on the ambull.’ He tapped the wall with the handle of his pistol. ‘Look at these claw marks. It came this way and climbed up the wall of the pyramid. See – the marks go all the way up to that ledge. And they match the claw marks we saw earlier.’ 

			Victrix followed Draik’s gaze, studying the marks in the wall. ‘But three times the size.’ She sounded hoarse and tired.

			‘Exactly,’ said Draik. ‘The tracks of a full-grown ambull. Wait a minute. Let me trigger the lumen on my gun. Yes. Look, you can see where it clawed its way up the pyramid. It’s torn footholds in the wall.’ 

			‘Why?’ asked Victrix. ‘Why has it clambered up this thing?’

			‘Perhaps even an ambull needs a place to return to?’ said Grekh. ‘A place to rest and feed.’

			Victrix laughed. ‘It’s made a nest in here?’

			Grekh nodded. ‘Possibly.’ 

			‘We’re going up,’ said Draik, holstering his pistol and unclasping another piece of equipment from his belt. ‘I’m going to fire a grappling hook up there. Keep your weapons ready. I think we’re getting close.’

			Victrix groaned. ‘Draik, I can barely see straight. My head feels like it’s split down the middle. And you look even worse than I feel. Perhaps we should wait here for a little while?’ 

			‘And be swamped by the next swarm of larvae? If this is the route to the adult, the young will soon be passing this way. Do you really want to sit here and wait for them?’

			‘You’re crazier than your pet. If this pyramid is the ambull’s nest, there will be more grubs in here than anywhere.’

			Draik shrugged. ‘If you’ve lost your nerve, Victrix, you’re free to go. Grekh and I will finish the job. While that thing is down here, I will be unable to complete my work.’

			‘Your work? What exactly is that, Emperor Draik? Gentrifying the place?’ 

			Draik gripped his pistol and glared at her. ‘Did you just take the Emperor’s name in vain, Victrix? I had you down as a liar and a coward, but not as a blasphemer. We may be far from civilisation out here, but heresy is still heresy.’ 

			She smirked, seemed on the point of cracking a joke, then changed her mind as she saw the rage in his eye. 

			He leant close. ‘My intention is to ensure that the Blackstone Fortress is safe from base-born reprobates. People who have no interest beyond lining their own pockets.’ 

			Victrix frowned in mock confusion. ‘Grekh, do you have any idea to whom this noble soul might be referring? These base-born ruffians sound dreadful.’ 

			Draik tapped the grimy breastplate of her flak armour. ‘The more time I spend on Precipice, the more sure I am that the Blackstone Fortress must be claimed for House Draik. I need to possess it. To understand it. To control it. I’m not interested in the trinkets that dazzle people like you, Victrix.’

			‘Then why are you headhunting this overgrown bug?’

			‘While that thing is loose down here, I cannot safely explore the mysteries of the Blackstone.’

			‘There’s something else in here,’ said Grekh, chewing on something he had found on the floor.

			Draik shook his head. ‘In where?’ 

			‘In the pyramid – someone else climbed the walls. Look at this. They followed in the tracks of the ambull.’

			Draik peered at the wall. ‘Is that… Is that a scrap of uniform? Let me look. Yes, Astra Militarum. I cannot see the regimental markings, but it definitely came from a Guardsman. Damn it. Perhaps someone else has been foolish enough to take on the genetor’s commission. Perhaps you’re not the only one, Victrix.’

			‘Of course I’m not.’ She laughed. ‘Half of Precipice is probably down here trying to catch that oversized termite.’

			‘Then I need to move fast. Grekh, stay close, I’m going up. Victrix, do what you like, as long as you keep out of my way.’

			He took a few steps back and fired the grappling hook. After testing the rope with a few tugs he began climbing, closely followed by Grekh.

			Victrix hauled herself up after them, muttering to herself. ‘If you’re going to die in there, at the feet of that thing, I may as well be on hand to catch it.’

			Draik called back down to her as he climbed. ‘How exactly did you imagine you were going to trap a predator three times your own size? With a fishing net?’

			She tapped a pistol strapped to her leg. ‘I can down anything with this.’

			‘An aeldari pistol?’

			Victrix nodded. ‘A modified shuriken pistol. I paid a lot of money for this little beauty. It can pierce anything.’ 

			Draik smiled. ‘Very well. And what do you intend to do when you wound the ambull? It weighs about the same as a groundcar. You’re just going to throw it over your shoulder, I suppose?’

			Victrix scowled. ‘I hired fifteen of those Precipice scumbags. I had no idea they’d all get themselves killed before we got near it.’ 

			‘I’d suggest you had no idea about anything down here, Ava Victrix. You’re like all those slouching simpletons up on the orbital platform. You think this place is a treasure chest. You have no idea of its true importance. Of its true meaning.’

			‘I know one thing – that ambull could change all our fortunes. If you two worked with me, we could haul it to a maglev chamber. And, even if we couldn’t, this place is crawling with idiots who would work for a pittance.’ 

			‘You’re a fool,’ said Draik, still dragging himself up the wall.

			‘And you? What’s your wonderful plan? That antique rifle you’ve got on your back? It looks like a brass candleholder. Does it fire haughty insults? Or poleaxe your foes with witty anecdotes?’

			‘It’s an arc-rifle. Forged on Mars at the dawn of the Imperium. Powerful enough to stop anything. It’s probably worth more than that pitiful excuse of a ship that brought you to Precipice. If you ever expect to make a name for yourself, Victrix, you need to learn–’

			‘The tracks end here,’ said Grekh, clanging his gun on the wall.

			‘Wait,’ gasped Draik. ‘Help me up onto the ledge, Grekh. I feel a little light-headed.’

			‘You’re dying,’ laughed Victrix. ‘This is a farce. We should turn back. You won’t last another hour in here.’ 

			‘I’m fine. Another combat stimm will keep me going.’ He jammed another dose into his thigh and carried on climbing.

			‘Wait!’ cried Grekh. ‘This whole ledge has been damaged by the ambull. It must have ripped its way in somewhere along here. Look at that–’

			The wall suddenly shifted, giving out a low, mournful groan as its plates ground into each other.

			‘Wait!’ cried Draik, waving Grekh back. ‘That’s not going to hold your weight! Victrix! Grab my arm. Grekh! Hold out your rifle, I’ll–’

			There was an explosion of tearing metal as the wall caved in, hurling the three climbers into the pyramid. 

		

	
		
			 

			FIVE

			Draik lay still for a moment, becoming gradually aware that every part of his body was wracked by pain. He carefully flexed his fingers and limbs, expecting to feel a break but relieved to find he was mostly still intact. It was utterly dark. And it was oddly warm, humid even, like a swamp. He could feel dank air pressing down on him, drawing beads of sweat from his face, and he was surrounded by a sound that seemed utterly incongruous in the barren environs of the Blackstone: the buzzing of flies, banking all around him and crawling over his bloody neck. 

			He was about to speak when he noticed another sound – a low, ominous chanting. Human voices, joined together in a sinister dirge. It sounded like the climax of an occult ritual and, although Draik could not understand the language, the garbled, sibilant verses made him shudder.

			He was pinned under a piece of rubble, but to his relief it was light enough to shove away and he managed to sit up. ‘Grekh?’ he whispered, staring into the darkness, unable to make out any shapes.

			‘Here,’ replied the kroot from just a few feet away. ‘I am unharmed.’

			‘Because you landed on me,’ hissed Victrix. ‘Gods, you’re a foul-smelling lump. Get your flea-bitten hide off me.’

			‘That smell is strange,’ said the kroot, standing up. ‘It is like something rotting, but something vast. And listen to these flies. I have never seen flies on the Blackstone Fortress before.’

			A pale light washed over them as Grekh triggered the lumen on his rifle. They were in a large tunnel that looked almost like a sewer, filled with pools of steaming filth and clouds of flies. 

			‘Quiet!’ said Draik. ‘Listen.’ 

			Victrix moved closer to him. ‘What?’

			‘The chanting. Do you hear it? That doesn’t sound like an ambull.’

			Victrix grimaced. ‘But it does sound like trouble.’

			Grekh nodded and was about to speak when the tunnel lit up with lasgun fire. Shots screamed through the fumes, tearing chunks from the walls and slashing through the pools of muck. 

			‘Take cover!’ cried Draik. ‘Behind the rubble! Return fire!’

			They launched a furious barrage of shots back at their unseen attackers then leapt over a section of fallen pipe.

			‘Drop your weapons, thieves!’ belched a moist, hiccupping voice. ‘And kneel to the Plague Lord!’

			‘Cultists!’ whispered Draik. ‘Damn them. This place is crawling with them. Grekh. Did you see how many there were?’

			Grekh casually stood up and looked over the pipe. 

			‘No!’ gasped Draik. ‘I don’t mean look!’

			Grekh dropped back down just before there was another barrage of lasgun fire, longer this time and even more ferocious. The rusty pipe juddered and jolted under the onslaught for several seconds.

			‘Two dozen,’ said Grekh when the shooting stopped. ‘Possibly more. Heavily armed.’

			Victrix looked in the other direction. ‘There’s no way back. Not through all that rubble we’ve just pulled down. We’re trapped.’ 

			‘Grekh,’ said Draik. ‘Do you have any frag grenades left?’

			‘One.’

			‘Then one will have to do. Lob it at the loud mouth. Once he’s splashed over the walls we’ll charge. Grekh, you take the left side of the corridor. I’ll keep over on this–’

			He stumbled as he tried to change position, clanging his head against the pipe.

			‘You’re a mess,’ said Victrix. ‘How do you think you’re going to charge anywhere? You can’t even stand up straight.’

			‘I’m fine, damn it. I just tripped. It’s just the change of temperature. It’s so damned hot in here. I can hardly breathe. And that stink is horrendous.’

			Victrix lowered her voice. ‘Did you see them? What are they? Are they men? They looked… What’s wrong with their faces? Are they diseased? Or are we dealing with something worse?’

			Draik nodded. ‘That’s no normal sickness. They’re heretics. Chaos worshippers.’

			‘Drop your weapons!’ gargled the voice from down the corridor. ‘Keep your hands up and you might live.’

			‘Since when do Chaos worshippers take prisoners?’ whispered Draik to himself.

			‘What about your antique?’ said Victrix, tapping the weapon on his back. ‘The Martian gun. You said it could kill anything. Why don’t you use that on them?’

			Draik raised his voice, sounding stern and unruffled. ‘One moment, sir. We are discussing our terms.’ Then he whispered to Victrix. ‘It isn’t… Well, it is not entirely reliable.’

			‘Wonderful,’ laughed Victrix. ‘So for all your boasting, the thing is useless.’ 

			‘Far from useless. It once belonged to Arch-magos Danubis. Not that his name probably means anything to you. This rifle’s perma-capacitors have been wired with such precision and ingenuity that they pack more than three times the punch of a normal arc-weapon. That’s enough power to cook the brains of an ambull.’

			‘Then use the damned thing. You’ll never get it near an ambull if those cultists take our heads. Why are you even hesitating?’

			‘Because it’s ancient. The capacitors overheat. Sometimes after just a few shots. If I start firing it here, at these louts, there’s no guarantee I’ll be able to use it on the ambull.’

			‘But you’re never going to reach the damned ambull!’

			‘She has a point,’ said Grekh. ‘You are wounded. You move slowly. And one grenade is unlikely to hit them all. They are in cover. But if I throw the grenade and charge, with Victrix, you could cover us from here. You could use your pistol until you see a chance to take down a few of them with the rifle.’

			‘Now!’ cried the cultist. ‘Come out or die!’

			‘Speak clearly!’ cried Draik. ‘Don’t mumble, man!’ He shook his head. ‘Listen to that savage. Murdering the Emperor’s Gothic. I would actually like to use this thing on him. Very well. One shot should be safe, but no more. Throw your grenade to the left, Grekh, that’s where they seem to be concentrated. As soon as you throw, I’ll roll over to that opening and fire the arc-rifle, just once. That should take down a lot of them and light the place up. Then, we’ll charge. All of us. Understood?’

			‘Understood,’ said Grekh.

			‘I’m not moving a muscle until I see that thing actually work,’ said Victrix.

			Draik nodded. ‘Prime your grenade, Grekh. Now!’

			Light blossomed through the tunnel, carrying clouds of dust and debris. 

			Draik stood, silhouetted by the blast, whipped his rifle from his back and calmly fired into the crowd at the far end of the tunnel. A coruscating beam of sizzling electricity spewed from the weapon, lashing and rippling as it slammed into the cultists, hurling them backwards in a cloud of sparks and charred flesh. 

			‘I’ll be damned!’ laughed Victrix. ‘That is a glorious sight!’

			As the arcing electricity faltered, Victrix and Grekh leapt over the pipe and opened fire on the reeling figures. 

			‘Grekh!’ cried Draik. ‘They’re making for the door!’

			‘I have them!’ howled Victrix as she fired on them. 

			Draik drew his pistol and opened fire, stepping down from the pipe, shooting repeatedly as he walked into the whirling dust clouds. ‘They’re on the run!’ he yelled. ‘Block the exit!’

			The three of them charged after the fleeing cultists.

			Then Draik was hurled through the air as another explosion rocked the tunnel.

			‘Throne!’ he muttered as he lay sprawled in the foul-smelling water, looking up at a ceiling of smoke and embers. ‘What was that?’ The light faded, plunging him back into darkness.

			‘A trap,’ gasped Grekh, from a few feet away, sounding equally dazed. ‘They wired the corridor.’

			Draik tried to sit up but rough hands grabbed him, forcing him back down into the muck and snatching his weapons. 

			‘Bind them,’ grunted a feral voice. ‘Make sure to get all the weapons. Captain Samos will be pleased. Fresh blood for the Plague Lord. Blue blood too, by the looks of it.’

			Unseen figures hauled Draik along the tunnel, snorting and grunting as they went. Behind him, he heard Grekh and Victrix cursing and struggling.

			The low, ominous chanting he’d heard earlier swelled in volume, drowning out everything but the noise of the flies. Then a boot connected with his head and Draik knew no more.

		

	
		
			 

			SIX

			‘How dare you!’ roared Draik, lurching up off the floor. ‘I am a scion of House Draik! Your false god will not help you when word of my abduction reaches Terra.’

			He was in a dimly lit, circular chamber decorated by what he thought at first were statues, then realised were a ring of mouldering corpses, skewered on sharpened girders and scored with bloody runes. At the centre of the circle was a large, metal bowl, filled with steaming liquid and suspended from the ceiling on chains. The room was full of traitors. Their filthy, ragged uniforms marked them out as being former Guardsmen, but they clearly now followed a new leader. Their Imperial regalia had been torn away and replaced with crude, daubed sigils.

			‘I think this is the leader, Captain Samos,’ said one of them, kicking Draik. The man was a grotesque mass of pustules and sores and there were shapes rippling under his face – writhing, worm-like swellings that wriggled as he talked. ‘He had the Martian rifle. And he talks a lot.’ 

			Draik struggled to rise but found he was securely chained to an iron hoop in the floor. ‘My arc-rifle!’ he cried, looking round the room. ‘Damn you! Give me back my weapons!’

			‘All in good time, scion of House Draik,’ said another of the men. His uniform was a rotten mess, but intact enough to mark him out as a captain. ‘We have it safe. Look, it’s over there against the wall. Let me introduce myself,’ he said, and his face split in an unnaturally wide grin, revealing rows of brown, rusted hooks where his teeth should have been. ‘I am Captain Samos. And I will be happy to arm you once I am sure you will point that thing in the right direction.’

			‘What are you talking about?’ 

			‘It’s a simple matter of allegiance, Draik.’ 

			‘Allegiance? My allegiance is to the Emperor of Holy Terra, you reprobate.’ 

			‘Of course it is, for now.’ He gave Draik another revolting smile, then turned to the first man who had spoken. ‘Sergeant Volkus. Did you see any sign of the ambull before you met these people? I would hate for this to be interrupted.’

			‘No. It is in the pyramid. We heard it dragging something back to wherever it feeds, but there’s no sign of it heading this way. Everything you saw in your dreams has come true. Grandfather Nurgle’s sigils have worked. The pestilent oaths have worked. They are keeping us hidden. The ambull is unable to sniff us out, confused by the stench.’

			‘Of course. Exactly as I was promised. The creature will never find us, but it is the perfect guard.’

			Victrix slumped against Draik, her face a mass of cuts and bruises. ‘What have you done to yourselves? You look like you’ve been boiled alive. Are those… Are those blisters? Boils?’

			Captain Samos laughed. ‘Do you not find us impressive? This is the armour of our faith. Nurgle’s blessings are making us hardy and strong. Our blood is reforming and thickening. Making a shell. Touch it. Do not be afraid.’

			‘Get away from me, you revolting creature,’ she cried. ‘You’re like a talking blister.’

			Captain Samos still looked amused. ‘You won’t find me revolting for long. Any of you. You will soon realise the glory of the plague. You will soon know what it is to be truly blessed.’

			Draik strained against his bonds again. ‘Insolent wretch. Kill us and be done with it. I’d rather that than spend another minute listening to your tedious drivel.’

			Captain Samos smiled at him like an indulgent parent. ‘Bring one of them over, sergeant.’ 

			‘Leave me alone!’ cried Victrix as the guards unlocked her chains and dragged her across the room towards the metal bowl hanging in the centre of the room. ‘Hands off! Put me down, you filthy mutants. What are you doing? Why are you taking me to that… What is that?’

			‘Grandfather’s cauldron,’ smiled Captain Samos. ‘Fill a cup, sergeant. Give her a taste.’

			Sergeant Volkus slopped a metal cup in the gunk-filled cauldron, filling it with gloopy, grey liquid. 

			Victrix struggled and cursed as the Traitor Guardsmen held her and forced her head back, preparing to make her drink. 

			‘Get your hands off me!’ she cried. ‘Draik? Are you going to let them do this?’

			‘Unhand her, traitor,’ snarled Draik. ‘She is under my protection. If you harm her, in any way, you will regret it.’

			Captain Samos laughed. ‘I do not intend to harm her. Far from it. I mean to fortify her. To imbue her with the strength of the pox. A few mouthfuls is usually enough.’ He waved at the hunched, shuffling figures that surrounded them. ‘These troops were normal, frail men until just a few days ago. Then they drank from the cauldron and became these glorious creatures.’ 

			‘Glorious?’ cried Victrix, still struggling to free herself. ‘What are you talking about? Look at them! They’re like plague zombies. You’ve mind-wiped them. Damn you! I won’t drink that stuff! You’re not turning me into a blank-eyed monster. Draik! Do something!’

			As if in answer, the cultists began to chant even louder, filling the room with a moaning, atonal dirge. 

			‘Grekh!’ whispered Draik. ‘Can you move?’

			‘No. These are metal chains. Padlocked. Rusted, but still secure.’

			Victrix thrashed violently as the cup neared her mouth. ‘Wait! Stop this!’

			‘Vokk! Howk!’ ordered Captain Samos. ‘Grab her head. Hold it back.’

			‘Wait!’ gasped Victrix. ‘I am far more useful to you as I am!’

			‘What?’ sneered Samos. ‘Wait. Lower the cup, sergeant.’ He loomed over Victrix, spilling flies and stench from his hooked teeth. ‘What do you mean? Useful how?’

			‘Tell me what you’re doing here. Then I’ll tell you how I can help.’

			‘Victrix!’ warned Draik. ‘What are you doing? These men are heretics. Don’t even think about helping them to–’

			Sergeant Volkus strode away from Victrix and punched Draik repeatedly in the face, sending him thudding back onto the filthy floor in a shower of blood.

			Grekh tried to move, but like Draik he was too tightly bound to stop the cultist as he continued slamming his fist into the rogue trader’s head, pummelling him with a sadistic leer on his face.

			‘Sergeant Volkus!’ snapped Captain Samos. ‘Enough! You’re killing him!’ 

			Volkus backed away, still grinning, with blood dripping from his fists. 

			Draik slumped in the filth, groaning. ‘Victrix… Do not… Better to die…’

			‘How do you think you can help us, Victrix?’ said Captain Samos, ignoring Draik.

			Victrix turned away from Draik and leant towards Captain Samos, lowering her voice. ‘My employer is a fool. Too engrossed in his experiments to guard his knowledge. Am I right that you–’

			‘Victrix!’ mumbled Draik, his mouth bubbling with blood. ‘Damn you! Stop!’

			Volkus kicked him in the stomach until he curled into a foetal position and lay still.

			Victrix continued talking to Samos, speaking quickly and urgently. ‘You’ve been trying to get to Precipice, is that right? You’re the cultists who have been attacking the landing bays, trying to get a ship back up to the orbital platform. Is that right?’

			‘Yes. That’s true. We need to amplify our summons.’

			‘Summons?’

			‘The cauldron, the choir. It is not enough. It is not worthy of our lord. Nurgle requires something grander! We need to magnify the power of our prayers. We need to spread the word. From this transmission chamber and from the deep-vox-relays on Precipice. That’s why we’re recruiting new disciples. Once we have an army large enough we will capture Precipice and use it to spread the word across the whole subsector. Then the whole of the Western Reaches.’

			‘Then I can help you!’ cried Victrix. ‘Precipice is guarded. There is a lot of wealth in the ships moored to those docking spars so the place is bristling with gun batteries. Even if you managed to get a ship off the Blackstone Fortress, you would be blown apart before you got close to Precipice.’

			‘But you can help?’

			Victrix nodded at the liquid in the cauldron. ‘If you keep that stuff away from me, yes.’ She grinned. ‘My employer is a genius. A fool, but a genius. He’s an Adeptus Mechanicus genetor, and within days of landing on Precipice his cogitators had unearthed every one of its secrets. Including the security protocols for every one of its weapons batteries. I recorded them, all of them.’ 

			‘Why?’

			‘Because knowledge is power. I guessed that the information might come in useful at some point. A rogue trader can never be too well informed.’

			‘And how can I trust you?’ 

			‘Take me on whatever ship you use to attack Precipice. If I’m lying, the ship will be blown apart as soon as it leaves the Blackstone Fortress and I’ll die with you.’

			Draik tried to speak but his jaw was throbbing and numb, possibly broken, and all he managed was another angry moan. Then he had an idea. While he was curled in this foetal position, his hands were hidden. And everyone thought he was powerless to move. He slowly reached down to his belt and unclasped something.

			Captain Samos leant closer to Victrix, mirroring her grin. ‘Sergeant Volkus. This woman is not to drink until you have tortured those protocols out of her.’

			‘Torture?’ cried Victrix, jolting away from him and rattling her chains. ‘You’re not thinking, captain. If you torture me I can give you any old lies. What would I have to lose? If you’re going to feed me that stuff and turn me into a gibbering monster I may as well lie. But if you keep me alive, and sane, I will have everything to lose. I won’t want your ship to be blown up then, will I?’

			Captain Samos shook his head. ‘You’re a smooth talker, Victrix. Just like all rogue traders. Very well. Perhaps you have bought yourself a reprieve.’ He looked at Sergeant Volkus and laughed. ‘Although, I can’t see what reason we’ll have to keep her alive after we conquer Precipice.’

			‘Because I’ll show you how invaluable I am! I’ve learned a lot over the years, from some surprising sources.’

			The fury that had been smouldering in Draik became an inferno. He lurched to his feet and launched himself across the room, trailing his now unlocked chains.

			‘Volkus!’ cried Captain Samos. ‘He’s loose!’

			Draik slammed into Victrix and began grappling with her.

			‘Get off me, you idiot!’ she howled, kicking him away. 

			Draik reeled away and thudded to the ground under a heap of rusted chains.

			Volkus and some of the other guards crowded round, pointing their guns at him. 

			Victrix laughed in disbelief, staring at him. ‘Throne. I don’t know what you intended to do. You’re unarmed and half-dead.’

			‘How did he free himself?’ demanded Captain Samos. 

			‘He’s a slippery devil, that one, even in that state,’ said Victrix. ‘You should probably feed him some of your cauldron slop.’ 

			Samos laughed. ‘I’m starting to like you already. You really don’t care what happens to your comrades?’ 

			‘Comrades? Don’t make me laugh. Janus Draik is the competition. I’ve been trying to rid myself of him ever since I came out to Precipice. That arrogant fop is exactly the kind of entitled parasite that’s kept people like me back since the dawn of the Imperium.’

			Samos shrugged and nodded. ‘Sergeant! Get Draik on his feet. We’ll soon get some colour back in his cheeks. Bring him over to the cauldron.’ 

			Victrix frowned. ‘Wait. What’s that?’

			‘Ah, now, Victrix, you’re not going to disappoint me, I hope, trying some feeble trick to save your friend?’

			‘I told you, I couldn’t care less what happens to Draik. Listen. What’s that sound?’

			Everyone paused to listen as a low rumbling sound shook the chamber.

			‘There is something,’ muttered Sergeant Volkus. ‘She’s right. It sounds like an earth tremor.’

			The cultists’ chant faltered as the distant rumble grew louder, turning into a crashing, tearing sound, like metal being shredded.

			Captain Samos backed away, shaking his head. ‘No!’ He sounded furious. ‘It can’t be.’

			‘What, captain?’ demanded Volkus, gripping his gun and peering into the gloom.

			Samos’ voice was brittle. ‘It sounds like the ambull heading towards us.’

			‘It can’t be!’ cried Volkus. ‘It can’t see through the oaths and sigils.’ 

			An entire section of wall exploded, hurling rubble and flies into the cultists as an enormous creature waded into the chamber. It was a hunched, roughly humanoid thing with long, powerful arms and brutal claws, and its whole body was covered in a thick, gnarled carapace. Its head was dominated by the massive, serrated mandibles that had just torn through the walls, and as the cultists staggered away in shock, fumbling with their weapons, the monster let out a deafening roar, spraying drool and dust across the room. Before the cultists could fire, the creature crashed into them, ripping them apart and filling the air with blood and screams.

			‘The ambull!’ cried Volkus. ‘How did it find us?’

			‘Back up the tunnel!’ cried Captain Samos, fleeing from the chamber and dragging Victrix with him. ‘Keep firing!’

			‘Wait!’ howled Victrix as she stumbled after him, still chained. ‘Give me a gun, damn you!’

			‘This way! Fast!’ cried Samos, firing at the ambull as he led his men away down the tunnel.

			The men that were still able to fired on the creature, but their shots bounced uselessly off its carapace as it devoured their screaming comrades, who were still howling as it ripped them apart.

			‘This way!’ cried Samos again, leading his men into the darkness with the ambull lurching after them, tearing great chunks of wall down as it went.

			The sounds of slaughter gradually faded into the distance, until the only noise in the chamber was the buzzing of the flies and the slow, lethargic bubbling of the cauldron. 

			Then some of the rubble shifted as Grekh managed to sit up, rising from the mud like a revenant. ‘Captain Draik?’ he said, picking rocks from his beak. ‘Are you there? Can you hear me?’

			Draik moaned. He was lying just a few feet away, drenched in blood and coated in dust, but pleased to realise he was still breathing. His face was still numb where the cultist had been punching him and the bandage had gone from his neck, reopening the wound. The pain was so great that, as he sat up, he thought he might vomit. He tried to look around but his eye was so swollen he could only see a thin sliver of gloom and the augmetic lens in his other eye socket was cracked. ‘The rifle,’ he managed to say, through bruised, split lips.

			Grekh shuffled closer, shrugging off more rubble. ‘What?’

			‘I can’t see. Can you… Can you see the arc-rifle?’

			‘Yes. Wait.’ 

			Draik heard the creature shifting bodies and rocks.

			‘Yes, I have it.’ 

			Draik mumbled in satisfaction and slumped back against the shattered wall.

			‘I think I can free one arm,’ said Grekh, struggling with his chains. ‘How did you…?’

			‘Move closer. I picked the lock. My skills are… Damn. I think something’s broken. Lots of things. Come here, Grekh.’

			Draik still had the pick he had taken from his belt and, as Grekh reached him, he unlocked the kroot’s chains, managing to keep his hand steady long enough to pick the lock.

			‘Thank you,’ said Grekh. ‘Now let me help you up. Can you stand?’

			‘Damn it,’ groaned Draik as he stood. ‘Feels like everything is broken.’

			‘I can carry you,’ said Grekh, taking Draik’s weight. ‘Lean on me.’

			By slumping weakly against the kroot, Draik managed to stay upright. He was about to speak when the chamber juddered, sending more rubble clattering down from the ceiling and walls. The ambull had clearly destabilised the whole structure. It sounded like it might collapse at any moment.

			‘That should do it,’ said Draik when the chamber was quiet again. ‘You really are an invaluable creature, Grekh. We should get moving, though. This whole place is going to come down. The ambull certainly made an impressive mess.’ 

			‘She saved us,’ said Grekh in a hushed voice.

			‘She?’

			‘The Blackstone Fortress. The cultists said the ambull had been unable to find them all this time. Their warp-spawn masters were protecting them. And then, just as we were about to die, the Blackstone let the ambull discover us. It’s a miracle. How else do you explain it? And the fact that we were left unharmed?’

			Draik laughed, then coughed up blood. ‘Unharmed?’

			‘By the ambull, I mean. It rushed straight after the cultists.’

			Draik tried not to laugh, conscious of how much it would hurt. ‘It wasn’t chasing the cultists.’ 

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘It was chasing the plasma snare I stuffed in Victrix’s pocket when I lunged at her. They won’t know what the ambull is after until it’s ripped them all apart.’

			‘What?’ Grekh made one of his screeching, laughing sounds. ‘Oh. Of course.’ 

			The chamber juddered again and a huge piece of wall slammed down not far from them, enveloping them in a cloud of flies and dust.

			‘We have to move,’ said Grekh. ‘Look, the ambull has opened up a way back out of the pyramid. We can follow its route back and try and find a maglev. We can try and return to the others.’ 

			Draik nodded, then winced at the pain of moving his head. ‘Yes, let’s go. You’re sure you can carry me?’

			‘We kroot are stronger than we look, Captain Draik.’

			Draik smiled. ‘I’m starting to realise that.’ 

			They took a few steps towards the hole in the wall, then Draik halted.

			‘Wait.’ 

			‘What?’

			Draik squinted through the blood on his face, trying to see the kroot more clearly. ‘You say you have the arc-rifle?’

			‘Yes. Here.’

			Draik looked at the other exit, the one the cultists and Victrix had left through. ‘I was just thinking. We could head back out, or…’

			‘Or what?’

			‘By the time the ambull has eaten all those cultists, I imagine it will be ready for a rest. Think about it. I would–’ He was interrupted by a series of violent, painful coughs and the room swam around him so drunkenly he thought he might fall. 

			Once he felt steady again, he grabbed the arc-rifle and tried to grin. 

			‘I’d just need one clear shot, Grekh. Just one.’ 
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			Raus spat out a wad of blood, unsurprised to find a tooth floating in it.

			‘Whoa… ow! That was actually a pretty solid blow,’ he said. ‘Nearly as hard as my mother used to give me. At least, I think she was my mother.’ He turned as far as his bonds allowed and glanced over his shoulder. ‘Was she our mother, Rein?’

			‘Fragged if I know, Raus,’ Rein replied. They were sat back to back and the other ratling wriggled against the metal stake the brothers were tied to. ‘I remember a mean woman though, a real bi–’

			‘Enough!’ snapped a thug in ragged Militarum fatigues.

			‘You’re right,’ Raus nodded, ‘that’s no way to talk about our maybe mother.’

			‘I meant enough talk!’

			Raus frowned. ‘But you said you wanted us to talk.’ He turned again, whispering loudly. ‘He did say that, Rein, didn’t he?’

			‘He did, Raus,’ Rein confirmed, nodding sagely. ‘I don’t think this berk understands how to properly interrogate someone.’

			Raus took a kick to the midriff for his troubles.

			‘Oof! Yep,’ he said, partially winded and speaking through gasps for air, ‘that felt like mother all right. Maybe even a little harder?’

			‘Good for you,’ Rein chimed in.

			The thug growled, exposing black teeth. He had a sigil carved into his left cheek that Raus didn’t care to look at for too long and his uniform was a mix of olive drab and murder-cultist-bastard red. No, actually, the red was just blood. Raus’ blood. 

			The trooper swung again, his punch stopping just short of the ratling’s nose at the sound of the voice.

			‘That’ll do.’

			The words came from the shadows. Even the eerie pearlescent light of the fortress chamber didn’t touch him. He knew where to stand and wanted to retain his anonymity, even here, in this benighted place. The dark hid the chamber too. It had a tinny smell like an old slaughterhouse gone to seed but where the memory of carnage still begrimed its walls. A vaulted ceiling went up very far and dim, ruddy lights blinked like some murderous firmament of stars. It was hot. Like a furnace, but there was no obvious fire. They had changed this place, the Traitor Guardsmen. It had twisted effigies now, made of bent metal and strung with offerings that clacked together from an apparently sourceless breeze. The breeze churned up the hot metal smell and made it worse.

			Raus wrinkled his nose and felt the protests of his sore ribs as he breathed.

			‘There’s a good soldier…’ he muttered, forcing a grin.

			The trooper reluctantly stepped back. He wasn’t alone. There were four others, a semicircle of troopers, their hateful glares boring into the two ratlings like butcher knives. They were grubby, their fatigues worn and badly stitched. Some had drawn crude markings like the one on the thug trooper’s cheek. A few had their faces covered. Raus decided he didn’t want to know what the rust-red scarves concealed. And there were spikes. Shoulder guards. Knee pads. Helmets.

			‘You really like spikes, eh?’ said Raus. ‘Must be tricky to get through tight spots, I imagine. Do you ever get snagged on a comrade’s jacket? Is that why your kit is so badly stitched up? I bet that’s why it is.’

			‘We should just kill them both,’ snarled the thug.

			‘And where would that get us, sergeant?’ asked the voice. It was deep and charismatic, but with a grating edge that came from breathing in too much recycled air. These men had been in the fortress a while. 

			‘That’s right,’ agreed Raus, doing his best to be annoying, a skill that he and his brother excelled at, amongst other things. ‘We have something you want and you have something we want,’ he continued.

			‘Perhaps a trade, Raus?’ Rein piped up.

			‘A splendid idea, Rein.’ Raus looked back at the Guardsmen. ‘What say you, my raggedly attired lunatics? I believe the High Gothic is quid pro quo?’

			‘Do you know the High Gothic for this blade is going up your–’

			‘I said,’ uttered the voice, stressing the last word, ‘that will do.’

			The thug lowered the knife he had just whipped out from behind his back. It had a jagged, darkly stained edge.

			‘The runts won’t break that way,’ the voice went on.

			‘What did he just call us, Raus?’ asked Rein, mortified. 

			‘They must be persuaded.’

			Not for the first time in his life, Raus felt his buttocks clench at the way the voice had emphasised the last word.

			The thug trooper was smiling. It was ugly and did nothing to improve the ratling’s mood.

			‘You will give us your half of the talisman,’ said the voice.

			‘I have no knowledge of such an item,’ Raus lied.

			A scarred, red-raw hand thrust a crescent-shaped piece of metal into the light. It dangled on a chain, turning slightly in the breeze. Veins of arcane circuitry throbbed and the gemstones in its gunmetal surface glittered.

			‘It looks very much like this one. Its convex twin. A pair that when reunited can open a vault. A vault I very much want the contents of. And, I know, you do too.’

			Raus knew the avarice in his eyes gave him away, so he didn’t bother to dissemble further.

			‘Oh…’ he said, ‘that talisman. We hid it.’

			‘And if you kill us, groxshit for brains, you’ll never find out where it is,’ added Rein.

			‘Thank you, Rein.’

			‘Don’t mention it, Raus.’

			‘But could you please stop antagonising the angry men in their spiky uniforms, you berk, as I’m the one who is getting used as a punchbag.’

			‘Will do, Raus.’

			The thug trooper brandished his knife. ‘I’ll cut the truth out of them. Let me take his other eye.’

			Raus felt the socket under his eyepatch suddenly itch at the thought. It was one of several reasons he was no longer much of a sniper. Unlike his brother. Alas, all their gear had been confiscated when they were ambushed and captured by these mouth-breathers. Well, almost all of it. They hadn’t taken the ring on Raus’ left hand.

			‘No…’ said the voice, and the talisman disappeared back into the shadows, ‘I have a better idea.’

			Something scraped in the deeper darkness, a slow grating of metal against metal that put Raus’ nerves on edge. The air hummed and a crackle of jagged light lit up a deformed creature advancing on the two ratlings.

			Raus gasped.

			‘What is it, Raus?’ asked Rein, squirming to get a look.

			‘Ugly as unholy arse,’ Raus replied, trying to hide his fear.

			It had been a man once, but to call it such any more would be profoundly false. It drifted across the obsidian floor of the chamber, bare feet dangling in mid-air, dragging a pair of metal weights chained to its ankles. It wore similar fatigues to the troopers but had a dirty, dark red coat that parted to reveal a naked, wasted torso. A sigil had been burned into its pasty flesh, as if seared from the inside out. 

			Raus wanted to look away but found himself transfixed. Its face was the worst part of its appearance. A bulbous, grossly misshapen head framed a ratty visage with a pointed, dagger-like nose. Bloodshot eyes flared red, boring into him like a drill as a cruel smile played across the psyker’s lips. Something pulsed in its forehead, a peristaltic movement beneath the skin giving way to a crackling blue light as it began to exercise its powers.

			‘It looks like an ork rutted with an ur-ghul and a day-old ham,’ said Raus, pressing his thumb against the Imperial sovereign in the ring.

			‘Emperor’s sweet holy privates…’

			‘They had nothing to do with this abomination, Rein.’

			‘Willing or not, you’ll give up what you know,’ said the voice, ‘and possibly your sanity too…’ it added, fading and fading as the light in the psyker’s eyes grew brighter and brighter until it became Raus’ entire world…

			Raus watched through the vision slit as the other landers came down amidst clouds of smoky engine fumes and eddies of dust. Noise and industry filled the camp, billowing in through the opening debarkation ramp. The place was already burgeoning with ammunition crates, promethium drums and half-built prefabs. A few vehicles, a command Salamander and its laager of Chimeras, idled on a flattened apron of earth, and a pair of Sentinels strode by hauling containers of large ordnance. An adjutant had made it his mission to raise a flagpole, and the crests of the Cadian 69th and the Vorpese 87th snapped proudly in pollution-thick air.

			Locke was first off, Raus watching his back as he swaggered between a pair of burly Cadians who looked like they’d been eating their beans on the regular. The ratling wore a sergeant’s chevrons and his thick side whiskers had greyed over the years. His carapace breastplate was olive green and he had a short-sleeved jacket with short-legged fatigues, all in dull grey just like the rest of the squad. A heavy gauge stub-pistol that he called Darling – for a reason Raus had yet to find out – sat in a holster on his left hip, and he carried a profusion of packs and pouches that contained rations, extra rations and personal ordnance. He paused at the edge of the ramp, lighting up a fat cigar. Tabac smoke plumed in the air, and Raus caught its thick and woody scent. It was pleasing, a reminder of home, but did little to counteract the camp stench. Locke looked up at the Cadians, who stood several feet taller, and wiggled his bare, hairy feet.

			‘Another glorious day in the Militarum, eh, boys?’

			The Cadians grunted something derogatory that Raus was too far away to hear and went about their business.

			‘Ah,’ said Locke, tucking a thumb into his belt and breathing it all in as Raus and his brother Rein sauntered towards the sergeant, ‘quite the shithole.’

			The ratling siblings had to duck and weave through a procession of troopers carrying missile tubes, sandbags and caskets of grenades before they reached Locke. A whirl of urgent activity billowed around the ratlings, who appeared immune to its fervour, opting to stand and watch instead.

			‘So, this is Camp Dauntless,’ said Raus, hefting a sniper rifle across his shoulder as if it were a long piece of firewood and nodding to Happig – who was so named on account of his snout-like nose and slightly pointed ears. Happig yawned, blinking and rubbing the sleep from his eyes as he took it all in.

			‘Looks the same as any other camp we been in,’ he drawled, absently poking a finger in his ear to dislodge whatever had crept in there during transit.

			‘How many, do you think?’ asked Rein, snapping the scope to the stock of his rifle and checking the load. He treated the weapon with reverence, as though it were a cherished lover, or his mother’s cook pot.

			‘Must be… what, at least five hundred?’ suggested Munk, trying to count on his stubby, soot-stained fingers as he sidled over to the others. Munk was a bullet-mule, and ammo belts criss-crossed his body. Too dim-witted to carry a rifle, but still a vital part of the squad.

			‘Emperor’s gilded arse, Munk,’ snapped Pugal, close on the bullet-mule’s heels. ‘You are duller than a greenskin’s boot.’ Pugal was a head taller than the rest and broader across the shoulders. He had thick beard hair, a rare enough sight amongst the abhumans, and stroked it proudly. He was also the squad’s unofficial pictographer, and as well as his standard-issue kit, he carried a box-picter and its tripod over one shoulder.

			Raus smiled. Poor old Munk. Bald as an astropath and thicker than an ogryn’s neck. 

			‘Anyone seen the latrine?’ asked Fud, the ratling clasping the belt cinched loosely around his pot belly as he appeared behind Munk. His eyes darted feverishly.

			‘Don’t you drop trowel here, Fud!’ snapped Locke. ‘No one wants to see your nethers, lad.’

			‘A pit…’ said Fud, desperation edging into his voice and his pained expression. ‘A rutted track, anything.’

			Raus gestured at the laager of Chimeras, which were hidden from general view, Locke nodded and Fud scurried off like a scalded felid.

			‘Bladder the size of a bullet. If he gets seen and court-martialled, we deny all knowledge,’ said Locke. ‘And that’s a ruddy order.’

			Raus gave a salute and then surveyed the camp. Troopers were pouring in from the other landers, not just the Cadians in their ash-brown fatigues and green carapace but also the Vorpese in their traditional grey and charcoal. The Cadians showed the discipline they were famed for, ranking up into platoons, lasguns held across their chests as they moved, and then up to the shoulder once they were in position. The Vorpese were hardly a rabble either and amassed in ranks, kneeling to receive a commissar’s catechism.

			‘Must be more than ten thousand men,’ said Locke, taking a puff of his cigar, ‘not to mention tanks and support.’

			‘A crap tonne,’ announced Rein, lifting up his goggles and blinking back the dust.

			‘Speaking of which…’ chuckled Pugal, nodding to Fud as he hurried back to the squad in mild disarray.

			‘Is that a sanctioned Munitorum term, Rein?’ asked Raus, his gaze lingering on the commissar delivering the fervent rhetoric to the Vorpese.

			‘Very sanctioned, Raus.’

			Happig yawned again, nodding. Munk just looked confused.

			Locke was more concerned with what was going on above them. ‘And not just Guard, either…’ said Locke, jabbing a hairy finger at a flotilla of copper-red ships descending through the yellow clouds. Bulky vessels, and festooned with a veritable forest of antenna and surveyor arrays, the skull and toothed-cog emblazoned on the side of each marked out their allegiance.

			Raus felt a light tap on his shoulder, and turned to the last member of the squad.

			Strigg was watching the sky too, scowling against the light of the pale sun. He had strapped his rifle to his backpack and carried a grapnel gun slung on a strap over one shoulder. Always prepared, was Strigg. He made a series of swift hand gestures.

			‘Translate,’ said Locke, who didn’t know ratling sign-cant as well as Raus or his brother.

			‘I think he called them…’ Raus frowned, he whispered in Rein’s ear.

			Rein’s brow wrinkled, then he frowned and looked aghast at Strigg, who shook his head and signed again.

			‘Ah,’ said Raus, nodding now, ‘cog-heads. That makes more sense, Rein.’

			‘Nah,’ growled Locke, spitting out his half-smoked cigar and crushing the burning embers under the heel of his bare foot, ‘I reckon you were right the first time.’

			‘Come on then,’ said Pugal, stomping ahead of the others. ‘Let’s capture this dump in all of its unsavoury glory, shall we?’

			The squad tromped down after him and quickly fell into a huddle around a stack of ammo crates and fuel drums.

			Pugal set up the box-picter, flicking out the tripod and getting it level as the others squabbled for position. Locke stood in the middle, a fresh cigar wedged between an adulterer’s grin. Munk knelt down at the front, the sergeant’s hand on his shoulder. Strigg, Fud and Happig stood on the left, whilst Rein and Raus stood on the right, leaving room for Pugal to fit in behind. Rifles were held to shoulders and a heroic air abruptly affected.

			‘Imperium in our blood…’ said Pugal, setting the timer before hurrying into position.

			‘Imperium in our bones…’ said the others.

			They held steady, the chrono ticking down, and as the box-picter flashed declared, ‘Long live the Longhorns!’

			‘Reckon that was a good ’un,’ murmured Pugal, but as he going to collect the vellum-print from the box-picter one of the Cadians wandered over and got to it first. He had the uniform of a tank commander, with all the haughty indifference that came with it, and scowled at the pict.

			‘Ugly little verms, aren’t they?’ he remarked to a fellow tanker.

			‘I’m going to send that pict to your mother,’ said Pugal. ‘Something to remember me by.’ Locke and the others had moved up behind him, showing a united front.

			The tank commander looked down his curled moustaches at the ratling, as if Pugal were something he’d just stepped in but couldn’t yet identify. 

			‘Oh, I doubt she’ll be interested. She doesn’t really get on with beasts.’

			‘Just ruts with them, eh?’ noted Rein.

			The other tanker paled at the remark, presumably trying desperately not to let his imagination roam.

			‘You do know why they call us the Longhorns, right?’ remarked Fud, and thrust out his crotch.

			That earned a venomous glance from the tank commander, who rested a hand on his sidearm. A couple of other tankers, loaders and gunners judging by their burly arms and oil-stained skin, came over to see what all the fuss was about.

			‘I’d leave that weapon where it is if I were you,’ Locke advised, between chews of his cigar. He tapped the stub-pistol at his hip. ‘Wouldn’t want me to wake my Darling…’

			‘You threatening me, verm?’ The tank commander evidently didn’t want to let it go. 

			‘Just a bit of friendly advice,’ he said, and patted the pistol’s grip, ‘she’s a cranky old thing.’

			‘Know your place, abhuman,’ growled the tanker.

			Locke took a step forwards, so he was just in front of Pugal. ‘Oh, I know it well enough,’ Locke assured him. ‘It’s just above that shrivelled appendage between your legs,’ he said, and punched the tank commander hard in the groin. The man doubled over sharply, squeaked in a manner unbefitting of his rank and collapsed to the ground clutching at his bruised privates. The other tankers made to mob the ratlings, who had closed ranks and balled fists, ready to brave the onslaught, when a strident voice interceded.

			‘Is this just boisterous camp camaraderie I’m witnessing or something else?’

			An officer in a long dark coat approached. He had a livid scar down his face that pulled up his mouth into a perpetual snarl. The other tankers’ protests died on their lips when they noticed his peaked commissar’s cap and realised what he was. The cap bearing the badge of his office shadowed his eyes but there was no hiding the menace he evoked.

			‘A little early in the campaign for a summary execution,’ he suggested, a finger resting on the crimson leather grip of his bolt pistol. ‘But I’ve made exceptions before.’ The gun was an artificer piece, master-wrought and doubtless worth an absolute fortune. Raus could practically feel the envy and larcenous desire bleeding off his brother, and threw him a sharp look that said don’t be a bloody berk.

			‘Save your ire for Heldum,’ the commissar advised, pointing to the horizon where the city ruins burned, a jagged silhouette obscured by smoke. ‘You will need it.’

			Little was known about their objective. An Imperial city called Heldum occupied by seditionist forces. It was a stronghold and the Militarum had been tasked with cracking it. But Raus thought it was more than that – why else would there be Mechanicus ships slowly descending into camp? No answers would be forthcoming, especially not from the commissar.

			He was heading off again when he stooped to retrieve the vellum-pict lying on the ground and give it back to Locke, who acknowledged the deed with a wary nod.

			‘To your duties then,’ said the commissar sternly, ‘and don’t be so quick to dismiss what’s seemingly beneath your notice,’ he added for the benefit of the tank commander, who was being helped to his feet by two of his crew. He marched away then, back to his regiment, his authority lingering long after he was gone like the smell of gunmetal in an armoury. 

			Happig lowered his voice. ‘Honest…’ he whispered, ‘I fathomed them bastards who wore the black were all…’

			‘Bastards?’ Raus supplied.

			‘Well, aye.’

			As they began to circle around, Strigg signed to the others.

			‘What did he say?’ asked Locke, brushing the dust and a little carelessly dropped ash from the pict.

			‘He said,’ offered Raus, as the ratlings converged on their sergeant, ‘this place is a real shithole.’

			Locke’s laugh was as filthy as his fingernails, ‘Isn’t it just.’ He held the pict up to the light. ‘What do you reckon, lads?’ A rabble of dirty-faced, mildly dishevelled ratlings rendered in sepia looked back at them. ‘Turned out all right, didn’t it.’

			Raus gasped a breath he didn’t realise he’d been holding and the air knifed through his body like he had swallowed a mouthful of ground glass. A power fist hammered the inside of his skull and he clenched and unclenched his bound hands to try and restore the feeling to numb fingers.

			The furnace heat returned with anvil-like solidity, raising beads of sweat and prickling his suddenly cold skin, and he remembered where he was. The blurred vision eased and resolved into the gruesome face of the psyker. It appeared withered, its eyes more shrunken and long fingers trembling, but it had a hungry look about it that Raus didn’t like one bit.

			He tried to speak, breathing still not coming easily, his heart a heavy stubber on full-auto as it tried to vibrate its way out of his mouth. He swallowed to lubricate his throat, which was as dry as Locke’s wit, but only tasted warm metal against his tongue. The memory of them was almost visceral. All their faces and voices rendered in perfect, aching clarity.

			‘His mind is strong…’ murmured the witch, though its lips didn’t move when it made those reedy, echoing sounds.

			‘Again…’ ordered the voice from the shadows, the troopers looking on, adding ‘hold on,’ as Raus made to speak. ‘Perhaps the runt is ready to talk after all.’

			The thug trooper with the knife leaned in. ‘He’s trying to say something…’

			‘I haven’t…’ Raus rasped, as parched as an irradiated corpse.

			The thug leaned closer.

			‘I haven’t felt…’

			‘Say it,’ uttered the thug, his voice eager, ‘say it and this can end.’

			Raus coughed. ‘I haven’t felt this violated since I got cavity searched by the Precipice border guards.’

			He braced for the punch he knew was coming but the impact drifted away beneath ice water as the world around him faded…

			The cultist’s head snapped back, yanked by an invisible tether. A plume of red fountained from the back of his skull, painting the icon bearer next to him. The survivors panicked as the demagogue went down in a heap, brains spattered this way and that. They shouted and looked into the darkness, trying and failing to find their leader’s killer.

			A second muffled shot took out a tank commander, speared him right through the left eye, shattering his goggles and leaving him slumped like a tired mannequin across his vehicle. 

			Raus gave his brother a mental pat on the back and chose another target. An officer, this time, trying to get a battery of heavy stubbers into position. He collapsed with a hole in his chest, coughing blood through the gauzy filters of his rebreather. An ammo-hauler with a hefty looking sickle-mag slung over his shoulder spun on his heel, a headshot passing through ear to ear and taking the contents of his skull with it. A third shot killed a gunner, blew out his neck and nearly decapitated him. Pft, pft, pft. Three rapid exhalations, lost in the cacophony of small-arms fire. Raus chalked three more marks for his tally and turned away from the window to reload.

			Robbed of leadership and under heavy fire, the ragged horde abandoned their assault, turned about and scurried back into the shadows. The enemy were a mix of robed, lightly armed cultists and better equipped Traitor Guard. They had some armoured elements, mainly Chimeras, daubed in ugly sigils and strung with bleached bone skulls, but couldn’t breach the Imperial position.

			Silence fell for a few minutes, the traitors returning to their lines, before a chain of explosions marched down the shattered plaza, the big blooms of fire and smoke throwing up slabs of rockcrete and dirt. They were distant enough that Raus couldn’t see the mortar battery doing the shelling, but close enough that he went back over their plan for egress. He voxed his brother on the lower floor of the burnt-out hab block for a quick sit-rep.

			‘Thought they only had light armour…’ he muttered to himself, then louder to his brother, ‘You seeing this, Rein?’

			‘What’s that, Raus?’

			‘Well those aren’t Regimental Founding Day fireworks, Rein. That’s heavy mortar.’

			‘Oh aye, Raus. Founding Day is much prettier.’

			As ever, Rein sounded untroubled, which left Raus to do the worrying for them both. The bombardment, while close, was unfocused. The enemy might be trying to sneak something in behind the explosions.

			‘Eyes on the road, Rein.’

			‘What am I looking for, Raus?’

			‘Don’t know yet.’ He relayed the same warning across the squad and shuffled his rifle stock against the sill, taking care not to catch the light. Evening had crept across the sky with dusky fingers, and had long since fallen behind the northward vista of shelled ruins leaving a grey-black pall, but it paid to be careful. He checked down the scope for the third time.

			‘Nothing here…’

			‘Nope.’

			‘Hold on…’ A flash, he thought. Metal catching the light. Maybe it was something in the ruins, innocuous, ordinary – or maybe it wasn’t…

			‘Raus?’ The voice was Pugal’s from lower in the hab.

			‘Something up ahead…’ Raus adjusted the focus on his scope, trying to find out exactly what, sighting down the barrel and bringing the silenced muzzle in line with his target. Nothing. He swung his scope over the defences to see if anyone else had seen anything.

			He panned the crosshairs over a deep gorge of trench-works that zigzagged two hundred feet from the ratlings’ elevated positions. Cadians and Vorpese were dug-in, holding as the bombardment thundered in the street just ahead of them. Raus reckoned on over five hundred men in that trench. A Cadian captain had a pair of magnoculars held up to his eyes, scanning the dark ahead. He was relaying coordinates to a vox-operator who had his head down, one hand over his ear against the din of the shelling.

			Razor wire strung the upper north edge of the trench, little crowns of jagged teeth eager to rend. Raus and his half of the squad only had a vantage to the east side of the gorge; the west was hidden by a sharp bend, though he knew another five hundred men waited there too.

			Still nothing. Whatever he had seen either hadn’t been spotted by the Militarum or it simply wasn’t there. He swept the road ahead in case something was lying in wait, but between the drifting smoke and steadily encroaching darkness it was tough to make anything out. He switched to night-sight but the heat signatures were all friendlies. He reverted back and looked over at a second partially broken hab sat across from the one he, Rein, Pugal and Munk were in. It occupied a refused position a hundred and fifty feet from the battle-line, and harboured the rest of the Longhorns. It also had a vantage to the eastern side of the trench and the other half of the dug-in Militarum forces.

			Raus opened up his vox. 

			‘I thought I saw movement to the north, sarge. Could be infiltrators. Anything your end?’

			After a few seconds’ pause, Locke answered. ‘Sneaky funters. Hang on… Nothing I can see. Sound off.’ 

			‘Fud… nothing, sarge.’

			‘Happig. Nowt at this end.’

			Three sharp clicks told the same story for Strigg.

			‘All quiet on the eastern front… What have you got, Raus?’

			‘Not sure.’ He adjusted his scope again, running another sweep, but much slower this time. 

			Above, a duo of distant Marauders made a swift pass, their payloads plummeting like dead weights. The aircraft made a deeper black against the inky sky as they peeled away on flares of engine thrust. Seconds later, a pair of concussive explosions tore up the dark, turning it stark as day, only colder. The hab shook, dust motes spiralling downwards like dead will-o’-the-wisps. Raus gritted his teeth.

			‘Red-arsed Magnus,’ he cursed under his breath, but went back to his scope.

			After a few more seconds it became clear that the shelling had abated. A cohort of Mechanicus skitarii was swift to capitalise and had just emerged from a second trench line just outside of Raus’ peripheral vision. The cyborgs marched in fearless lockstep, carbines and calivers shoulder-clamped in firing positions, red cloaks flapping in the evening breeze. A small phalanx of walkers tracked their left flank, the riders sat crouched behind the armoured blast shields of their twin-linked autocannons. One of the skitarii turned towards the hab block and Raus had the uneasy feeling it was looking right at him as the focusing rings on its bionic eye cycled in and out. It didn’t linger, but raised a hand and brought it down in a swift chopping motion to signal the advance.

			‘Vanguard is done waiting,’ he murmured. ‘Always thought cog-heads had the patience of a machine.’

			‘Militarum is on the move too,’ said Locke from the other building. ‘Wait…’ he added, as more than a thousand Imperial infantry began to surge into the street and march on the distant enemy positions. ‘Something going on down here…’

			Raus looked up from his scope. Something in Locke’s voice didn’t sound right.

			‘Sarge?’

			‘Throne above…’ breathed Locke, ‘it’s–’

			A flash of light roared into being, overloading scopes and pushing out white noise, loud and aggressive enough to knock out the vox. Raus recoiled, pressing his hands to his ears and clamping his eyes shut before the flare blinded him.

			It only lasted a few seconds.

			‘Rein…’ He tried the vox at first, but it was as dead as an Ecclesiarchy priest in a Commorrite brothel. ‘Rein!’ He shouted this time and got a response from the floor below.

			‘Vox is out, Raus!’ Rein shouted back.

			‘I know, Rein. Why do you think I’m shouting, you berk?’

			‘What, by the Emperor’s holy balls, was that?’ bellowed Pugal.

			‘Pugal,’ Raus hollered back, ‘have you got Munk?’

			‘Affirmative. I heard the sarge, he was–’

			A shriek cut through the night, sharp as a chainsword, and when the shells fell this time they struck the second hab. It crumpled like a paper house suddenly lit on fire, the lintels and archways burning and collapsing. With a terrible wrenching of earth and stone, it broke apart, dust and smoke spilling outwards in successive waves.

			‘Shitting saints!’ That was Rein, bellowing from below.

			Raus stared in disbelief, vox static rasping in his ears. ‘Not possible…’ he breathed, fighting back tears.

			The sound of footsteps coming up the stairs made Raus turn and pull out his stub-pistol.

			Rein crashed through the doorway. ‘Off your arse, Raus,’ he said. ‘We can’t hang about.’

			‘They shouldn’t have known we were here, Rein.’

			‘No, they ruddy well shouldn’t,’ he said, getting Raus to his feet, ‘but someone knew to turn that hab into rubble, Raus. We need to move.’

			They met Pugal on the way down, his face as pale as chalk. He had Munk with him; the poor dumb oaf had been bawling his eyes out.

			‘Something happening outside.’ Pugal pointed through a ragged gap in the north-facing wall. Raus saw the trenches overrun. It was hard to tell what was happening but a lot of the Cadians were dead and cult troops were swarming the razor wire, cutting through it and then the men beyond with ritual knives. A last stand of skitarii dwindled farther up the road, taken apart by Traitor Guard heavies and the return of their light armoured tanks. A Hellhound painted in swathes of black with red slashes let off a burst of smoky flame that engulfed the tightly packed Mechanicus soldiers and devastated their ranks. A handful of the cyborgs staggered from the conflagration, machine parts sparking or half-melted, but were cut down with enfilades of las-beams.

			Vox-horns sounded from somewhere in the darkness, droning and urgent. Flares lit up the smoke-choked sky like languid arrows of light. A throaty chorus of deep engine sounds rumbled from the south, and the refused Imperial position where command had been stationed.

			‘Armour’s coming…’ said Pugal, unable to keep the fear out of his eyes.

			‘Come on,’ urged Raus. They had got as far as the basement and he darted from the hab, rifle slung over his shoulder. Rein followed without hesitation. He heard Pugal chivvying along Munk and then the Longhorns were moving, along the trench line, ignoring the close-quarter battle between Imperials and Traitors, and heading for the rubble of the second hab.

			The push for the north gate of the city had penetrated deep but ultimately failed, and as the engine sounds grew louder and their threat more imminent, that meant the Demolishers were coming in to level it. A mass retreat had already begun, sounded on Vorpese bugles and jostled along by Cadian colour sergeants shouting at the tops of their lungs. 

			Raus ignored them, weaving through the bodies of troopers just as he had done when they first made camp, only now the fervour came out of a desire to survive and fight another day rather than a restive need to feel the earth underfoot.

			The second hab, or what was left of it, stood across the road. It still burned. The devastation was almost total as barely a shell remained, with chunks of fire-black masonry jutting into the air like cadavers’ teeth. A small band of Cadians, mainly corpsmen with a single medic bearing the white caduceus, heaved at the rubble which had spilled out onto the street, burying fighting men under its avalanche. Several bodies lay prone under blood-stained olive-drab sheets.

			As he closed on the disaster zone, Raus caught sight of a diminutive form lying in the street. The stretcher dwarfed the ratling, his feet barely halfway down its length.

			‘Strigg!’

			Raus ran harder, rifle banging against his back as he scurried to Strigg’s side. He slung the weapon aside when it got in his way.

			‘Raus?’ Rein called, a few strides behind, huffing with the weight of his pack.

			‘Still breathing,’ Raus shouted back. ‘Still chuffing breathing…’

			Pugal had got ahead of Rein, his slightly longer legs giving him the advantage in a foot race, and slid down by Raus’ side. ‘We need to get him out. Tanks are coming.’

			Raus glanced behind them to the horizon where the bulky silhouettes of the Demolishers crept into view.

			‘Anyone else make it out?’ he asked of the nearest corpsman. He had his hands full; the Cadian medicae were falling back too, as keenly aware of the approaching armour as the ratlings. He shook his head, grim-faced and flecked with blood that was not his own.

			Strigg’s lips were moving, but too fast to understand. And he was badly burned, one side of his face and both hands. Signing would be near impossible, but he lifted his scorched hand anyway and Raus blinked back smoky tears to try and discern what Strigg wanted to say. 

			‘I don’t… I don’t know what that means. What about Locke, Happig and Fud?’

			Strigg drew a shaking, red-raw finger across his neck. The tears on his face washed furrows through the layers of ash and dust.

			Raus’ head sank. He felt Rein’s firm grip upon his shoulder. No jokes now. No banter.

			‘Come on, brother,’ Rein said. Search lamps had begun to strafe the city as the Demolishers zeroed in. ‘We have to go.’

			‘They’re dead, Rein. They’re all dead.’

			‘And so will we be if we don’t move.’

			So they ran, hefting the stretcher between them, one at each handle.

			The battle in and around the trench had broken down to a few desperate skirmishes. Men lay face down in the mud, bayonets in their backs, or their skulls flash-burned by a close up las-beam. Else they were blown apart, limbs hither and yon like a butcher’s leavings. Bodies quivered at the trench edge, ripped apart by razor wire, strung up on its teeth like dead puppets. Death hung over the Imperial lines like a heavy shroud and Raus felt its terminal weight as they barrelled towards safety. They went west, back towards the hab, rather than straight south. The guns roared just as they reached the threshold of the hab, as the Demolishers sang their song of fire and fury.

			Scurrying inside, they got Strigg and his stretcher under the stairs and hunkered down, murmuring prayers to the Emperor that they would be spared.

			It was only then, as Raus met the gaze of his brother, that he realised he had left his rifle behind. 

			‘Can’t go back, Raus,’ said his brother, as if reading his thoughts, but then he wondered if Rein actually meant something else. ‘Can’t go back.’

			‘The enemy shouldn’t have known,’ Munk murmured between his tears. ‘It was a safe place.’

			‘Nowhere is safe now,’ said Raus. 

			Pugal’s face wavered between anger and stoicism. ‘Imperium in our blood,’ he said.

			‘Imperium in our bones,’ replied the others.

			Raus looked down at the blood and dirt on his hands. His fingers shook and his voice was a croak of strangled grief. ‘Long live the Longhorns.’

			Raus squirmed against the psyker’s mental touch. It was like hot knives and cold needles all at once, invasive and nauseating. His hands spasmed, fingers splaying in sudden, unexpected pain until he felt his brother’s firm grip and found a reserve of strength he didn’t know he had.

			‘He’s buried it deep…’ murmured the witch in its eerie, sibilant voice, ‘layers of truth and memory and falsehood, masked behind trauma and pain…’ It gasped, and Raus took no small measure of satisfaction from its discomfort.

			‘Leave off him!’ snapped Rein. ‘He doesn’t know where it is.’ He wriggled in his bonds, trying to turn and face their captors. ‘I’m the one who hid it,’ he said, as his voice began to crack. ‘It was me, you berks, you ruddy groxshit bastards.’

			‘He lies…’ hissed the witch. ‘This one knows… he can tell us.’

			‘Open him up, then,’ said the voice from the shadows, ‘every secret, every truth, every lie. Let it spill out and we’ll sift through what’s left. Delve deeper, as deep as you have to.’

			‘Leave off,’ cried Rein, and gripped his brother’s hand but Raus was shaking now and could barely hear or feel him any more. ‘Raus!’

			Raus slipped back beneath the cold water again and the memories flowed back…

			They were sitting in the lee of a battered Chimera when Pugal returned. He had a sergeant’s chevrons on the shoulder of his uniform, a rapid field promotion for the ratling sniper squad. He also had a dour look on his face.

			Munk stood up from the box crate he was sitting on, his look expectant. Pugal gestured for him to sit back down.

			‘They’re pulling us off the front line.’

			Rein scowled, pausing in the cleaning of his rifle. ‘Eh? Nah, that can’t be right. There’s a reckoning to be had, for our lost.’

			‘The squad is no longer needed. Different tactics, they said. We’re to await reassignment in the barracks.’ 

			Raus had started to pace, mind awash with questions. After they had made it back across the lines with Strigg, it became clear how large a blow the defeat in the plaza had been to the Imperial war effort. The ratlings had been part of an infiltration force, intended to breach the Traitor position where it was thinnest, to establish a beachhead for the armour and then push deeper into Heldum. The failure of that plan – in part due to the enemy being much better dug-in and equipped than Imperial intelligence had suggested, and because they had the precise coordinates of their hidden assets and military strength – meant the Militarum were effectively stymied and facing a long and drawn-out besiegement. 

			‘Something is off…’ muttered Raus, and stopped pacing.

			‘It’s perfect,’ Rein replied, slapping his rifle stock.

			‘Not the rifle. This. How could they have had our position?’

			‘Not possible,’ said Rein, prompting vigorous nodding from Munk.

			‘Maybe it was a fluke? Locke and the others just ended up in the way?’ suggested Pugal.

			‘That was a pinpoint strike on the hab. It hit dead middle. They were taken out.’

			‘But why though, brother?’

			Raus rubbed at his whiskery chin. He paused to let a band of battle weary tankers tromp past. They gave the ratlings a dirty look but were wise enough not to linger or say anything.

			‘I can think of one reason,’ said Raus, ‘but I don’t like it.’

			Pugal’s eyes narrowed. ‘A turncoat?’

			Munk frowned. ‘Who’s a turd goat?’

			Pugal clipped him around the ear, eliciting a squeak. ‘No, you berk. A turncoat,’ he whispered, ‘a traitor in the ranks.’

			Munk looked around sharply.

			‘Not right now, you numbskull.’

			‘Perhaps they saw something.’ Rein had set down his rifle across his legs and lit up one of Locke’s cigars.

			Raus gave him a flinty stare, at which Rein shrugged. 

			‘I stole it before…’ He puffed out a cloud of purplish smoke.

			‘Sarge’s not going to be smoking ’em,’ said Pugal solemnly and, as if suddenly remembering something, he fished around in one of his packs. ‘Here,’ he said, and pulled out Locke’s old stub-pistol. He proffered it to Raus in both hands like a venerable relic or a sacred offering. 

			‘Darling…’

			‘Sweetheart…’ Pugal answered with a wink, but there was sincerity in his eyes too. ‘You should have it.’

			‘I’ve got a pistol,’ said Raus, but took the weapon, his rough fingers tracing the barrel and ironwork frame.

			‘Not like this one. Kicks like an angry grox on heat.’

			Raus swapped out his old stubber with Darling. It sat snugly but felt heavier on the hip. Then he turned to Rein, picking up where they’d left off. ‘What do you mean, they saw something, Rein?’

			‘Think about the position, Raus,’ said Rein. ‘Everything east of the trench line. Whole section of the field that we couldn’t draw a bead on.’ 

			‘Those cog-heads came out of the east side of the trench,’ said Pugal.

			‘Before being turned into offal and scrap metal,’ Raus replied. ‘I can still smell the blood and oil.’

			Rein inhaled deeply. ‘Ah, smells like victory…’

			‘Smells like a damn ugly mullering, you mean,’ said Pugal. ‘Cog-heads are after something. I heard one of the Cadians mention it. Something buried in the city. Don’t know what exactly, but have you ever known a tech-priest not to have an agenda?’

			Munk looked dumbfounded. ‘I don’t know any tech-priests.’

			Pugal snarled. ‘It’s a figure of speech, dingus.’ 

			‘It really isn’t,’ said Rein.

			Pugal growled, face reddening. 

			‘Not helping, Rein…’ said Raus.

			‘But it isn’t…’ he whispered, offering a facial shrug. 

			‘Whatever’s going on, we can’t trust anyone,’ said Raus. ‘Only we four.’

			‘Five,’ replied Pugal, nodding towards the medicae tent that was a short distance from the Chimera.

			‘We need to speak to Strigg. Find out what he saw.’

			Pugal nodded, as if weighing up the risk. ‘Orders didn’t say anything about not talking to one of our own.’

			‘No, they did not,’ said Raus.

			The medicae tent had fallen silent but for the groans of the soon to be dead and the dulcet chiming of the machines keeping some of them alive. The place had been louder earlier, before the morphia. Back then there had been much screaming. A metallic stench lay heavy on the air, mixed with the acerbity of counterseptic. It was clean, considering how unimpressive the Militarum camp was on the whole, and more than two hundred souls lay supine on rough beds awaiting their fate. The injured were ranked in long rows, divided by three aisles. Low lighting from overhead sodium lamps threw grainy shadows. Both Cadians and Vorpese had taken a severe beating. Both regiments were well represented. No Mechanicus, which was to be expected from warriors that were more metal than flesh and fought with oil as well as blood in their veins. Orderlies were supposed to patrol the tents, especially during the night hours, but none were present.

			‘Does that seem odd to you?’ asked Raus as the ratlings fanned out to find their wounded comrade.

			‘No corpsmen or medics, either,’ noted Pugal.

			There had been a guard stationed at the entrance but he’d waved the ratlings through with barely a glance.

			‘Here!’ said Rein, prompting the others to converge on him.

			Raus made it first but slowed as he came to Strigg’s bedside. ‘He’s…’

			‘Dead,’ murmured Pugal, hands loose by his sides and curling into fists.

			‘The turd goat…’ whispered Munk, fighting back the tears and earning a barbed glance from his new sergeant.

			Strigg stared at the canvas ceiling, whatever or whoever he had been looking at lost to the past. Only the gloom and the glow from the faulty lamps remained. 

			Pugal leaned over the body, about to close Strigg’s eyes, when Raus stopped him.

			‘You see that?’

			A thin film of foam layered Strigg’s upper lip.

			‘A seizure or something?’ asked Pugal.

			Raus caught sight of a few stray, gauzy fibres snagged on Strigg’s teeth.

			‘Or something,’ said Raus.

			The hand closest to them had been tightly bandaged. Strigg’s burns had been severe. The one farthest away, the one that Raus now circled around the bed to inspect, looked much more ragged. The bandages had been chewed off, quickly and urgently. Rigor mortis contorted Strigg’s fire-blackened fingers into a claw.

			‘Poor bugger…’ uttered Pugal, softly. ‘Must have been itching.’

			‘Not an itch,’ said Rein, ever the observant one, ‘a message.’

			‘Same one he tried to give us on the road outside the destroyed hab,’ Raus concurred.

			Pugal frowned. ‘Meaning what?’

			Gently, Raus took Strigg’s hand and lifted it up away from the bed. Meanwhile, Rein had hooked a sodium lamp with his rifle and dangled it behind Strigg’s hand. Instantly, a shape flickered into being on the tent’s dark canvas.

			Pugal squinted as he tried to discern what the image was meant to be. ‘Looks like…’ 

			‘A bird?’ queried Munk, scratching at his bald scalp.

			‘A raptor,’ said Rein, sharing a knowing glance with his brother.

			Before the start of the campaign, any relevant intelligence that had been garnered about the field of operations had been trickled down to the Militarum. This included what was known about the city, the bottlenecks, choke points, potential staging grounds and so on. In order to make coordination of troops easier, the city had been codified into specific sectors. 

			‘He wants us to go back into Heldum,’ said Raus, pulling out a map from his kit and laying it out across the bottom half of Strigg’s bed. He jabbed a finger into a maglev station designated Raptora.

			‘That’s pretty far north of where we were…’ said Pugal.

			‘Deep into enemy-held territory,’ said Rein.

			Pugal looked at Raus. ‘You’re the pathfinder, can you get us in without us being seen?’

			Raus smiled. ‘No one ever notices us, sarge. I can get us in and steal their spiky chuffing helmets while I’m at it.’

			‘But what about orders?’ asked Munk.

			Pugal hawked and spat onto the ground. His gaze lingered on Strigg, cold and lifeless, betrayed by his own side. ‘Balls to orders.’ 

			Raus smiled, revealing bloody teeth.

			‘Balls to orders…’ he murmured, caught between past and present. 

			He felt the cold waters lapping at the edge of consciousness.

			‘Not… long… now…’ rasped the sibilant voice in his head. It sounded like it was in pain…

			Raus crouched behind a tumbledown chunk of masonry and squinted at the darkness of the maglev tunnel. The line had fallen into disrepair, hindered in places by rockfalls where sections of the vaulted ceiling had collapsed in. Mild tremors radiated the floor and curved walls as the Imperial forces maintained a heavy, constant bombardment against another part of the city.

			‘You hear something?’ asked Raus.

			He felt Rein shake his head just behind him and crouched at his right shoulder. The ratling had his sniper rifle trained on the gaping tunnel mouth ahead.

			‘Not unless you mean Munk’s bowels, Raus,’ his brother hissed back.

			From across the opposite side of the tunnel came a whispered apology and then a louder curse from Pugal.

			‘I swear, if we get killed because of your flatulence, Munk…’

			‘Shhh!’ Raus urged them to be quiet.

			They waited silently in the darkness, trusting to their naturally strong night-vision to alert them to any threats. Since taking the maglev line, they had encountered no resistance or enemy presence of any kind. An attack was happening elsewhere, hence the bombardment, and it was drawing the traitors to it. Getting into the tunnel had not been easy, though. The entrance was mostly buried and the rubble too thick to breach with charges, but Raus had found a narrow cleft in the rock that had allowed the ratlings to slip through.

			‘Anything, Rein?’

			‘Cleaner than a Munitorum priest on sabbatical to the Covent Prioris, Raus.’

			Raus leaned behind him to pat Rein on the shoulder, and his twin moved up slowly with one eye pressed to his rifle sight. Raus then gestured to the others.

			‘Station coming up,’ he hissed. The place looked abandoned, little more than a raised platform and broken plascrete overhang, but after what they had already seen on the road, Raus was taking no chances. 

			Deep into the northern wards of the city, the depravity of the enemy had become apparent. Strange sigils were daubed across walls or cluttered plazas. Evil marks was how Pugal described them, and the ratlings had steered well away. They saw captured Guardsmen hung from scaffolds or else crucified against the crossbars of tank traps and left to rot. Strange bonfires exuded a greasy black smoke, choking the air and filling it with the smell of burning pig’s fat. Several armed patrols had passed the ratlings by, ignorant of the interlopers, and at several points they had witnessed gatherings of men and woman wearing carven wooden masks and crimson robes. Here they had deviated again, leaving the chanting of the demagogues and the inhuman bleating of their sacrifices behind.

			The ratlings had moved swiftly and silently through these places, cloaking themselves in shadows, their faces fully camouflaged for infiltration.

			Even via the disused maglev tunnel, it had taken almost three hours to reach the Raptora station. Standing at its threshold, the ratlings encountered a much wider part of the tunnel, but now that they were here Raus could find nothing unusually untoward about it.

			He gently touched his brother’s shoulder. ‘Close enough…’

			A watch house sat next to the expansive station platform. It had a tower like a crow’s nest that rose above the station and into the vaulted ceiling of the tunnel. A crack in the tunnel roof let in papery light, but as it was still night above, it did little to leaven the gloom. Raus pointed to the watch house. They needed a vantage, a lookout. 

			Rein nodded, and moved towards it.

			The others fanned out, slowly reconnoitring, but found nothing. The station appeared to be truly abandoned. Whatever cataclysm had overtaken it had left this place empty and in severe disrepair. Judging by the dank and stale air, it had been this way for some time. Underground, out of sight, it had simply become forgotten. Until now.

			Raus opened up a channel on his vox. ‘Rein?’

			‘In position…’

			‘See anything?’

			‘Yep, you could say that, Raus,’ Rein replied. ‘Head east about fifty or sixty paces… and be sure to watch your step.’

			The others followed Rein’s instructions and gaped collectively at what they saw.

			Partly disguised by the position of the station, a long furrow had been ploughed into the earth and bedrock beneath Heldum. A path of rubble and scattered wreckage led down into a huge crater where the ground had been torn open. A ship lay in this pit, or at least part of a ship. Evidently it had crashed landed and several pieces had broken off. The main hull appeared to be intact, though there were no signs of life. Painted by dust and the accumulated dirt of what could be decades or even centuries, it was of Mechanicus origin, Raus realised, but that was as far as his knowledge extended.

			‘Is it a warship?’ asked Pugal, gingerly leaning into the edge of the ship’s re-entry furrow for a better look.

			‘I don’t think so,’ Raus replied. ‘Can’t see any obvious weapons.’

			It was a large vessel, bulky like a lander. Though there were no obvious troop compartments, a hatch on the port side had been torn open… from the inside.

			‘Something got out…’ whispered Munk, clutching his bandolier of ammunition and grenades as if it could somehow protect him.

			‘Could’ve been years ago,’ Raus replied, but heard the slight tremor in his own voice as he said it.

			‘Except this place has been sealed,’ said Pugal, unhelpfully. 

			Raus glanced at the ratling sergeant. ‘We don’t know that for sure.’ 

			The vox squawked sharply, prompting a bout of terrified swearing. Munk let out a tiny squeak of nervous flatulence.

			Pugal scowled and sniffed. ‘If you’ve followed through…’ he warned, just as Rein’s voice fuzzed into focus.

			‘Careful where you’re standing, chaps,’ he said. ‘According to my scope, some of that subsidence is recent.’

			‘Must’ve opened up for some reason. A tectonic shift or something,’ muttered Pugal. 

			Raus stared at him.

			After a few seconds, Pugal became aware of the fact. ‘What?’ he said, frowning.

			‘Didn’t even think you knew tectonic was a word, let alone how to use it competently in a sentence.’

			Pugal pointed to his newly minted rank markings. ‘This means I can have you shot, no questions asked,’ he grumbled.

			Raus put up his hands plaintively. ‘Are we going to take a closer look or not?’

			Pugal got on the vox. ‘You see anything else? Anything at all?’

			‘Not even a grot’s nutsack…’

			‘Charming,’ Pugal grumbled to himself, gesturing to the wreck. ‘Let’s get a better look, shall we…’ 

			Pugal led the others down the ramp of earth and rubble. They had almost reached the stern of the broken Mechanicus ship when the vox crackled again.

			‘Incoming! Keep your heads down!’

			Raus scrambled back up to the edge of the ramp to see stab-lights from the tunnel up ahead, parting the shadows with strafing magnesium cuts. And moving fast.

			Munk was scampering on all fours as he made to leapfrog Raus. They hadn’t got that far but footing was treacherous and he slipped. Raus lunged and grabbed the scruff of his collar.

			‘No time,’ hissed Raus, and dragged Munk back.

			As the ratlings hunkered down amidst the churned earth and the debris, Raus stole a peek into the shadows. A clamour of booted feet preceded a host of warriors – a platoon of Vorpese and a cohort of Mechanicus skitarii.

			‘They’re coming this way,’ hissed Munk. He sounded scared. ‘What do we do?’

			‘Stay put,’ said Pugal.

			‘It’s the ship they’re after,’ answered Raus. He caught the faintest glint of his brother’s scope in the watch tower that overlooked the station. He had yet to move. Shoot then relocate, this was the sniper’s mantra, and Rein followed it like a religion.

			‘Then they’ll reach this ridge and see the crater,’ said Pugal, ‘and us in it.’

			‘I think that would go badly for us if they do,’ admitted Raus. He dared not open the vox. The Mechanicus might detect it, and the ratlings would have to trust to fellow soldiers. The memory of Strigg resurfaced like a corpse in water. ‘We should hide. Now.’

			The allied Imperial contingent advanced into the station itself, almost forty Guardsmen and twenty or so Mechanicus led by a tech-priest. It was impossible to see what manner of creature the magos was beneath its robes, but Raus detected the undulations of what appeared to be tentacles moving beneath the red fabric. It moved with a scuttling motion, like an arachnid, and compound red retinal lenses flared with amber light beneath its hood. A staff ending in a cog-toothed blade and clutched in the tech-priest’s cybernetic claw paced out its steps in a clicking, metallic refrain.

			Raus shuddered at the sight of it, but the allied contingent came close enough that he could recognise the officer leading the Vorpese. It was the commissar they had met earlier. He saw something else too, something that made his heart leap, and he cursed himself for his own stupidity.

			Munk saw the commissar too and brightened instantly. 

			‘They’re allies!’ he said, and scurried up the ramp of earth before Raus could stop him.

			Munk vaulted the summit of the ramp, arms waving as he declared his allegiance to the Throne and the Imperium, and fifty guns turned in his direction. The air crackled with the heat of volkites and the crack-hum of lasguns.

			‘Imperium…’ he said, the hope dying in his eyes, usurped by fear.

			Raus saw what had put the fear of the Emperor in Munk and felt it like the cold touch of a winter wind.

			Unbeknownst to the Mechanicus, the Vorpese had shifted their aim. The retinal lenses of the tech-priest went from amber to red and as he turned, he emitted a blurt of machine code that hurt Raus’ ears. 

			‘Down, Munk!’ cried Pugal as a firestorm erupted from the guns.

			Outgunned and betrayed, the skitarii were torn apart. A few got shots off from their calivers, but did little to change the outcome of the slaughter.

			Only the tech-priest survived, protected by a barrier of force projected from some piece of arcana attached to its robes. He scrambled away from the Guardsmen, who advanced menacingly, executing the critically injured. Munk had thrown himself prone, but was rising again and turning on his heel back towards the ramp and the relative safety of the crater.

			Everything moved quickly now, a pict projector pushed to maximum frame rate, but Munk appeared to run in slow motion – so too the tech-priest, who also fled for the crater. 

			Or was it the ship?

			Raus had no time to consider which as one of the Guardsmen took aim… Raus tried to shout but his warning was smothered by the Guardsman’s sudden cry as the side of the would-be shooter’s head exploded in a puff of crimson. He crumpled, prompting a bellow from the commissar.

			‘Sniper!’

			Rein could not relocate. He had to stay put. So he did. Three more Guardsmen died before the commissar zeroed in on his position.

			And as the commissar stepped fully into the glow of the stab-lights, the truth of who he was and what Strigg’s warning had really been about came into sharp relief. It was the scar on his face, easy to miss at first glance, but impossible not to see now. It was shaped like a claw, or a beak. A raptor. Dumb luck had brought the ratlings to the right place, even when they were looking for the wrong thing. None of that mattered now. An Imperial traitor had been revealed, and he would certainly want every one of them dead to protect his secret.

			‘The tower!’ he cried, stabbing in its direction with his chainsword, ‘take it down!’

			A squad of Guardsmen lit up the side of the tower like it was Founding Day, azure light stabbing in a host of hot knives.

			The tech-priest reached the edge of the ramp just as its shield overloaded. It sparked once then blew out, taking a chunk of the adept’s hip with it. Raus was showered with fabric, hot oil and blood. A piece of shrapnel struck his left eye and he screamed as white heat blazed through his retina. He had never felt such pain and would have passed out had Pugal not grabbed him.

			‘Shit!’ Pugal cried. ‘Hang on, Raus!’

			Raus clutched his eye, but knew it was gone.

			The skitarii were all dead but the tech-priest kept crawling into the pit, seemingly oblivious of its other occupants. The ship lay fifty feet or so farther into the crater. Through his blood-soaked vision, Raus saw the tech-priest’s head arch back. Its hood fell, revealing a mechanised cranium, the neck canted at a ninety-degree angle. The jaw levered open as the tech-priest emitted a death-blurt of lingua-technis before it collapsed and did not move again.

			‘Is it dead? What the hell was that?’ asked Pugal, head down as the Guardsmen switched aim and hammered the edge of the ramp with a fusillade of las-beams. ‘Is it dead?’

			‘Yes, definitely dead,’ said Raus, his hurts burning through his skull. ‘And we’re next.’

			The Traitor Guardsmen had them pinned. Through splashes of hot light and the edge blur around his good eye, Raus saw the commissar advancing with his pack of traitor dogs. They wanted the ship, or perhaps whatever had been in it.

			‘We ain’t getting out of this one,’ said Pugal. He hugged his rifle to his chest, slotting in the high-calibre rounds. ‘I’m sorry, Raus,’ he clutched the other ratling’s arm, ‘first day as sergeant and I get the squad killed. Locke will be pissing in his pants somewhere.’ He smiled grimly. ‘Not going down without a fight though.’

			Raus gripped Pugal’s rough hand. ‘Imperium in our blood…’ he said, and pulled Darling from its holster.

			It was then that Munk suddenly found his courage.

			A grenade looped over the edge of the ramp, its parabola high and long, the perfect blind throw that evaded the Traitor Guardsmen’s beams and landed right in their midst. The explosion went off like a thunder crack, kicking up dirt and flinging bodies. Limp Guardsmen fell like rain.

			‘Imperium in our blood!’ Munk roared, as he vaulted over the edge of the ramp, tossing a second grenade. Las-beams searched for him, cutting little razor slashes of light in the shadows, but Munk was fast and nimble. The second detonation shook the tunnel. Part of the wall blew out in a cascade of scything brick splinters and choking dust. More traitors fell, ripped apart by the blast.

			‘Imperium in our bones!’

			Munk was almost screaming now, and Pugal took this as his cue to get Raus to his feet. 

			‘Up you get,’ he said, hauling them both back out of the furrow. Moving was evidently a bad idea for Raus, whose head swam, and he staggered before Pugal caught him and looped his arm over his shoulders. ‘With me…’ he grunted, hoofing towards the watch tower.

			A third grenade went off, though the Traitor Guardsmen had gone to ground now and were taking cover so the impact of the explosion lessened dramatically. 

			‘Long live the–’

			The words died on Munk’s lips, a las-beam through the throat silencing them and silencing him for good. He lay in a crumpled heap, forlorn, forgotten.

			Raus held back tears as he and Pugal hurried like all the hells of the warp were chasing them.

			Three shots rang out. Three Traitor Guardsmen fell in quick succession, as Rein’s voice came over the vox. 

			‘Haul arse!’

			Munk’s sacrifice had bought them the slightest chance, and as Pugal shoved him onto the watch tower’s ladder, Raus realised how. Dawn light was breaking through the crack in the roof. Faint but clear enough, even through his red-rimed vision.

			‘You go up,’ said Pugal.

			Raus reached for the rifle slung across the sergeant’s chest but Pugal smacked his gnarled fingers away.

			‘You go up,’ he repeated. ‘You can’t shoot for shit with that eye anyway.’ He slapped the grapnel gun strapped to Raus’ belt. ‘Up, and away.’

			Raus gripped the other ratling’s wrist. ‘Pugal…’ Las-beams were thundering in like hot hail now. A low wall delineated the edge of the watch house and it served well enough as a barricade, but it wouldn’t last. Nor would Rein’s ammunition, though he was making good use of it. ‘I won’t forget you, Pugal.’

			Pugal gave a quick nod before solemnity gave way to scorn. ‘Bugger that,’ he said. ‘Just get the ruddy hell out of here.’

			Then he turned and braced his rifle against the lip of the barricade. 

			Raus climbed, las-beams searing the paintwork near his face or snatching at his feet as he took two rungs at a time. As he reached the summit, he practically threw himself into the crow’s nest, which had more holes in it than an ogryn’s undergarments. 

			‘Rein…’ he said as he collapsed into a heap.

			Rein snapped off a shot, and glanced over his shoulder. ‘Raus, you look a right mess.’ Another bullet cracked out and a distant but loud grunt of pain signalled its success. ‘Pugal?’

			Raus shook his head and he eyed the crack in the roof, wondering if, given his flawed depth perception, he could pull off what he was planning on doing next. ‘It’s just you and me, Rein. Pugal’s not coming.’

			He could hear the discharge of the sergeant’s rifle from below.

			‘Ruddy berk…’ muttered Rein, but Raus caught him wiping his eye with his sleeve.

			They were holding the Guardsmen for now, but the las-storm was intensifying as the traitors closed in.

			‘How far you reckon to the roof, brother?’

			‘Fifty-three feet,’ answered Rein without hesitation. 

			‘Hope this line is long enough.’

			‘Me too, Raus,’ said Rein. For the first time since Raus had gained the crow’s nest, he turned from the firing lip to crouch against what was left of their cover. ‘Down to my last one,’ he said, brandishing the high-calibre round between thumb and forefinger. 

			Raus scowled. ‘Then, Rein, you should kill that shit-eating grox-rutter.’

			‘As you wish, Raus,’ answered Rein cheerily, slapping the bullet into the breech. He steadied his rifle stock against the lip. ‘Never trust the bastards who wear black…’ he said, and the shot rang out.

			The commissar spun, though through the dark and the mayhem and his pretty seriously impaired vision, Raus couldn’t tell where he’d been hit.

			‘Is he dead?’

			‘He’s as dead as he’s going to get right now, Raus,’ said Rein, packing up his rifle in double time and pulling at his brother’s jacket. ‘Up we go, eh?’

			Raus took aim with the grapnel, hoping it had a generous degree of accuracy, and fired…

			‘Did you check the range of the line?’ asked Rein as a plume of pneumatic propulsion sent the cable unfurling in successive ascending coils towards the cleft in the roof.

			‘Bugger…’ Raus crossed his fingers and hoped.

			Below, the sound of Pugal’s defiance abruptly ended and the brothers shared a mournful glance before the clang of the grapnel finding its purchase had them both looking skywards.

			‘Hold on,’ said Raus, flinging his arms around Rein, who did the same.

			‘Now we find out how many grox-shanks is too many,’ Rein replied, patting his paunch as Raus set the grapnel recoiling. In seconds, the line went taut and they were rising, slowly at first but then picking up speed, arrowing into the vaults with las-fire cracking around them. Raus felt the breeze against his face and the gentle heat of a dawning sun as it touched his skin and then there was just light…

			‘Nearly there now…’ hissed a voice, but not the one inside Raus’ head. That voice had ceased to make any sense a while ago, reduced as it was to gibbering non-sequitur.

			‘I want to know everything…’ said the shadow voice. Even in his half-dream state, Raus recognised it.

			The ice waters returned, though not as deep as before, presaging a final plunge…

			In the time it took for Raus and Rein to get back, the camp was in bedlam. Whatever had happened below in the tunnel had happened above too, only magnified tenfold. Skirmishes had broken out everywhere and order was collapsing at an alarming rate.

			Mechanicus ships were soaring skywards, small cohorts of skitarii and other defenders attacking anyone who came close. Whatever they had come here for, their tech-priests either had it or knew they could not obtain it. They were leaving, their pact with the Militarum violated and none could have convinced them otherwise.

			Cadians and Vorpese fought openly, the latter having declared their allegiance to the enemy. It was as if some signal had been triggered and all coats turned in that single, bloody moment. Cultists and other ragged chaff were storming from the ruins too, the Militarum armoured brigades unable to keep them stymied as they had to look to defend themselves against their own ranks.

			Hit square in the left flank by a missile, a Griffon tank exploded, the heavy chassis flipping over completely as Raus and Rein hoofed past the burning wreck. Several of the ferrocrete structures comprising the camp burned too, the flames spreading eagerly and filling the air with thick black smoke. The ratlings used it to conceal their desperate flight through the madness, choking and running. Trying to stay alive.

			‘What the fragg do we do, Raus?’ Rein huffed as he ran, his heavy rifle held tight across his chest and his legs pumping. ‘Everyone’s killing everyone!’

			Raus could barely see a thing, relying on his brother to navigate. He was vaguely aware of the blood on his hands, his uniform, from the wound to his eye. It had stopped bleeding at least, but the sight in that eye had gone. He gestured to a Mechanicus ship, a cargo lander by the look of it, battered around the edges and held together more by prayer than actual rivets or welding. 

			‘That piece of shit?’

			‘It’s tough and no one is trying to shoot at it currently, Rein.’

			‘Fair enough.’

			They hurried towards the lander, nimbly avoiding the servitor guards that emerged from its hold. The pallid-fleshed cyborgs had been fitted with heavy cannons, and the shuddering report of their guns spooling up thudded like an angry drumbeat as high-calibre shells began chewing up the camp and everyone in it.

			Raus went to ground just before the shooting started, dragging his brother with him into a latrine ditch. 

			‘Oh, Throne…’ said Rein mournfully when he realised where they were, ‘I do hope we don’t meet one of Fud’s turds in here, Raus. Because that would cap off a very stressful day.’

			Holding his nose against the stink, Raus saw the blurred shape of the servitors move away from their post to engage some distant force with their guns. Raus patted his brother on the back.

			‘Rein!’

			Scurrying from the ditch, heads down, the ratlings barrelled across the lander’s ramp and into the cold, anonymous dark of the hold. They were barely ten feet inside when a thunderous explosion rocked the side of the lander and they saw flame spill across the open ramp. A few seconds later, one of the servitors staggered into their eyeline. Burning from head to foot, it was an effigy of a man turned into an inhuman candle. A loud whoosh indicated that whatever was fuelling the creature other than blood had been ignited. 

			Raus shouted, ‘Down!’ a moment before its ammunition case cooked off and the servitor was blown apart by a series of rampant detonations. The ramp began to rise and the hull shook as the lander’s engines fired. Evidently, whoever was in charge of the vessel had decided it was time to leave and abandon the rest of its servitors for dead. A rattling cacophony struck up, small-arms fire battering at the side of the ship, as the ratlings hung on to whatever they could to avoid being dashed against the walls of the hold.

			As the daylight faded, shut off by the closing ramp, the ship attained some small measure of equilibrium and the rattling eased. Raus sagged against a munitions crate and let out a long, shuddering breath.

			‘Are we dead yet, Rein?’

			‘Not yet, Raus,’ his brother replied, pressing his nose up to the hermetically sealed armourglass of a view slit as the cargo lander breached the atmosphere and engaged forward propulsion.

			‘See anything, Rein?’

			‘At least twice as much as you, Raus.’

			Raus scowled. ‘Piss off.’

			‘We’re headed towards another ship… A big one.’

			‘What?’ Raus hurried to his feet, elbowing his brother aside so he could stare, one-eyed, through the frost-rimed view slit.

			A large junk freighter loomed in the void ahead, the cargo lander burning fuel to reach it. A docking bay opened up in the freighter’s flank, the massive doors parting slowly like cog-teeth as it made ready to accept the lander. It put Raus in mind of a minnow being consumed by a leviathan.

			Rein had turned away to inspect the rest of the cramped and cluttered hold, when Raus heard him remark, ‘Raus… I’m not sure we’re alone in here.’

			Raus turned sharply just as the lander entered the junker’s docking bay and the internal lights of the cargo hold went out. Then he felt heat, the fiery heat of pain…

			It took Raus a few seconds to return to cognisance, but as he did he saw his interrogator now lay jackknifed on the floor, shuddering with psychic discharge. Worms of corposant rippled across the psyker’s withered frame as the creature gibbered and foamed. Clenched teeth broke, spewing outwards in pink, blood-soaked chips. It screamed as its eyes turned black and then dissolved in their sockets, until only slits remained and these lengthened into crimson slashes of cracked bone and torn meat.

			The Traitor Guardsmen recoiled, fumbling for lasguns and bayonets before the figure stepped out of the shadows and put a bolt in the psyker’s distending skull.

			A ragged, dark uniform clung to his body, which had been muscular once but now carried the atrophying effects of exposure to the fortress. A breastplate layered his otherwise naked torso, and it was replete with knife-carved images of Ruin. An eight-pointed star stood prominently, declaring his allegiance to the Dark Gods. The same mark had been cut into his face, a red-raw wheel of pain, but it could not quite obscure the existing scar. A claw, like a raptor’s.

			‘There was no such place as Raptora Station in Heldum,’ he said. ‘Clever, though, trying to mask your memories like that to mislead us. I often thought your kind had a low sort of cunning, but this is almost impressive. Not that it really matters now.’ The commissar raised the bolt pistol he had just used to execute the psyker and put it in Raus’ face. The crimson leather had cracked a little and patches of rust and other, less savoury materials had colonised its artificered frame and barrel.

			‘You should take better care of your weapons,’ rasped Raus. He felt Rein clench his hand, and Raus clenched his back to let him know he was all right. 

			The commissar chuckled, turning the bolt pistol in the light as if examining it properly for the first time in a long time. ‘You’re probably right. Not many artificers here in the stygian dark, though.’

			‘Did you all turn?’ asked Raus. ‘All the Vorpese?’

			The commissar nodded solemnly. ‘We did. It doesn’t matter why…’ he said, his eyes seeming to glaze over for a few seconds. ‘I can barely remember the reason. I serve the gods of Ruin now. That is all that really matters.’

			‘Throne preserve us, Rein,’ Raus hissed, as if speaking conspiratorially, ‘I didn’t ask for his entire military history.’

			‘Some people are just “me, me, me”, Raus.’

			‘No more games,’ said the commissar, calmly returning his pistol to its holster. He turned to his lackeys, who had yet to recover from their brief encounter with the warp-possessed psyker. ‘Get them up. We’re moving out.’

			‘To where, lord commissar?’ asked the sergeant, as he warily eyed the slowly dissolving body of the psyker. 

			‘The Raptora,’ he uttered simply.

			A map of sorts had been produced by the commissar’s henchman and on it was scrawled a crudely rendered schematic that represented a section of the fortress. Several chambers had been listed, as well as a series of runic calculations pertaining to their approximate positions at any given time. The fortress was as unknowable as the depths of the void itself, and some believed it had an anima, a will of its own. Foolish superstition, isolation madness or perhaps some sentient remnant of an era long lost to the benighted veil of history – whatever was the cause, the fortress moved, and its transience was the root of not insignificant consternation to those who dwelled within its myriad halls.

			‘Nothing ever stays the same in here…’ murmured the commissar, as he pored over the map. He paused to look up at the corridor section they had ventured into before laying a gloved finger against his desired destination.

			‘Is that why you need to get to the vault?’ asked Raus. He had to push his weary body through the tight confines of the fortress, his haggard face reflected back at him in the black obsidian every time he sagged on his feet. Rein trailed behind him, a Traitor Guardsman placed between them in the order of march. Anyone would think the ratlings could not be trusted if they were together…

			‘It’s what’s inside the vault that interests me,’ the commissar replied, sending two of his thugs to scout ahead. Despite the fall from grace and the abandonment of the Throne and everything he once must have stood for, the military instincts remained, and Raus saw them echoed in the commissar’s every order and stratagem. 

			‘Same here,’ Rein piped up from somewhere in the back.

			The commissar’s mirthless laugh sent a chill through Raus. ‘Oh, you’ll never see it. Once I have the other half of the talisman…’

			‘I assume that ominous pause means you’ll let us go,’ said Raus.

			The commissar didn’t answer, which in itself was an answer.

			Raus suppressed a small gulp.

			‘A geomantic sceptre.’ The commissar turned, his cold gaze falling on Raus. ‘I assume you know what that is.’

			‘You want to fix it in place, the fortress. Or at least, part of it.’

			‘Yes. A foothold would be beyond price. I am tired of being a nomad. I want it to end.’

			‘I can end it for you easy enough,’ Rein muttered from the back. 

			His words elicited a smile from the commissar. ‘Oh, I bet you could.’ He turned away, gesturing to his men. ‘It’s close.’

			And so it proved.

			An open path led the expeditionaries to the Raptora, a chamber mercifully empty of any of the more bestial and less discerning denizens of the fortress.

			‘Almost as if it wants us to breach the vault…’ murmured the commissar as they stood at the threshold. It was a graveyard, a vast chamber festooned with technological detritus like some junker dragon’s hoard. Old heat coils wound like ivy around machine parts, bionics and spent fuel canisters. Wheels, engines and pieces of fuselage agglomerated into a mass of metal that undulated like hills. It stank of petrochem and fyceline, a machine-shop aroma with a scrapyard aesthetic. 

			‘Needle…’ said Raus, beaming, ‘meet haystack.’

			The commissar did his best to hide his annoyance, silently ordering three of his men to begin searching.

			‘You expected a locker or something, didn’t you,’ said Raus. ‘Far safer to hide it here in plain sight, eh, Rein.’

			‘Up top for thinking, down below for scarpering, Raus.’

			‘Gag them both.’ 

			Raus felt the rough hands of one of his captors as a dirty piece of rag was yanked across his mouth.

			The Traitor Guardsmen took to the junk pile like flies to dung, but achieved little more than buzzing around with nothing to show for it.

			Losing patience, the commissar sent in the rest, but the junk pile was immense. 

			Raus mumbled against his gag, trying to be heard. The commissar glared but relented, slashing the rag with a serrated knife that nicked the ratling’s cheek.

			‘Do you ever wonder how we came to cross paths again?’ asked Raus, stretching his mouth to massage out the stiffness of wearing the gag. He expected a backlash from the commissar but the man paused instead, as if he also wanted to know the answer to that question. ‘I mean, after all this time, across the gulf of the void, all the way to Precipice and beyond… The chances are pretty slim, I’d say.’

			‘There had better be a point to all of this,’ the commissar warned. 

			‘You went your way, spikes and ritual sacrifice, and we went ours, surviving, thieving, doing what we do. That we came back together, in this time, in this place… makes you wonder, doesn’t it? If there is a purpose or if perhaps we’re fated in some way.’

			‘Mine is the Eightfold path, a servant of the Dark Gods. I deny the Corpse-Emperor, as should you.’

			‘Recruitment, is that it? Is that why you did it? Turned coat and all that,’ Raus pondered. ‘Tempting… but I don’t really like tattoos or whatever that is.’ He pointed to the eight-pointed star cut into the commissar’s face. ‘Don’t want to spoil my handsome disposition now, do I.’

			‘Enough.’ The commissar pulled his sidearm and the dull metal barrel shone in the light, almost eager to be discharged. ‘I am no longer amused, verm,’ he snarled. ‘Where did you hide it?’

			‘Thing is…’ said Raus, ‘it’s in here but it’s not where we hid it, not really.’

			The ratlings were knelt either side of the commissar, on their knees, as if waiting for summary execution. Raus supposed that was probably true. He felt the cold press of the bolt pistol’s muzzle against his right temple.

			‘Start talking.’

			‘I promise to tell you where it is if you’ll answer me one question,’ Raus replied brightly.

			The commissar scowled like he wanted to pummel Raus’ skull. ‘Ask it, but this is the last time. No more stalling.’

			Raus hoped he had stalled just enough. His expression darkened. ‘Why did you have to kill Strigg? Locke, Happig, Fud… killed in battle. I get that. I can understand that. Even Munk and Pugal. Casualties of war. They’d have killed you too, given the chance. Seem to recall that they did. Quite a few of you.’ 

			The commissar was scratching at his shoulder, where Rein’s bullet had struck but not killed him, Raus now realised.

			‘But not Strigg,’ said Raus. ‘He wasn’t a threat. You murdered him in his bed. I reckon we could’ve let it go if not for Strigg. So here we are.’

			The commissar had stopped listening. He was focused on what was happening in front of him instead. ‘What the hell is that–’

			‘That’s where our piece of the talisman is…’

			A red glow lit up one part of the chamber. It looked innocuous enough, just a lumen slit half buried amidst a heap of old servitor parts… until it rose to its feet, a metal-plated battle-automaton with a crackling power claw and a long-barrelled assault cannon.

			‘How can I be of assistance?’ it asked, the traitors dumbfounded as its weapon arm spooled up.

			Raus flung himself to the floor, trusting his brother to do the same, as a hail of high-powered munitions tore through the chamber and the Traitor Guardsmen who occupied it. A tongue of muzzle flare lapped the air as the cannon panned left to right, leaving nothing but dismembered body parts in its wake. 

			To his credit, the commissar managed to get off a shot, screaming, ‘You little bast–’ before being obliterated. Raus was still picking pieces of him out of his hair and clothes, having already slipped his bonds a while back, when Rein crawled over to him.

			‘Don’t even think about it,’ Raus snapped as Rein was poised mid-filch, his larcenous fingers inches from the commissar’s fallen pistol. 

			‘What?’ he protested. ‘He’s not in a fit state to use it again, is he, Raus?’

			‘You really want that corrupt thing in your possession, Rein?’

			The robot settled it, crushing the fallen bolt pistol under its heavy tread as it lumbered up to the ratlings.

			‘Bugger…’ sighed Rein.

			Raus, meanwhile, looked up at their saviour, tossing his sovereign ring, which had just abruptly stopped flashing, into the air. ‘Handy little homing beacon.’

			Rein patted his brother on his back, a broad grin on his scruffy face. ‘UR-025… I could kiss you.’

			The glow behind the vision slit in the robot’s dome-like head flashed gently as if it were trying to process the request, but then gave up. Instead, it held out its claw, and within was a sickle-shaped object.

			‘Have you retrieved the other half?’ it said.

			Raus was already rifling through the commissar’s pockets and emerged with the talisman he had taunted them with earlier. 

			‘Present and correct,’ he announced.

			The battle-automaton designated UR-025 handed Raus the other half of the talisman for the ratling to fit together. As the two pieces snapped into place, a dull light lit a small gemstone in the middle. Raus pressed it with his dirty thumb and a great rumbling shook the chamber. Islands of scrap tottered and collapsed, or else rippled aside as a pair of blast doors opened outwards in the chamber floor. Pale, shimmering light flooded from this revealed alcove like an undersea cavern. All parties moved to the edge so they could peer inside, the two diminutive ratlings and a hulking but dutiful robot. Raus reflected that the image they presented might appear faintly ridiculous to the casual observer, but his attention quickly turned to the mirrored vault and the artefact within.

			‘Doesn’t look like much,’ said Rein, turning the sceptre over in his hands. ‘Shiny, though.’

			The gems encrusting the slender wand of gilded metal glinted in the light of the scrap chamber as he handed it to Raus, who in turn gave it to UR-025. 

			The robot made no comment, except to issue a short blurt of lingua-technis as he alerted his Mechanicus overseers that he had acquired the object of his mission. Raus had never seen these supposed masters; all of his dealings, including this one, had always been conducted by UR-025 in person, but as the automaton deftly unscrewed the base of the sceptre, in which was secreted a unique data-coin, he reflected that he had never been given cause to distrust it.

			‘Nice doing business with you,’ declared Rein, and sketched a little bow as UR-025 returned the rest of the sceptre to him.

			‘You are welcome,’ it replied in a clipped, mechanical monotone. After a moment’s pause, it added, ‘Interrogative…’

			Rein recoiled sharply. ‘You want to inter what? Nope, no probing for me!’ 

			Raus sighed. ‘That’s not what that means, Rein. It wants to ask us a question.’

			‘Oh…’

			UR-025 took this as its cue. ‘Why risk your continued biological function and endure physical harm for what is, in fact, an item with little commercial or scientific value?’

			Rein shrugged, and tossed the sceptre over his shoulder. It plinked as it struck a jutting obsidian bulkhead before slipping through a crack in the floor and falling into whatever stygian darkness lay below their feet. ‘Sometimes, it’s not about treasure.’

			They parted ways after that, UR-025 delving deeper into the fortress as Raus and Rein headed for the Stygian Aperture and a return to Precipice.

			About halfway back, Raus fished inside his pocket and pulled out a crumpled pict. It had faded with age and was foxed around the edges but the memory was as fresh as yesterday. He wiped away a fresh tear for his fallen comrades, the first he’d shed in a while.

			‘Sometimes, it’s about vengeance, Rein.’

			Rein put his arm around Raus’ shoulder. ‘Long live the Longhorns, Raus…’

			‘Long live the Longhorns, Rein.’

			‘Right,’ said Rein, hiking up his belt and tightening the rifle strap around his chest, ‘let’s go and find where I chucked that sceptre, shall we.’ He had turned on his heel and was already marching back the way they had come. ‘I reckon I can still find it, Raus. Should be worth a pretty penny, all those jewels. Quite a bit, I’d say.’

			‘Quite a bit, Rein,’ said Raus as he gave chase and smiled, stuffing the pict back into his pocket. ‘Quite a bit.’
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			Zhain sneers as she approaches, looking at the mess. The trackers are hunkered on the floor, framed by a shaft of green light that slices down from a broken gantry overhead. The doorway we are standing in is constructed in the same style as the rest of the ship – crudely hammered metal that has been twisted and warped to resemble the tendrils of a plant. It feels like we are surrounded by vines or the roots of a vast, metal tree. Zhain toys with her whip as she watches the kroot eat, running a finger over the barbs. 

			‘Savages.’

			I understand her disdain. The kroot are nauseatingly primitive. They are avian, bipedal wretches of extremely limited intellect. They are physically strong, however, and they fight without any trace of fear. It is easy to see how they have carved a place for themselves as hired guns. They have killed another sentry while we lagged behind and, by the time we reach them, they’ve already eaten half the remains. The entrance to the chamber is a mess, draped with innards and splashed with blood. 

			Eating is all they seem to be interested in and they invest it with an almost holy sense of ritual, screeching prayers as they cram innards into their beaks. I have never encountered a species with such a peculiar, obsessive relationship with food. They cast some pieces aside, spitting curses, then cradle others with reverence, treating them like sacred relics. They take some of the smaller bones and thread them into the quill crests that crown their heads, sniffing them repeatedly as they do so. 

			There isn’t much left of their prey, but from the carcasses I deduce that they were the same hulking, bestial sentries we encountered in the outer chambers. They must have broken free of restraints to attack the kroot because there are traces of collars and muzzles scattered in the gore. The ship’s guardians are huge, ferocious predators, but the kroot have made short work of them with their rifles, firing the rickety weapons with surprising skill.

			Employing the kroot is demeaning. I am as repulsed by them as Zhain. But her bile feels like a criticism of me. I give her a sideways look. 

			‘Perhaps you think it was a mistake to bring them?’ 

			The rest of the kabal arrive just in time to hear my words. They falter, glancing from me to Zhain, hearing the threat in my tone. They grip glaives and rifles, hunger flickering in their eyes as they sense danger. 

			Zhain bares her teeth in a cold smile and puts a hand on her hip, twisting her lithe form like a dancer. Light plays across the contours of her tight-fitting bodysuit. 

			‘Of course not, archon. Their ancestors built this wreck. Employing them as trackers makes perfect sense. Your thinking in this matter is as clear as ever.’

			I stare at her, letting a tense silence play out. Every inch of her bodysuit is barbed with poison but it’s her intellect that I have to watch out for; her guile has elevated her through the ranks of her lethal sisterhood. She is dangerous. And wonderful. There is a delicious tension in all our exchanges. 

			I smile back, relishing the threat in her eyes, then walk on through the doorway and into the main part of the chamber. It is crowded with knotted pipework and cabling. It looks more like the heart of a jungle than the inside of a warp-capable starship. The air is blood-warm. Banks of steam roll between metal boughs, and the bulkheads are coated in rust. The link between the ship and my trackers is obvious. The barbarism of the kroot is writ large in the architecture of the place. The shapes are so ugly and confusing that it takes me a moment to realise we are on an embarkation deck. There are various landing craft picked out in the shafts of emerald light. Most of them are slumped on their sides, hulls and armour plating ripped away, exposing their insides, giving the impression of flayed carcasses. A few are still intact and they are of a peculiar, circular design, like the domed crowns of trees. 

			‘What did you call it?’ I say, glancing at the kroot called Grekh. 

			The creature looks up, meat hanging from his beak. ‘What?’ His voice is a harsh caw.

			‘What, archon,’ says Zhain, toying with the handle of her whip again.

			Grekh stares at her, his eyes blank.

			I wave at the huge chamber that surrounds us. ‘What did you call this wreck?’

			‘Warsphere. Void-city. It was woven in the highest eyries of Akchan-Kur.’

			‘Warsphere.’ I study the convoluted design of the bulkheads. Every inch of the metal has been worked into knots and loops. Columns fan, treelike, to cradle a distant ceiling, and the metal branches have been moulded into totemic shapes. Hawks rise from filigreed flames, feathered gods glare at battlegrounds, talons morph into spear-tipped phalanxes. The images are ugly and crude but I see pride in Grekh’s face as he follows my gaze. He thinks I am impressed. 

			I almost laugh out loud. It is amazing to me that such species can take pride in anything. They are mites, burrowing through the corpse of our past glories, but they are blind to their insignificance – they think they have created a civilisation. I wonder, idly, how I will dispose of the kroot once they have led us to our goal. My first thought had been to simply gun them down, but perhaps it would be worth taking them home to the Dark City, back through the Thorn Gate. It might be amusing to study them and discern their darkest fears. To find out what would really hurt them.

			‘Move!’ snaps Zhain, waving her barbed whip at the far side of the landing deck. ‘The archon has not employed you to eat.’ 

			The kroot look pained by the idea of leaving their meal but they have enough sense not to argue, grabbing their rifles and loping off across the deck. Their quills rattle above their heads as they move and I seem to remember reading the quills are the reason they excel at tracking: they grant the kroot a kind of sixth sense that links with their other senses, making them unusually perceptive. There is a logic to it. Creatures of such poor intelligence could only have survived so long through a quirk of physiology. 

			I smile as we leave the embarkation deck and hurry down a series of tunnel-like companionways. My warriors rush ahead, splinter rifles trained on the shadows. I think of my enemies back in Commorragh, drunk on intrigues and games, unable to see the bigger picture, lost in the webs of Asdrubael Vect. I know they will be deriding my journey out here to the Western Reaches. They lack ambition. While they content themselves with raids on merchant fleets and trading outposts, I have set my sights on something far greater: a galaxy-wide symphony of pain and torment the likes of which no one has seen before.

			Zhain notices my smile and guesses my train of thought. Her tongue plays across her lips. ‘Imagine it. Imagine what we will achieve.’

			‘We haven’t found it yet,’ I remind her, but I feel the same thrill of anticipation she does. After all my long centuries of life, I am finally going to stoke the fires of my soul. 

			The Warsphere is home to a group of alien scholars who have unearthed the location of one of the galaxy’s great mysteries: Vaul’s Anvil. They call it a Blackstone Fortress but I know what it truly is. An implement of death and suffering wrought on a divine scale. A razor that is sharp enough to open the throat of the galaxy. A weapon so powerful that even Vect will have to bend the knee to me. I shall turn Commorragh into my palace. No one will dare speak against me when I am the master of Vaul’s Anvil. The entire galaxy will be my plaything. The possibilities are dizzying. 

			‘We have to find the scholars first,’ I say. 

			Zhain nods. ‘It’s a huge ship.’ She peers up into the tortuous metal canopy. ‘Bigger than anything in our fleet.’

			‘We need only explore a small section of it. According to the kroot, the scholars inhabit the innermost spindle of the vessel. The old command chambers.’ I call out to Grekh. ‘Isn’t that right?’

			He nods back at me. ‘The scholars would die on the surface. So they restarted the Warsphere’s life support. They have hidden here for decades.’ He looks up at the murals on the pipes overhead. ‘But the Warsphere was here long before the scholars came. It must have crashed many hundreds of years ago. The elders say that when it was woven in the lodges of the Nine Peaks, Vawk the Huntress herself emerged from the heavens and–’

			‘How far?’ I ask. ‘Until we reach the scholars?’

			The kroot stares at me, then he replies in flat tones. ‘If we could travel unhindered, an hour, but when the scholars triggered the life support they also triggered the weapons.’

			‘Yes, yes. We will need to circumnavigate some defence systems. There will be a few traps. I understand.’

			Grekh nods. ‘The scholars do not wish to share what they have found. They have learned the location of something important. A treasure.’ He gives me an odd look. ‘I guess it is the reason you are here. And you are not the only ones who will come looking for it.’ He waves at a blackened hole in the wall, surrounded by what looks like melted bone. ‘They are trying to flee. They are attempting to repair the Warsphere.’

			The kroot look at each other, making odd clicking sounds with their beaks, and I realise that they’re laughing at the idea of someone understanding kroot technology. 

			I am intrigued, sensing that this might be how I eventually play with these creatures – this misguided pride in their past could be used to torment them. I pick at the idea. 

			‘Even a race as dull-witted as the mon-keigh should have no difficulty mastering kroot technology.’ I kick at the hole in the wall and one of the totems collapses. Avian deities fall from the bulkhead and land at my feet, their wings in pieces.

			One of the kroot croaks in outrage and draws back his rifle to hit me. Despite being over eight feet tall, the kroot are surprisingly nimble, quicker than humans, but they are not aeldari. I step aside easily. The rifle slams against a bulkhead, scattering sparks.

			Grekh tries to drag his companion away, but he has barely taken a step before I draw my pistol and shoot. Grekh hisses as his friend slumps in his arms, blood rushing from the wound. 

			I take aim at Grekh’s face, pressing the pistol’s long barrel against his forehead, wondering if the creature will be foolish enough to try and retaliate. 

			Grekh makes absurd clicking sounds as he cradles his dead comrade, laying him out on the deck.

			I grind the pieces of broken sculpture under my heel. ‘Your culture is as primitive as your technology.’ I wave at the jungle of metal that surrounds us. ‘I’m amazed this vessel ever flew, but I’m not surprised it crashed. I suppose that is why your species only manages to endure as slaves and bondsmen. Even amongst the lower orders of life, you have sunk to the bottom.’ I lean towards him. ‘Which is why I can kill your friend and you are powerless to do anything. You are little more than cattle, Dahyak Grekh.’

			Grekh stares at me with his black, featureless eyes. He tries to hide his anger but I see from the set of his shoulders and his fast, shallow breaths that I have touched a nerve. He wants to hurt me. There is definitely fruit there for the picking. I promise myself that I will keep the creature alive so that I can take him back to my pleasure theatres in Commorragh. 

			‘Quickly,’ I say, waving at the corpse. ‘Leave that mess where it is. We have no time to waste.’

			Grekh rises slowly to his feet, gripping his rifle, still watching me. It is vaguely amusing. There’s no real danger, of course. If he tried to turn his rifle on me I could kill him, re-holster my gun and stroll away in the time it took him to take aim. But I’m interested to see what he does next. I sense that there is more to the species than I thought. Perhaps they are not entirely dull.

			He turns away and nods. ‘Of course, archon.’

			Zhain chuckles as the kroot carries on down the companionway, abandoning his dead comrade. She strokes my cheek with her fingernails. ‘We can have fun with that one.’ 

			We cross a few more chambers, then as we enter a narrow, winding corridor I pause and raise my pistol. Centuries of hunting have honed my senses to a fine point, even by aeldari standards. Zhain feels the danger too, halting at my side and peering into the shadows. Grekh blunders on for a while before finally realising that there is a problem. He leaps back towards us just in time to avoid falling as the floor opens up. Metal roots fall away to reveal a sheer-sided drop into the bowels of the ship. 

			When the dust has settled, Zhain lashes the kroot to the floor with her whip. Grekh gasps as the barbs fill his skin with agony. 

			‘I thought you knew how to avoid the traps?’ she whispers as Grekh struggles to breathe.

			The kroot shakes his head and manages to stand. He does not cry out. ‘No. I do not know where they are. But I know how to disable them.’

			Zhain looks at me in surprise, and I nod. Most creatures would still be screaming after a kiss from Zhain’s lash. Clearly, she had not meant to kill him, but even so, the pain must be horrific. 

			Grekh plucks something from his armour. It looks like a canker of some kind. He crunches the shell in his beak, then swallows the contents. Then he mutters an oath and limps over to the bulkhead, peering at the shapes scored across the metal. He strokes an image of a talon and it alters as he touches it, rotating with a series of clicks. Then he removes a section of the surface, uncovering a hole. Dust billows out, along with a nauseating stink. 

			Grekh reaches into the hole. When he takes his hand back out I am surprised to see that he is not holding wires or a control panel; he is holding a bundle of mouldering sticks and rags. It looks like a bird’s nest. He brushes away the dry remains of insects and unrolls a charred animal carcass, wrapped in leaves and scored with various symbols. It looks like the burned remains of a rodent. Grekh snaps off some blackened bone and crunches it in his beak.

			Zhain gives me an incredulous look, but I shrug. I have seen kroot navigate terrain that has confounded everyone else who made the attempt. 

			‘Give him a moment,’ I say. ‘The kroot have a way of digesting knowledge. They learn things from their food.’ I lower my voice. ‘It may be something we could explore in more detail back in the Dark City.’

			‘They learn through eating?’ she mutters, grimacing.

			‘I do not profess to understand the details. I think they absorb the essence or spirit of their food when they eat. Even the memories, perhaps.’

			Grekh finishes chewing on the bone, replaces the bundle in the wall and closes the hole, but he is not quite done. He makes a low coughing sound and spits some of the charcoal into his hand; then he smears it across the image of the claw, tracing the outline. The musky smell intensifies. 

			‘This way,’ he says, doubling back the way we came and heading down another companionway. We move fast, dashing through chamber after chamber. The deeper we travel into the ship, the more abandoned it seems. The murals fade to shades of brown and red as the rust gets thicker. Our boots kick up ruddy clouds, as though no one has been this way for hundreds of years. Avian statues watch us from overheard, peering through the metal branches, their expressions full of disdain. An hour passes and there is no sign of a living soul, not even the bestial sentries that we encountered in the outer chambers.

			‘I risked a lot for this,’ says Zhain as we run.

			I glance at her. ‘What have you risked?’

			‘I served Dranakh for decades. He was Vect’s favoured instrument of fear. Everyone knows it. If Vect finds out that I was behind Dranakh’s death, he will hunt me down.’

			‘Of course he’ll find out. For all his faults, Vect is not a fool. One of the most skilled poisoners in Commorragh disappears on the day her master dies. I’m sure you covered your tracks very well but he will sniff you out eventually.’

			She keeps her expression neutral but I can sense her fear. It is intoxicating. I have to warn myself not to be distracted from my purpose. 

			‘You had better be right about these scholars,’ she drawls, trying to sound unruffled. ‘They had better know the exact location of the Anvil.’

			I laugh. ‘Remember, Zhain, it was you who told me about them.’

			‘And it was your suggestion that I kill Dranakh before he could head out here and claim the Anvil.’

			‘As I recall, you did not need much persuading.’

			She glares at the mouldering statues and pipes. ‘This place stinks.’

			I smile to myself, then nod at the kroot, racing ahead of us through the ship. ‘His description of the scholars corresponds exactly with the information you stole from Dranakh. That can’t be a coincidence. And why would this wreck be so heavily guarded if it were empty? The kroot have killed dozens of sentries.’

			She is about to reply when gunfire rips through the gloom. Some of my warriors fall to the ground, kicked back by the shots, holes punched through their armour. Grekh dives for cover. More shots flicker through the steam as Zhain and I duck behind a statue’s pedestal. 

			I hear the bark of Grekh’s rifle, then nothing. 

			Zhain glances at me. I shrug and wave some of my warriors out into the centre of the chamber. They edge out, guns raised, but there is no more gunfire and I can sense no danger, so I march out after them, heading down a colonnade towards the opposite door, my pistol raised as I scour the shadows for signs of our attacker. I’ve almost reached the door when I see Grekh, crouched on his haunches, eating another sentry. 

			I pistol-whip him, sending him tumbling into one of the columns, blood spraying from his beak. 

			Grekh calmly wipes the gore from his beak, stares at me, then hurries on through the doorway.

			We enter a chamber that is even more crowded than the preceding ones. Every column and bulkhead is covered in vine-like heaps of metal. It must once have been an armoury, but the weapons are so rusted they are only vaguely recognisable as guns. The stench here is even thicker and the air has a stale, damp quality that reminds me of a cave. 

			‘Are you sure the scholars live down here?’ I say, catching up with Grekh as he leads us across the chamber. 

			He pauses and nods. Then he reaches out to the wall, opens another compartment and takes out a bundle of rags, dead flies and meat. He flicks away some of the flies and taps the meat. 

			‘See? The scholars took possession of the Warsphere many lifetimes ago. They have used it to research the treasure they found.’ He chews some of the meat, looking pensive. ‘The scholars in this ship have been waiting for the right moment to leave, but now their hand has been forced. People like you have learned about their discovery so they are racing to leave. They are on the command deck, preparing to launch the Warsphere.’

			I look around at the rust-covered wreckage, incredulous. ‘Launch this?’

			Something moves overhead. Zhain and I both hear it. 

			‘Take cover,’ I say, stepping behind a pile of buckled metal.

			As we all duck out of sight, the sound grows louder. It is like chains being dragged against chains and, as I peer out from my shelter, I see shapes break free from the canopy above, drifting down through the steam.

			I wave for my warriors to scatter and I leap behind a column as hawks cut through the steam, diving straight towards us. They are huge, with a wingspan of nine to twelve feet and beaks longer than my forearm. They trail rust as they fall, pinions screeching. They are not living creatures but pieces of the metalwork that have sprung to life. 

			We open fire, filling the air with poison shards, but the neurotoxins have no effect on metal automata. They have no nerves to flay. A few of the hawks spin away, their wings damaged by the shots, but most of them crash into my warriors, punching through their armour and slamming them into the floor. The scene descends into chaos as hawks swoop down from every direction. I gun several of them down before I notice Grekh. 

			Rather than shooting at our attackers he is gazing at them in wonder, shaking his head and mouthing silent words. At first, he seems immune to the attacks, but then one of the hawks singles him out and launches itself in his direction. Grekh is so enraptured that he does not realise until it is almost too late that he is about to die. At the last moment, he dives clear, rolling through the gloom as the bird rights itself and soars back up into the banks of steam. 

			‘They’re butchering us!’ cries Zhain, grabbing my arm and yelling in my face, as if I am unaware of the massacre taking place. 

			I shrug her off and sprint over to Grekh, pointing at the next doorway. ‘Are the scholars through there? Is that the command deck?’

			Grekh takes a moment to register my question, still staring at the metal hawks; then he nods and dashes across the chamber, waving for us all to follow. 

			We run through the doorway and enter another narrow companionway. The hawks try to follow but in such a confined space, they are easier to target. They thrash awkwardly and collide with each other, scattering sparks and pieces of metal. My warriors drive them back with a barrage of splinter rounds and, after another minute or so, the attacks cease. 

			We all pause to catch our breath, and I look around. 

			‘Twenty guards dead,’ snarls Zhain. ‘That leaves only ten. And half of them are wounded.’ 

			‘How far?’ I demand, glaring at Grekh.

			‘Almost there,’ he replies, chewing something. ‘Minutes away.’

			I give Zhain a triumphant look and then I wave Grekh on. The corridor traces the shape of a vast ellipse. The Warsphere is a city-sized dome, half buried in the ground, but this is the first time I have had a sense that we are travelling through a circular structure. 

			‘We are at the centre,’ I say, glancing at Zhain. ‘The kroot is right. This is the central hub of the wheel.’

			Hunger glimmers in her eyes, and she shakes her head. ‘Vaul’s Anvil. It’s almost ours.’

			She means to betray me, of course. As soon as we locate the scholars and extract the coordinates of Vaul’s Anvil, she intends to poison me. She has no intention of sharing the Blackstone Fortress. She did not betray one master just to serve another. This is her bid for dominance. She has already bribed or threatened every member of my court, thinking they will side with her when she makes her move. My pulse quickens as I look at her. Keeping her at my side is like carrying a beautiful, venomous serpent. I have my own plans, of course. Grekh will ensure that only I learn the coordinates of Vaul’s Anvil. He has been briefed very carefully. He knows what will happen to him if Zhain hears more than I want her to. But even the smallest mistake will see my most potent weapon turned against me.

			We have almost reached another bulkhead when Grekh halts and holds up his rifle, warning us that there is another trap. He grabs a piece of debris and tosses it down the passageway. There is a hissing sound as feathered darts shoot from the walls, clattering against the bulkheads. A new smell cuts through the Warsphere’s usual stench – an acrid, chemical tang that drifts towards us from the darts. 

			Grekh opens a hidden hatch in the bulkhead and takes out another one of the rotten bundles. He rearranges some of the pieces, whispers something, then replaces the bundle and closes the hatch. He waits for a moment, then throws another piece of wreckage. Nothing happens and he edges forwards, scanning the shadows for signs of movement. He rushes towards the next doorway and passes safely through. 

			‘Is he really using those bits of rotten meat to disable the traps?’ asks Zhain, shaking her head in disbelief. 

			I signal for everyone else to advance. ‘It doesn’t matter how he does it. Just be glad we have him with us.’

			We pass through several chambers and companionways and, each time, Grekh disables traps in the same way, finding hatches that are hidden from everyone else and performing his strange rituals. Sometimes he just rearranges the dried pieces of meat and sometimes he eats parts, but the effect is the same and we make quick progress through the ship. I find myself increasingly intrigued by the kroot. Without him, we would have no way of safely navigating the ship. When I have finished amusing myself with the creature I will definitely order my courtiers to dissect it and see how its sensory apparatus works. 

			‘Here,’ says Grekh, pausing at a large armour-plated door. ‘The command chamber. The scholars will be on the other side.’ He speaks in the same, rasping monotone he always employs. He has no idea of the significance of what we are doing. He is like a child revealing the location of a lethal sword. 

			I reach out to turn the handle, but he holds me back. ‘They will be waiting. They will be on the other side.’

			I nod and step away from the door, looking back at my warriors. ‘Tear down this door. And anything on the far side.’

			Grekh, Zhain and I step aside as they launch a blistering barrage of shots. There are clangs and explosions in the chamber but no return fire. After nearly a minute of sustained fire, I wave my warriors on. They charge through rolling smoke and I race after them, my pistol bucking in my hand and my pulse hammering.

			As soon as the smoke clears, I sense that something is wrong. We are on a command deck, but it looks even more abandoned than the other chambers we’ve passed through. Our shots have created points of molten heat, but everything else is layered with mounds of dust. No one has been in here for many years. There are control panels and navigational equipment, but everything is warped and rusted.

			‘What is this?’ I demand, looking back at Grekh. 

			The kroot is not there. He is nowhere in the chamber. I dash back to the doorway and look back down the companionway just in time to see his lanky shape vanishing into the distance. I move to follow him, spitting a curse, but Zhain grabs me. 

			‘Wait! The traps!’ She grabs a piece of wreckage and tosses it down the corridor. There is a deafening screech as floor-to-ceiling blades scythe across the companionway, cutting through wreckage with ease. ‘Every one of those chambers was the same,’ she says, glaring at me. ‘You’ll be diced if you go back that way.’ She taps me with the handle of her whip. ‘And you will not leave me lost in this place.’

			‘You’re right,’ I concede, looking back into the command chamber. ‘We will have to take another route.’

			‘Another route to where?’ she spits. ‘That creature has tricked us. It has led us into a trap.’

			‘That makes no sense. Why would Grekh bring us here just to lead us to nothing? He thought I was going to pay him handsomely for reaching the scholars.’

			‘Maybe not. Maybe he guessed the truth – that you were far more likely to skin him than pay him. He seemed like a wily creature. And we can’t navigate this ship without him. How would we disable those traps?’

			I pace around the chamber, shaking my head, refusing to accept that I have been made a fool of. ‘The scholars are here. We know they are. Why would Grekh lead us to the wrong chamber?’

			‘There’s no other way out of here,’ says Zhain, looking around. The same green light that illuminated the other chambers is visible here, bleeding up through the deck plating, lighting her face from beneath and giving her a spectral appearance. ‘That is the only door.’ She pads around me, flexing her fingers. 

			‘We will find a way to disable those traps,’ I say. ‘I will not die in this room.’ I wave some of my courtiers over to the banks of navigational equipment. ‘Activate something. Make those things work. Find some schematics. Or something that will get us out of here.’

			They leap to obey, sensing how close I am to violence.

			I do not expect them to achieve anything but, after just a few minutes, one of the machines whirrs into life, a weak light spilling from its display screen. Images flicker in a silent loop. It is a fragment of time, just a few moments of footage, showing figures moving in one of the Warsphere’s outer chambers. 

			‘Several years old,’ I say, noticing the time stamp. ‘Find something more recent.’

			‘Wait,’ says Zhain, leaning closer. ‘Look. It’s some of the sentinels that Grekh killed. What are they doing?’

			I have only seen the ship’s guardians as butchered corpses, but I realise she is right – the hulking, reptilian beasts caught in the footage are the same monsters that the kroot killed when we entered the vessel. Only, there is something odd about them. They do not move as I would expect. The scaly, bulky carcasses made me think the creatures were wild animals, but the footage tells a different story – they are working carefully at something, fiddling with a mechanical device, and they are moving with a quiet deliberation that speaks of calm intelligence. The image is slashed by lines of static but I can see that the monsters are using mechanical devices – tools and machines that look to be of ingenious manufacture. 

			‘They are the scholars.’ My breath quickens as the truth hits me. ‘They weren’t just animals left to guard the place, those reptiles were the species we came to find. They were the ones who knew how to reach Vaul’s Anvil.’

			Zhain shakes her head. ‘And those idiot kroot killed them thinking they were just the guards.’

			A second, dreadful realisation washes through me. ‘No. They didn’t think they were just guards. They knew exactly what they were doing. That’s why they were so keen to eat the carcasses.’ I stare at Zhain. ‘Do you see? Grekh knows about Vaul’s Anvil. And now he will have learned its location. By killing and eating the scholars. He just used us to reach them. Now he’s left us in here to rot. He tricked me.’ My rage at the betrayal is so great that it feels like a physical pain. It takes me a moment to realise that the pain really is physical. I stumble and fall to the floor, feeling my throat crumble and collapse. 

			My vision blurs as Zhain looms over me, her face contorted by rage, a husk knife in her hand. She is saying something, spitting curses, but my mind is elsewhere. 

			All I can think of is Grekh’s blank, unreadable eyes.
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			The Imperium burned. Flame licked at the periphery of her vision, threatening to cloud it, to overwhelm it. Everywhere she looked was fire. She tried to scream, but no sound escaped her mouth. She closed her eyes, but the flames were always there, a bright ethereal warning. The fire brought death, and there was nothing she could do.

			Her surroundings were like smoke, intangible. Somehow she was outside the fortress, outside herself. In the void of space the battle raged around her. She saw untold death, the terrible destructive power of the fortress. 

			The Imperium burned. 

			Ships launched munitions at the fortress, but it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough. Torpedoes and energy beams, the heat glare of shipborne lances, dissipated against its cold, unforgiving, matt-black surface. Scorched sections folded back into its shell to be replaced by pristine layers of unblemished obsidian. Imperial vessels fell in waves, their existence blinking out in explosions of plasma and debris. Others threw themselves against it in a desperate last-ditch defence. 

			Nothing could stand in its path. Untold numbers cried out in terror as stone cracked under immense forces. Every one of them called for the Emperor’s help, but for them it was too late. 

			‘Witch?’ 

			The voice snapped Aradia Madellan out of her vision. She continued her stride onto the Blackstone Fortress, the tap of her stave on the floor echoing back. Her eyes refocused, no longer looking inward. As soon as her boots had touched the deck of the fortress her warp-sight had flashed into life, showing her a vision. The vision had disappeared as suddenly as it had come. She uttered a mantra, words she had taught herself years ago, when she had been trapped and alone. Part of her training as a psyker, it was designed to calm her mind, to give her focus and steel her against the warp. The psych-reactive collar around her head flared with ethereal blue light, bathing the obsidian deck around her. It was an alchemical glow, tinged with a black light on the edge of her perception. It dimmed as she calmed, reciting the words over and over. 

			I am in control.

			The vision still lingered on the edge of her memory, tempting her to fall back into its embrace. She focused her mind on reality, away from the unreality of the warp. The closer she came to the Blackstone Fortress, the stronger the visions were. Now that she was standing on the fortress itself, it had been even more vivid than before. She had felt as if she were there, witnessing the destruction of the Imperium, one planet at a time. 

			She reached now for the Emperor’s light, but out here His presence was distant and cold, a muted hum at the back of her mind. Even with the explorers at her side, the primaris psyker had not felt so alone in a long time. 

			‘Witch?’ Taddeus spoke again, his voice clearer, more distinct this time. ‘Is something wrong?’ he asked. His cassock was lined with shadows in the black-lit gloom, and the relic at his broad chest glowed with a faint blue light like Aradia’s stave. She knew that his concern was not for her, but for himself. Since joining forces, he had shown no regard for her abilities. Like many in the Imperium he saw Aradia as something other, an outsider, a threat. His eyes bored into hers, judging every second of her existence. His ruddy face was even more flushed now than it had been before. 

			‘I’m fine,’ she lied, ignoring the term he had used. He would not be the last to call her that. She could only have been out for a second, but it had been long enough for him to notice. There was no way she could tell him what she had witnessed. As she had learnt in the schola, a half-truth was always better than an outright lie. ‘The Blackstone Fortress has… changed,’ she said, waving a gloved hand at the aperture. ‘Something is different.’

			‘We should go,’ Taddeus said, stepping off the alighting ramp of their vessel, Pious Vorne close at his heel as always. She wore red robes under fire-blackened armour, and like Aradia her head was completely bare, shaven of all hair.

			‘The God-Emperor’s holy mission can wait no longer. I have seen our path.’ Taddeus hesitated, then lifted the heavy leather tome that hung at his waist. ‘The code is here. It is all the God-Emperor’s will.’ 

			Taddeus was hiding something, she could feel it. There was something there in his mind, just below the surface. The amount of time that Taddeus had spent in the fortress had only strengthened his convictions, and increased his piety. The priest was like many of her teachers back at the schola, overweight and self-important. He clutched a heavy power maul in one bionic arm. Aradia had been threatened by similar weapons in her youth. 

			Aradia couldn’t understand why Murad, her superior, had made her seek out the priest when she had been tasked to lead this expedition, but he was supposed to know more about the Blackstone Fortress than anyone else. Aradia hoped that the rogue trader had been right. 

			From here, Aradia could look back through the aperture into the void and see the star field beyond. The tiny pinpricks of light that showed the core of the galaxy. Within that small view, thousands of Imperial worlds spun through the darkness of space, each containing billions of souls. Aradia could almost feel them, almost reach out and sense them, but that would be impossible. Her psionic powers could never be that strong. Every one of those worlds was threatened by the existence of this fortress. They would all suffer if she failed.

			‘Why are we waiting?’ Taddeus asked, looking at Aradia from the corner of his eye. His contempt was barely masked, a slight snarl turned the corner of his lips. ‘Have you lost your wits?’ Aradia didn’t answer. 

			Vorne lifted her two-handed flamer and glared at Aradia. There had been a beauty there once, but like most things it had been ravaged by hate. Aradia could feel the hesitation in the young zealot. Vorne wanted nothing more than to do the Emperor’s work, and she would let nothing stand in her path, not even another servant of the Emperor. Especially not a witch. Aradia fancied she could feel some kind of kindred there, deep down in Vorne’s psyche, but above the rebreather that covered her mouth like a muzzle the zealot’s eyes burned with disgust. Aradia would have to watch her back while that one was around. 

			She looked about, taking in the area. The aperture was vast, revealing a glimpse of the fortress’ interior and allowing their small vessel a space to land. Many other explorers had come this way, and even now other ships sat waiting. Some of them looked as if they had been there for years, like barges of the dead, waiting for explorers that would never return.

			Aradia sensed a presence. A figure appeared out of the gloom. Underneath a green cloak, polished, bone-white armour shifted and warped like light, until a lithe figure became fully apparent. Aradia could taste a faint metallic tang as her mind reached towards the aeldari. Pain flared in her temples, and she recoiled. There was a barrier there, and knowing that mind would come at a price. She had the sudden feeling that if Amallyn Shadowguide did not want to be seen, then they would never have known she was there. 

			‘You came,’ Aradia said. It wasn’t a question. The Blackstone Fortress drew them all, whether they wanted it to or not. Even so, she had not fully expected the ranger to honour the deal. 

			‘We had an agreement.’ The soft voice emitted from some kind of vox-caster clamped around her mouth. 

			Aradia turned back to Taddeus, and saw that the preacher shuddered with barely suppressed rage. 

			‘Xenos filth!’ he shouted, pointing an accusing finger at the aeldari ranger. ‘You sully our holy mission!’ The servo-stubber attached to his shoulder cycled, its automated feed rattling. Aradia felt the slight static discharge of his power maul activating. To her credit, Shadowguide didn’t flinch. The ranger stood, impassively regarding the preacher with cool, intelligent eyes. Had Aradia sight of her mouth she imagined she’d have seen a superior smirk there. 

			‘I have ventured into the Talisman with the false prophet before,’ Amallyn said, her voice a soft purr. ‘Were those endeavours not holy enough for you?’

			Aradia tentatively reached out to Taddeus’ mind, thinking to use her telepathic powers to calm him. Something intangible held her back. The look of hatred in his eyes was enough of a warning, and a deep scowl crossed his features. 

			‘Get out of my head, witch,’ he said. ‘I can feel your abominable itch in my skull!’

			Aradia switched tactics. ‘Stop, Taddeus! Stay your weapons.’ Her voice wasn’t quite the commanding boom she had intended. She was used to following orders, not giving them. ‘If we are to clear the fortress in the Emperor’s name then we will need help. Your faith is not in doubt, but it will not be enough. We need to work together.’

			Taddeus glared at the ranger, his weapons still active. Then he sighed and let the mace fall. ‘We will work together for now, witch,’ he said, not taking his eyes from Shadowguide. ‘While we do the God-Emperor’s work. But you will not always be part of His plans. Only those that can see His truth will earn His protection.’ He bared a row of off-white teeth. There was a cruelness there that Aradia hadn’t expected. He marched towards the maglev transport, Vorne following in his wake. 

			Aradia took one last look back over her shoulder at the abyss of space, before plunging on into the darkness of the fortress. She had to trust the priest and the aeldari to aid her in her task. If not, they were all doomed.

			The maglev ground to a halt. It had passed chambers and corridors in a blur, silently taking the explorers further into the depths, before stopping without so much as a change in pitch to indicate they were slowing. They could travel for years, forever at the whim of the maglev platform, never able to take control. How many explorers had simply starved to death on this transport system no one could map or truly understand?

			It had stopped in a gloomy and forbidding place, ambient light faintly illuminating the black crystalline material of the chamber. Aradia couldn’t see to its far wall, but as she stepped from the maglev the echo of her footsteps gave her a sense of its space. The sound reverberated back as if she were in some kind of underground cavern. There was a damp quality to the air, and the sense of a ceiling nearby that she couldn’t see in the dark. Even with her powers, she couldn’t quite comprehend the vastness of the Blackstone Fortress. 

			‘We’re here,’ Taddeus said, stepping from the maglev after her. ‘We’re on the right path.’ The golden eagles on his shoulders bobbed with the motion of his step. They reflected what light there was back into the chamber, giving him a blue aura. Pious Vorne came after, always in his shadow, the flaming brand on her backpack helping to illuminate the scene. Not for the first time, Aradia wondered at the logic of having an open flame so close to a tank of promethium fuel.

			‘Where is here exactly?’ Aradia wondered out loud, walking ahead of them and not expecting an answer. ‘Have you been this way before?’ 

			Taddeus did not respond and walked off into the gloom. 

			‘For a preacher, he does not inspire confidence,’ Amallyn whispered as she joined them.

			Every surface of the chamber was black, made from a glossy obsidian crystal that had so far managed to confound any analysis. There were faint strands of grey etched through it in random patterns like marble. It reminded Aradia of the scholastica psykana facility where she had been trained, and she half expected one of her tutors to appear out of the darkened cloisters at any moment, to chastise her with a shock maul. She could still feel the old wounds. 

			She snapped herself out of the memory, focusing on the task at hand. From here she could no longer see the stars. There were no external windows, and they were shut off from the Imperium, alone and trapped. If the maglevs did not return them, then they would be here for the rest of time. There were innumerable tales of explorers venturing into the Blackstone Fortress never to return. She would not allow herself to be amongst that number. She had a purpose – not just the mission, but something else; something equally important. 

			Aradia needed to understand her visions. 

			The explorers set out, Aradia leading. Taddeus had trouble keeping his eye on both her and the aeldari, so walked to the side. Vorne stepped behind him, her feet scraping along the floor as if she were clad in chains. Her beady eyes looked one way then the next, seeing threats everywhere. She followed Taddeus like a child, always seeking approval. Despite the Ecclesiarchy’s rules against it, Aradia wouldn’t be surprised if Vorne was actually his daughter. She made a mental note to find out later. 

			Shadowguide kept to the rear of their group, her long rifle useful for picking off any dangers at a distance, but Aradia suspected there was more to it than that.

			‘I cannot concentrate with the xenos creature at my back,’ Taddeus said, almost stopping and looking over his shoulder. 

			‘I have no quarrel with you,’ the ranger replied.

			‘I don’t care–’

			‘Remember we’re all here for the same reason,’ Aradia interjected. ‘To find some way of controlling the fortress.’

			Despite what she’d said, Aradia couldn’t shake the feeling that they were all following their own path. Why Shadowguide had decided to join them, she had no idea, but she was thankful for the ranger’s presence. The Imperium depended on them finding some way to understand and control the fathoms of the fortress. Aradia depended on it. That was why Murad had her recruit the preacher. Aradia would not let her down. Aradia admired Murad’s singularity of mind; it was one of the many reasons working with her had given Aradia purpose. She had helped Murad to find the Blackstone Fortress, and now she was fulfilling her true calling: finding a way to control it. If she needed the preacher then so be it. Along with his zealot, he was one of the only denizens of Precipice who had explored the Blackstone Fortress extensively and lived to tell the tale. Looking at him, she didn’t know how, but she was about to find out, one way or another. 

			‘This way,’ he said, pointing with one plump finger and consulting his book. 

			‘How can you be sure?’ Aradia asked, looking around the vastness for some sense of location. ‘What do you have in that book?’

			‘The Emperor’s will. That is all you need to know, witch,’ he replied, pointing again. He waited for Aradia to lead them, falling in behind her. She had to trust that he was sending them the correct way. 

			After some time they came to a floor that lifted and lowered like the cogs of some great machine. Parts shot up into the heights of the chamber, while other surfaces simply slid back and forth like switches. There was no sound, nor the oily musk of engine grease. Aradia waited, watching one of the walkways slide towards her and away again. They would have to carefully time their paths across, or be crushed by the machinery. 

			‘I’ll go first,’ she said, knowing that she had no choice. ‘Watch what I do and follow my exact steps.’ 

			She jumped onto the walkway as it came to her side again. She was tempted to call on her powers, but the others would need to follow by normal means. As she took another step, following the momentum of the walkway, another piece of the machine shot out of the darkness, almost clipping her and whipping her coat up around her waist. She dropped and rolled with the motion as another almost decapitated her. A moment later she was on solid ground again. The stress made it feel like an eternity, but within seconds the others were by her side. 

			As they travelled further, parts of machines and other equipment lay discarded about the cavern, no one piece matching another, seeming to come from a myriad different cultures and races. Some had fused with the floor, as if it had melted, trapping them and then solidifying again. There was a wall to their left, running away from the nearby maglev platform. Its surface was smooth and glossy. It reached off into the dark, out of sight. The wall glowed with an ambient light, seeming to pulse with Aradia’s heartbeat. It was almost mesmerising in its rhythm. 

			Aradia reached out for it, sensing nothing from the dark but an endless void. Apart from a faint background hum, there was nothing here that registered as life. Veins of different colours intertwined their way through the metallic sheen of the surface. It was as if the fortress had been manufactured by some vast entity, melding together different elements collected from across the galaxy. Aradia ran a gloved hand along it, trying to sense where it had come from. She felt a movement beside her. 

			‘Be careful, mon-keigh!’ Shadowguide hissed through the emitter of her faceplate. The ranger stepped back, raising her long rifle and bracing, both legs splayed to balance her weight. 

			Something jumped from the gloom, a flash of reflection. A triform shape landed on Aradia’s outstretched arm, clinging on to her hand. It whirred then emitted a pulse. There was a stab of pain as something cut through her glove. Aradia grunted and shook her arm, trying to dislodge it. Three metal legs clamped her arm in a fierce grip that was utterly unrelenting. Its domed head was intent on her as if it were feeding, supping on her blood to fuel its machine core. 

			Other shapes poured out of the darkness, as if they were coming from the walls themselves. Single purple beacons glowed in the blackness like hundreds of alien eyes. The noise was a scratching – like rodents’ claws skittering on metal plating. The hairs on Aradia’s neck rose as if she could sense them crawling over her. Taddeus’ servo-stubber clicked as it tracked targets and she heard the pilot light of Vorne’s flamer burst into life. 

			She gripped the object boring into her free hand and pulled. She let loose a roar of pain as it dug deeper and her hand slipped away, wet with blood. With a lunge, she smashed the back of her fist against the obsidian stone. At first nothing happened, then with another motion the glasslike dome of the drone splintered and shattered. Losing whatever life force powered it, it turned inert and dropped to the floor, smashing into even smaller pieces. 

			She didn’t have time to reflect as the first wave of drones hit her. Those that found her in their path tried to claw at her. She kicked the first away and spun on her heel. The other drones went for her companions, a sea of angry machines. The things didn’t cry out, or make any sound other than the click of their legs on the stone floor. Aradia couldn’t feel them; they were nothing, a void. There was nothing alive in them, no anger, no hope, no fear. Somehow they were all part of one entity, something bigger than themselves. They attacked as one, swarming over the explorers. Shadowguide’s rifle pulsed as bright beams of energy smashed one drone after another to pieces. 

			There were too many of them. 

			Taddeus roared oaths as his servo-stubber opened up, and lunged about himself with his maul at the drones that clung on to the dirty hem of his robes. ‘Couldn’t you see them coming, witch?’ he shouted, forcing his way into the melee. 

			Vorne’s flamer roared and fire filled the gloom. Aradia felt the familiar tang of a vision coming on, the iron taste of a migraine, but she forced it back. Now was not the time. If she didn’t do anything to stop the drones, then they would overwhelm her and her companions, pulling them down to oblivion. 

			Grinding her teeth, she put one foot forward and raised her arm. With barely a thought she pulled forth the eldritch energy of the warp, focusing it through her hand, as if grasping for something. The blood burnt away as a flash of actinic light burst from her palm, meeting the oncoming drones. They were smashed back against the force of the blow. Some were crushed to pieces, but others rushed on. She felt down inside for another attack, knowing that to do so would sap her strength, and instead something else rushed up to meet her.

			Flames flickered at the corners of her eyes. Everything was fire. The flames rippled down her nerves, washing through her veins. The darkened chamber was replaced with something altogether worse. Something on the edge of sight, a phantom image out of reach, yet strong and vivid. 

			She was fixed in place, a silent observer. The stars were in turmoil, pulsing with an angry, turbulent light. Planets were dying, billions and billions of Imperial citizens wasting away as their homes burned. Thousands were dying every second, their end brought about as ancient energy weapons focused on them. The fortress was a dark cloud that ravaged the heavens. Every Imperial citizen looked up and saw their own doom. 

			Reality tore open as uncontrollable forces ripped apart one planet, then the next. Unreality bled into the mortal realm, growing in strength with each passing second, a purple fire blossoming into a ruinstorm and obscuring the stars. 

			Nothing could stop it now. Voices whispered through the warp, tantalising, the words just out of earshot. 

			They promised so much. They promised power, the power of the gods. 

			She pulled back, reeling from the vision. It was almost too strong, and she felt fatigued as the energy left her. Her body sagged, drained, but her mind was still sharp. She had known since she was a child that her mind was her sharpest tool, and since then it had also become her sharpest weapon. 

			She was in control.

			It had only been seconds, but it was too long. The visions had changed, and they were taking over. Her proximity to the Blackstone Fortress was more dangerous than she had initially realised. The feeling in the pit of her stomach did not abate and she swallowed, trying to push it away. 

			The nearest drones had disappeared in the wash of warp flame. There were a number of silhouettes, all surrounded with trails of black ash, and the floor was scorched and pitted. 

			‘Don’t do that again, witch!’ Taddeus glanced at her in between lunges with his maul. The hem of his cassock was frayed and blackened from the blast of warp energy. Soot coated his face. ‘In the God-Emperor’s name, if you do, I will kill you myself!’

			‘I was trying to help you!’ Aradia yelled above the sound of his stubber. 

			‘I don’t need your help. I have His faith,’ he replied as the weapon tore around and released a volley of shells into the next wave of drones, disintegrating them into alien dust. 

			‘He will never understand, mon-keigh.’ Shadowguide’s expression was completely impassive, but Aradia could sense some new-found wariness there. 

			Aradia could no longer pull on her powers, for fear of what they would bring. Thankfully, the schola had not just trained her mind, but her body too. 

			She braced, flexing the muscles of her shoulders, and raised her stave in one hand. The other unclasped the laspistol at her back. She was glad that she’d had the foresight to bring it with her. She took aim at the nearest drone, squeezing the trigger. 

			The beam reflected from the glass dome, disappearing into the expansive ceiling. The drone barely recognised the attack, skittering across the floor on its tripod. It rocked forward on two of its legs, preparing to jump. 

			She fired her laspistol again, more wildly this time. The first shot went wide, but the second hit true. Glass shattered across the floor as the bright red beam met its target. More shapes followed, like a carpet of glass baubles come to life. There were hundreds of them, all intent on the invaders, as if they were some kind of viral infection. Aradia didn’t know how they would defeat them all, even with the barking of Taddeus’ stubber, the whoosh of Vorne’s flamer and Shadowguide amongst the drones, cutting this way and that with her power knife. 

			Aradia twisted, pushing down with the flat metal end of her stave. A drone was caught between it and the obsidian floor, smashing into pieces of strangely reflective glass. She allowed the energy to dissipate from her stave, fearing what it might become. The warp was her curse. 

			There was a break in the wave of drones and Aradia spun around. Shadowguide was by her side, power knife raised ready to strike. She was staring at the ground by her feet, a frown across her pale brow. A drone picked itself up, rolling and forcing itself onto two legs to right itself. Instead of attacking the ranger, it skittered past. 

			‘I do not understand,’ the aeldari said, just loud enough for Aradia to hear. The drones ignored the ranger, only those that couldn’t avoid her pouncing in attack. She swatted them away with a lightning-quick strike. The horde was moving past them. 

			‘Where are they going?’ Aradia asked. She stepped out of the path of the drones, and they skittered past with tripedal motion. They no longer showed an interest in the explorers. Some of the fleeing swarm poured over a ripped piece of cloth, burning it to ash with their pulse lasers, as their kin ran past. Everything dead was absorbed back into the fortress. 

			‘They’re fleeing,’ the ranger answered. 

			Shadowguide was right. No matter how much of a threat the explorers were, there was something else here that was worse. Aradia finally realised what the feeling in the pit of her stomach was. The growing sense of dread was not something her psyche had manifested. It was coming from the drones themselves. They were running from something else. 

			Drones still appeared from the darkness, but their numbers had dwindled. Where the others had been agile, many of these were broken and incomplete. One dragged itself past Aradia, forcing its way forward on its damaged foreleg.

			The explorers ignored the drones, not wasting their energy on things that had no intent to harm them. There would be enemies aplenty ahead. They still had to find what they were looking for, some clue as to how to control the fortress itself. They continued into the chamber. Aradia was unsure where they were heading, but Taddeus held up his book and nodded, apparently satisfied. Sweat ran down his face, darkening the collar of his cassock. 

			The further they delved, the more humid it became. Another wall appeared from the right as they got closer, identical to the one they had been following. It tapered towards the other wall, forming the corner of a triangle. 

			They came to a curved archway. Filigree covered its great brass plating, like the entrance to some regal palace. The warp pulled at her, and voices whispered, unintelligible in the depths of her mind. She had been trained to resist temptation, and the circuitry of her psychic hood was covered in warding runes, but the draw of the fortress was so strong she could barely fight it back. Aradia looked to Taddeus for confirmation, but the priest was flicking through the pages of his book. Each page flapped as he moved to the next, never dwelling for more than a heartbeat. 

			‘Not here, not here,’ he muttered to himself. It was clear he was lost. 

			The ranger stepped ahead of them, observing the archway. They could not see through the oily black portal. ‘If we do not go on, we will not find what we came for,’ Shadowguide offered, her voice an artificial lilt. 

			The aeldari was right; they had nowhere else to go. 

			Aradia made up her mind. She tentatively pushed one hand through, then, steeling herself, stepped over the threshold. She was immediately hit by the smell of blossom, a sweet flavour on her tongue as it washed over her senses. 

			Inside, it was beautiful. The chamber was adorned in gold and jewels. It was as she had always imagined the Imperial Palace to be, where the Emperor sat upon His Golden Throne. Everything glittered, creating a hue of bright light that framed her sight. Lilac draperies surrounded a dais at the centre of the chamber, which could be reached by a number of steps from the side that faced Aradia. The cold, inhuman nature of the Blackstone Fortress was nowhere to be seen. The floor was a mosaic carved in precise detail from white marble. Twin braziers framed the central dais, the white smoke giving off the relaxing blossom scent. Aradia felt as if she were back in the Imperium, returned to civilisation. 

			But something was wrong. Aradia couldn’t immediately put her finger on it. There was a darkness at the periphery of her vision that disappeared every time she moved her head. Her suspicions melted away with the shadows. The scene demanded her attention, and she couldn’t look away. Her eyelids drooped, relaxing. She could feel a vision coming on, the migraine-pressure pushing at the back of her eyes, but she no longer feared it. 

			Two figures ascended the dais in front of her, surrounded by a golden aura. Patrician features looked down on her with an air of quiet confidence. The vibrant purple robes covering their long frames shimmered in the glow of the braziers, like an image of the Emperor Himself. They stood tall and proud, welcoming her to their home. One smiled at her, while the other simply nodded. The smile was warm, fatherly, a memory of something she hadn’t experienced in a very long time. 

			‘Welcome, Aradia,’ they said in unison. Their voices were like the singing of astropathic choirs, harmonically pleasing, a chord of joy. She wanted to sing with them, to feel the warmth of the music. They reached out to her, beckoning for Aradia to join them on the dais. ‘We’ve been looking forward to your visit.’

			‘Who are you? What is this?’ she asked as she took a step forward. The shadow crossed her field of view again, but she ignored it. She placed one boot on the first step, noticing the way the veins in the marble shifted with each footstep. There was a power here beyond her imagining. 

			‘We are your purpose,’ they said again, still in perfect harmony. ‘The Inquisition has always controlled you, dampening your power, limiting its use. We will free you from their jealousy. Look.’ They pointed manicured fingers.

			From the dais she could see a viewport, as found on the bridge of a voidfaring vessel. It showed her the stars. Stars she could control, if only she was brave enough. 

			The two figures came to stand in front of her, one still smiling. 

			‘All of this could be yours.’ The twin voices were like silk in her ears, calming and reassuring. ‘You need not fear it any longer. Allow yourself to become what you were always destined to be.’

			The image shifted like the surface of water, showing her a figure she recognised. Aradia’s shaven scalp was gone, replaced with long, flowing locks of hair. She was no longer restricted by the psych-reactive collar at her neck, which pierced angry, sharp neural inhibitors into her scalp. The symbols of her station were absent. A purple gown replaced her brown jacket and the eye of the Adeptus Astra Telepathica on her cuirass. 

			Someone screamed, a howl of utter terror. The darkness at the periphery of Aradia’s sight flared again and she looked for its source. 

			Pious Vorne was on her knees at the bottom of the dais, hands clasped to her head, her eyes rolled back into her skull. Taddeus was nowhere to be seen. He was jealous of her. He had always hated her kind. Vorne rocked back and forth, seeing some invisible horror. Aradia couldn’t understand what was happening. 

			She used her powers to reach out to the zealot. 

			Vorne’s mind was a barrier of raw emotion, awash with fear and hatred, the result of years of punishment. The images refused to coalesce, distant, angry and distorted. As soon as one source of pain tried to form, an ugly fight or a punishment, it was replaced with another. The only real sense inside the zealot’s mind was that something was deeply wrong. Vorne fought an invisible assailant in a battle she could never win. 

			Aradia searched for the others, slipping from one mind to the next, losing control. Random thoughts flooded her senses, emotions piercing her skull like daggers. The visions in their minds could not be seen, but everything was seen all at once. All was contradiction, a clash of images and colours. Crimson clouds formed a vortex of hot, cutting pain. 

			Taddeus was trapped somewhere, fighting his own battle. His entire being was pain, the God-Emperor rejecting his every approach, spurning the preacher and condemning him to an existence where nothing he held sacred was true. Taddeus cried out in despair, rejected by the one thing he believed. In his mind he blamed the witch. 

			Explosions crashed around inside Aradia’s skull, like suns blinking out one by one. The warp called to her, and it sung with a substance she couldn’t fathom. Reality and the warp were as one, each giving truth to the other. Without each other they could not exist, as she could not exist without them. Without reality she had no form, and without the warp she had no purpose. By fusing them together, she could become stronger than she had ever imagined, stronger than the Inquisition had ever feared. They controlled her and sought to bring her down, to make her weak. She would not be stymied. No longer. She would be all that the warp promised her.

			In the maelstrom she found a mind utterly alien and unfamiliar. She should destroy it, but her new-found power urged her to explore it, to see what secrets were on offer. It was anathema, but it drew her in. 

			She found pain. It was a pain she could not comprehend. A vast ship appeared, its hull shattered, venting gas into the abyss. Shadowguide wept for all her kind who had suffered so terrible a fate, to be drawn into the warp as playthings for the gods. The Blackstone Fortress filled Aradia’s view, flames licking at the corners of her eyes. She was in control of the ancient vessel. The ranger turn–

			+This is not your future.+

			She was trapped within her vision. Somehow the aeldari was communicating with her. The broken craftworld pulled back, rushing through everything she had seen before until it was all gone. All that remained was a black abyss. Amallyn Shadowguide appeared, striding, and reached out towards her. Then in a heartbeat she was gone. 

			Aradia tore her mind away from the warp, urging the others after her, hoping they would hear her call.

			The scene crashed down around her, showing it for what it truly was. The golden filigree was a distorted brass etching in the pattern of various beasts, affixed with arrows that changed when she looked upon them. The migraine-pressure was stronger now, not just from the vision she had crudely ripped herself from, but also from the abstract dimensions, which hurt her eyes. The chamber was some kind of shrine, with a device of twin circles bisected with a crescent hammered into the far wall. It pained her to look at that symbol. 

			It was all a lie. This time the vision had drawn her in without her even knowing. Even as she had stepped over the threshold she had been within its grasp, she had been its pawn. The two figures in front of her were not scions of the Emperor. Their skin was pale with blistering growths, and malformed horns broke out of their temples, a haunting image of the horror the warp could manifest. 

			They wanted her to join them. They wanted her to be like them. The face of the nearest man was stretched into a rictus grin, distorted and corrupted. 

			‘Heresy,’ Vorne hissed, rushing towards them. Released from her vision, the zealot fingered the trigger of her flamer. ‘The enemy are everywhere. They infest the fortress like rats!’ 

			Aradia jumped from the dais as a plume of flame rushed across the black stone, engulfing a pair of traitors in a wall of fire. She braced, fearing what was coming. The whizz-crack of las-fire filled the chamber and the bark of Taddeus’ servo-stubber rose to meet the onrushing traitors. Aradia wasn’t afraid of death. Ever since the Black Ships had stolen her away from her family, she had considered her life to be over. Growing up under the constant supervision of the Inquisition, she no longer held any fear of death, and her abilities had given her another kind of life. 

			Rictus-Grin grasped for her. In one hand he carried a stave topped with an eight-pointed star, a gross reflection of her own weapon. He reached out a bulbous hand, his overgrown and distended head throbbing in time to the ambient noise of the fortress. The stench of the warp was strong around him, to the point that Aradia almost gagged. The sweet smell of blossom had been replaced by an acrid tang. It was sour and soporific, but she was no longer susceptible to its effects. 

			There was a pulse of light and the rogue psyker snapped back, disappearing behind the now fire-blackened dais in a cloud of blood. Shadowguide rushed from a doorway Aradia had not previously noticed. She nodded at the primaris psyker, then set upon a warrior with crude barbs stitched into his skin. 

			Men and women poured into the chamber, each wearing the uniform of the Astra Militarum, but with the icons removed. Vorne had been right, they were surrounded by traitors. One of them, now more beast than man, rushed at Aradia with a chainsword raised in both hands above his head. The roar was guttural, mindless. 

			Aradia raised her stave two-handed across her chest in a guard stance. The razor-sharp teeth of the chainsword dropped towards her, clumsy and uncontrolled. Aradia blocked the blow, the metal of her stave sparking as it resisted. The chainsword slipped, grazing her shoulder, and she cried out in pain. 

			She didn’t drop her guard. Instead she forced the head of her stave up, driving the chainsword away, then switched, bringing up its base to crash into the traitor’s stomach. He fell back, winded, and Aradia gave him no chance to recover. She forced the end of her stave up, smashing the cold metal into his face. His nose broke with a splatter of blood, and she allowed a small amount of warp energy to conduct through the stave. It was only a slight amount, but still she felt it calling to her, taunting. The weapon amplified the energy, the crystal embedded in the centre of the golden aquila glowing an angry purple. The traitor’s bones were crushed by the unnatural force. 

			She was in control.

			She flung her stave forward, connecting with another traitor as he rushed past. There was a sickening crunch as his head snapped back, pulped by the sheer force of the blow. She didn’t wait to see where the body fell, moving on to the next, tracking a traitor officer with her laspistol and squeezing the trigger. She realised then that she was screaming, the raw emotion of battle finding a way out of her mouth. 

			Taddeus had found his way into the shrine. His pale skin flushed with sweat as he defended himself, swinging his maul into the jaw of a bestial figure, pulverising flesh and bone. He was surrounded. Vorne tried to keep them at bay with her flamer, but she couldn’t get too close to the priest, lest she burn him alive. Aradia had to help, and she would need to call on her powers. 

			She braced herself against the ever-corrupting influence of Chaos. They wanted her to reach out to the warp, and through it they would control her. The Imperium had always controlled her, stifled her, but now for the first time in her life she truly understood why. If she did not control herself, then Chaos would. Without the priest and his zealot she would not make it out alive. 

			She flung out her hand, letting a cry of anger escape her lips. Etheric fire flew from her fingertips as she ran towards the priest.

			A traitor had only a second to look up before being blown back by the force of her power, to crash against the wall. She kept pushing, not caring from where the power flowed. The energy ripped reality, bathing them in an unnatural light. The traitor’s bones were crushed against the wall and his body fell limply to the floor as she focused her attention on another. 

			She was in control. 

			Using her mind she picked up a traitor attacking Taddeus and threw them across the room. The priest’s stubber opened up, rounds thudding into the shape as it moved through the air. She came alongside Taddeus, whose grimace showed his relief. It wasn’t thanks, but it was enough for her. Back to back they battled the traitors, as blood dripped from her wounds. It ran into the lines of the floor, disappearing into the fortress, but Aradia was too preoccupied to notice. She crushed a renegade with a blast of energy, then disabled another with her stave.

			‘We have to go,’ she shouted over the din. ‘Or we’ll die here.’ She had survived it all. Survived being dragged away from her family by the Black Ships, the constant and gruelling training under the ever-present gaze of the Inquisition. She had survived the fear, the doubt and everything the warp could throw at her. She had survived it all to get here, to find the Blackstone Fortress, to attempt to control it. She would not die now. She had to report back to Murad. ‘Fall back towards the archway.’

			A shape in a tattered and stained purple cloak floated towards her, overconfident and arrogant. The rogue psyker reached for Aradia with an outstretched hand. His palm was upturned, one finger curled as if beckoning her. A sickly, rotten smile crossed his lips as he pulled on the warp. She felt reality distort as the air around him started to glow with a pale amethyst aura. The traitor was a warped version of her, his skin distended and bulbous. One eye glittered with dark power, while the other was blinded and unseeing. 

			She was ready. She held her stave out in front of her as the blast of pure warp power crashed against her. There was a bright flash of light as the psych-reactive circuitry of her stave responded, softening the blow. It was blinding in its intensity, but she would not look away. She took it all in, using her stave to absorb the power. It was raw and corrupt, but with a flick of her wrist she forced it back at her attacker. 

			The smile fell from his lips as he realised what was happening. The force hit him in the chest, and threw him back, but he was stronger than she had realised. He picked himself up, and reached out again. 

			The next blow hit her wounded shoulder, and blood splattered across her coat, blending with the brown fabric. She forced the cry of pain back down and took a step forward. Raising her stave, she let the power of the warp flow through her. 

			With each step she flung a blast of energy at her enemy, cutting the air with her stave like a two-handed sword. Each blow knocked the rogue psyker back towards the dais. He was losing control, the flesh of his head distending even further as the warp tore him apart. He fell to one knee and reached out a hand, pleading. Aradia raised the stave above her head and brought it down in one swift motion, crushing him under the blazing eagle at its crest. Blood splattered the floor in an eight-pointed shape, and the Dark Gods laughed. 

			She took a moment to take in the scene. Many of the traitors had been dispatched, but there would be more. The psykers that had sought to control her were gone. Her mind finally felt free of the visions that had afflicted her since she had become aware of the Blackstone Fortress. 

			‘We must leave, witch!’ Taddeus was standing by the archway, waiting, the others alongside him. 

			Aradia reached out one last time, grasping what warp energy she could and flung it towards the shrine. The ground between her and the dais erupted in a wall of flame, burning white-hot. The image burned into her retinas. She turned on her heels and ran, leaving the shrine behind. 

			They had found a cancer at the heart of the Blackstone Fortress. 

			She would return, with a larger force, and excise it.
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			Erastus Lamertine lived his days beneath the eyes of the long dead.

			There was almost no part of the upper reaches of the Cradle that were not adorned with the sombre ouslite busts and death masks of the kings and queens who had gone before. The eyes seemed to follow him, sometimes sparkling with precious gems or gold embellishment. Servo-skulls, cherubs and stranger constructs drifted past the higher plinths from which the statues glowered, and so there seemed an unnatural motion to them.

			He did not glance up as he passed beneath the sharp features of a Helvintr death mask, the scars carved into the plaster with almost savage relish, or the captured preening of a Radrexxus bust. He had lived within the great station for so many years now that he could recite their names and titles all in turn. He could keep his way by them as he navigated the ancient, winding halls. The weight of the place’s history had been etched into him, soul-deep lines that even rejuvenat could not fully hide.

			His meandering path had carried him from the core of the station, the Bladespire, through the Arches of Victory and the Halls of the Lost, till he arrived here, at the Starlit Marches. The great viewports looked out across the gnarled docking spurs and their relentless activity. Ships of the line crowded in, jostling for space like pugilists. The crimson light of the Davamir star caught on the bladed prows of the ships and the outermost spires of the station, casting it as bloody as the ambition that had forged them all.

			And before it, silhouetted in the light cast by the flurry of movement beyond, stood his father. Davos Lamertine gazed out, his expression fixed. His entire weight was hunched forward, balanced on the cane that was less and less an affectation. The silvered tip of it rocked back and forth in the marble, and Erastus wondered if it might wear some impossible groove there.

			‘Father?’ he said. His voice felt insufficient in the vast silence of the space. Once again he was reduced to little more than a cadet in his father’s sanctum, his words weak and wavering. The older man turned, regarding him with his cold grey eyes. He did not smile. His dark skin did not crinkle with any form of paternal recognition, the pale scars on his cheeks were not lessened by joy. His frown remained, his disappointment as pointed as it had always been.

			‘Erastus.’ 

			He felt his father’s scrutiny pass from him, and return to the bustle of the docks. 

			‘They have come,’ Davos whispered, almost as though he thought Erastus could not hear him. ‘But so few.’ He shook his head. ‘It is to be expected. Whether kept from us by a wall of fire, or bound up in their own ambitions. So many of our fellows prove themselves lacking. How long since the Draiks walked amongst us, eh? They spurned us again – committed to the west, they say. As though there were anything of worth.’

			‘Who has actually answered the summons?’ Erastus spoke carefully, measuring his every word. His father’s scrutiny did not settle upon him again; the old man’s gaze swept back and forth, in time with the tapping of his cane.

			‘Look there.’ Davos pointed. ‘The Wyrmslayer Queen.’ He laughed. ‘Of all those who come to us, it is the savages who rush to the fore.’ His gaze drifted. ‘Radrexxus comes, though likely only to gloat of his latest trade endeavour, or what new alchemical concoction graces his veins. The Astraneus? None trust them, or their bastard faith, but they have power. Influence.’ He paused, considering.

			‘Surely there are more than three?’ Erastus asked.

			‘Oh yes,’ his father said. ‘The shepherds of men come.’

			‘The Torvanders?’

			‘The very same. A son and a daughter, both of their lesser stock.’ He scoffed as he spoke, gesturing to a heaving mass conveyer as it disgorged a tide of grey-robed multitudes. The edges of the immense vessel still sparkled with old gilding, though it seemed tarnished and bronzed in the harsh starlight. ‘All pilgrim piety and recrimination. Useful enough if you want to move men, but ultimately? An empty gesture.’

			‘Is there anyone you actually approve of?’ Erastus said. ‘Anyone whose support doesn’t come with caveats, or concerns?’

			‘You cannot approve of any of them,’ Davos said. There was a sudden edge of iron in his voice. ‘They may be peers, they may be useful, but they are not our allies. Not in truth. Point them at a target, and they may play the tame hunting pack, but their teeth are ever aimed at our throats.’ He paused. ‘Your sister knew that well enough.’

			Another hand-me-down lesson, Erastus thought, ill-fitting and worn through. 

			He ignored it. ‘Your choice of metaphor is telling, though. I didn’t think you were afraid of anything, let alone the huntresses of Helvintr.’ 

			That brought a dry chuckle from his father. His mirth had curdled of late, grown as dark as the broken galaxy beyond their fief. ‘I do not fear.’ 

			Erastus could see his fingers grow white around the eagle’s head of the cane. Tightening and loosening, as though he sought to convince himself as much as his ersatz son. 

			‘They are almost beasts themselves, running the stars the way their ancestors rode the ice seas. The chill of the winter world is in them, and the fire of the Wolf’s Eye. We forget that at our peril.’ 

			Erastus nodded. ‘I know, Father–’

			‘Do you?’ Davos snapped. ‘Do you truly understand, when you have slunk around the corners of our family? When you have no honour save that tarnished by your grasping attempts at advancement?’ 

			Erastus flinched back as though struck. 

			‘We have lost so much, and our rivals gather. Called by my hand, yes, but with their knives ready for my back. And you tell me you know? The stakes have never been higher.’

			‘Forgive me, Father,’ Erastus said. He held back from abasing himself. He looked at his father as though seeing him for the first time, in the light he had cast across Erastus’ entire life. The starched, pale blue military uniforms, never ostentatious or ever truly wielding the grandeur of his position. He was a man and a warrior before he was a king. Or a father. 

			Davos turned, striding past his son without a backward glance. The confrontation seemed to have enlivened him, his cane barely touching the floor as he moved away from the crystalflex panels and into the corridors of power.

			‘How did you do it, Ev?’ Erastus wondered aloud. Evelyne, his sister, had been the heir, and so had borne the brunt of their father’s favour. The storms of wrath and disappointment seemed never to faze her. She did not merely weather them, or survive them, she thrived under the stern eye of their patriarch. Yet she had never let his attitude taint her, not truly.

			He watched a while longer, as the ships crowded in, like supplicants. Locked to the bloated structure of the Cradle by docking gantries and arterial lines of fuel, they haemorrhaged men and took on materiel in the fitful osmosis that ensued whenever a vessel berthed. He could see knots of colour as crews gathered, congealing around leaders as they awaited the true permission to come aboard.

			To be received into the court of the Void King of the Davamir Compact.

		

	
		
			 

			The old dynasties gathered, and if they felt any exasperation at being summoned they did not show it. The docks teemed with rival houses and their sworn kinsmen as they ducked beneath the shadows cast by the cranes and clearance towers. Alarums and tocsins blared as workers tried to push through the thronging masses of armsmen and crew, while servitors trundled forwards laden with supply crates. A few of the crewmen were almost crushed beneath the lobotomised advance of the cyborgs, who chirruped emptily as they plodded across the rockcrete.

			‘Compliance.’ ‘Compliance.’ ‘Compliance.’

			The huntress watched their progress and held back a smile. Homecoming, such as it was, was ever bittersweet. Every time she bestrode the great station and its storied halls, she was reminded of the legacy of the Compact. She had borne its weight upon her shoulders and passed it on, yet every time she returned the burden was renewed.

			Katla Helvintr stood upon a gantry extruding from the side of her vessel, the Wyrmslayer Queen, and watched as each of the dynasty’s ships emptied.

			Officers barged through the crowds, barking orders and waving their symbols of command. Some, of her own dynasty, bore runes woven into the leather of their uniforms, while others brandished golden batons as tokens of rule. A gaggle of black-robed figures held their hands aloft in the shape of the holy aquila, drawing others of their kind to them by dint of faith alone. As one, the clutch of worshippers went on their knees and bowed in worship before the mighty edifice that now carried them.

			The Cradle was truly as ancient as it was massive. The station had grown as organically as it had been able to in the millennia since the Great Crusade, slowly drawing other vessels into its fabric with a near-parasitic relish. Not with the crawling chaos of a space hulk, but with a measured and considered hunger to be complete. At the core of the station, so tradition held, the great flagship of the First King waited. Time had rendered it massive and mighty, transforming it gradually into the majesty of the Bladespire. Even now it exuded strength and domination, whether it was aweing the human swarm disembarking upon it or the Davamir System itself.

			It was, above all else, a seat of power, a throne in mimicry of greater thrones. Some might have thought that blasphemy in a system so close to Holy Terra, but the Compact had no such shame. As the pilgrims raised themselves up and advanced, they passed beneath a gilded archway inscribed with the words: By my hand are they cast into the stars, and thus the stars reclaimed. 

			Standard bearers lurched forward as they steadied their banners in the artificial breeze of immense air-recyc engines, the ironweave fabric snapping. There was the sombre grey of the Helvintrs, crimson spears crossed beneath the snarling visage of a wolf. Those who bore it wore leather masks twisted into the features of beasts. They strutted almost arrogantly, the ferrules of their banner-poles slamming into the decking in an incessant tattoo. As they asserted themselves, the other crewmen fell in behind them. They formed ranks of grey, purple, black, bronze and brown. There was a ritual to it; an order. 

			One by one, they marched under the golden arch and the great doors of the docking bays slid open. Iron and silver glimmered, as golden light flooded from beyond. Like a welcome.

			The Hall of Equals was vast, like an immense senate chamber. Row upon row of seating had been prepared around long tables of cool, black marble. Attendants were making the final touches, ensuring that every seat had its place, with glasses and platters at each stance. 

			All of them were within sight of the dais, where Davos sat. His posture was straight against the gilded back of the throne, and his cane lay against one of its arms. He reached up and adjusted the glossy black circlet of the Umbral Crown. It caught the light in odd ways, distorting it to strange angles. The starlight was directed through the glassaic windows in the upper galleries, illuminating the dais with the crimson radiance of the Davamir star. Light was sacred here. Under the light of this star, the Compact had been forged; in its sight, the Emperor had empowered them. Murals around the chamber displayed Him as the gathered dynasts knelt before Him, alongside the stylised images of the fleets as they cast out amidst the Great Crusade.

			To one side of the throne there sat another chair: less ornate, like an echo of the seat of power. In better days, before the Rift, Evelyne would have sat there, the better to learn at her father’s right hand.

			Erastus stood off to one side, watching the proceedings. His father raised a hand and men rushed to attend his every whim. He did not envy his father his power. Frankly, the idea of wielding it terrified him. He crossed his arms across his chest and leant back against the cool stone of a column. If his father saw him, he gave no sign. 

			Erastus had grown accustomed to this peculiar form of stealth. For so long he had languished low in the hierarchy, barely considered as an officer, let alone an asset. He had slowly made himself useful, though, even if his father could not appreciate it. He had compromised.

			He had reached out to his opposite numbers in other dynasties, or in trade concerns. Fixers. Men of charm and confidence – the kind of assets his father despised having to use. His father relied on his own personal charisma, born of might and fear, to cow and direct those he made use of. He had no sense of compromise, no understanding of what was required to truly forge lasting bonds. For his father, respect was something to be taken, not truly earned. 

			Erastus was about to cross the room when bells began to toll somewhere in the vaulted ceiling. He turned, looking to the door. Horns sounded, not in onerous mourning or discordant skirl. Their roar was a howl, near bestial, a primal rhythm coaxed up by musicians whose craft lay in goading the Helvintr troops to battle-readiness. Mechanisms clattered, adding to the surreal chorus, as the doors to the chamber began to open. They folded inwards, gilt surfaces shimmering in the light of the hall’s braziers. Erastus looked back in time to see his father’s features sharpen and fix into a smile.

			The wolves were amongst them.

			At the head of the pack, for there was no better word for the rabble of crew, came Katla Helvintr. She stalked into the hall with a grace and confidence which belied her wounds. Like a conquering hero, she advanced, raising her fists in greeting. Her retainers slammed their own fists against their breasts or pounded at leathern drums in response. They cheered their chieftain, their jarl, their queen. The air turned electric and urgent, almost tribal, yet riven through with hints of the void’s cold. 

			Her eyes sparkled, the blue of storm-tossed seas, set in a face rendered magnificent through ruin. Its left half was pitted and scarred with the touch of bio-acid. Whatever beast had done this to her, whatever mighty slaying had remade her, was lost to legend. Far from diminishing her, it had made her seem mightier. Artfully inked tattoos had been woven across the scar tissue, depicting the skeletal visage of a wolf. The half-death-mask leered at them with its human eye, passing from Erastus to settle upon his father. She smirked, and her hands dropped to run through the shock of auburn hair which remained on the unscarred side of her head.

			‘My king!’ she declared, deigning to bow. ‘The Helvintr Dynasty returns to the Cradle at your summons. We bear fealty in our hearts, and gifts from the Wild Hunt amidst the Emperor’s realm. Do you welcome us to your hearth?’

			‘You are welcome, Jarl Helvintr, to my hall and hearth.’ Davos inclined his head. There was no truth in his smile as he leant forward. ‘How fare the edges of the Imperium? How goes the hunt?’

			‘The hunt is stranger now than ever before.’ She laughed. ‘The galaxy burns, and all is cast to the wind. Beasts grow bolder. Wilder.’ She flashed her teeth in a furious grin. ‘And we relish it. Our forebears would be proud. The Season of Fire has made its way to the stars, and stirred even the mightiest of kraken from their lairs. I say, let them come.’

			‘As you say.’ His features had tightened, set into a smile that did not reach his eyes. Likewise there was no true joy in her grin, only the echo of the void.

			Even here, Erastus realised, she was still hunting.

			Katla raised her hand and one of her throng broke ranks, moving to stand at her side. The newcomer had a warrior’s bearing as she swaggered to primacy, her blonde braids shaking with the motion. She looked up at Davos without fear, wearing her resolve as proudly as she displayed her bloodline.

			‘You remember my daughter, Astrid? My second spear.’ The other woman bowed as Katla spoke, and Erastus turned to watch his father’s reaction. The forced smile was gone, replaced by one that bordered upon the indulgent.

			‘I remember. You have raised a fine warrior.’ He paused. ‘A noble heir.’

			‘Ah,’ Katla said, as though realising for the first time. ‘Of course. You have my sympathies on the loss of your daughter. She was a credit to your line.’ She gestured to where Erastus stood. ‘As, I am sure, is your son.’

			Davos did not follow her glance. He did not acknowledge Erastus or dignify her remarks with a response.

			‘Be seated,’ he said. ‘Enter this hall as peers, for though we stand mighty in the Imperium, we are as equals in this place. Bound by blood and oath to the Compact.’

			‘Bound by blood and oath,’ the crew repeated. They filed into the first row of seats, as the standard bearers stowed their banners at one end of the great tables.

			‘Who comes next?’ Davos asked. Erastus could hear the weariness breaking the façade. ‘Who will honour us?’

			Erastus moved round the edges of the chamber as the parade of rogue traders continued. Where the Lamertines and the Helvintrs were unmistakably martial, others had taken more diverse routes to power. The Lord Technologist, Absalom Norastye, clattered into the hall on a small plinth carried on dozens of ceaseless mechanical feet. He regarded Davos with his gleaming augmetic eyes, turning every glance into a crimson glare. Even so, he bowed low, lacing his steel fingers into the sign of the cog, before flourishing them into the aquila. Like many of the rogue trader dynasties which spanned the galaxy, Absalom Norastye had not been born into such privilege. Where the Helvintrs, Lamertines or the Radrexxus were familial organisations, others such as the modern iteration of the Norastye had ascended through service. Absalom had been a humble explorator once – before his long years of service had culminated in his ascension to rank. 

			‘Our oaths are iron, my king. Norastye answers the summons.’

			When they had passed to their allotted place, there came the moribund procession of the Astraneus. Erastus shuddered to look at them. They were a strange breed, lank and pale in the manner of many voidborn, but it was their faith that truly set them apart. Erastus knew little of the Church of the Shrouded Emperor, save that they honoured Him as being in the dark of the void as much as the light of the stars. 

			‘We come to you, in fidelity and revelation. We bear His light, and His shadow.’ Delvetar Astraneus spoke in a low whisper, mercifully amplified by the vox-grid woven into their black hood. In them the pallor of the bloodline was more pronounced, almost luminous around blackened lips. The Arch-Lecter closed their heavily lidded eyes, tilted back their head, and a low chorus built behind them as the entire congregation began their hymn.

			Oh blade of light, oh shield of night…

			They carried it back to their tables, even as Davos reached up and cradled the side of his head as though in pain, or exasperation. Erastus could empathise. He slunk beneath the gemstone-lined fabric of a tapestry, still skirting the edges of the chamber. 

			There was another rustling of robes, as another group glided into the room.

			If the Astraneus were a dark reflection of conventional Imperial faith, then the Torvanders were the crystallisation of it. Mara and Barisan Torvander affected the look of humble, simple souls. Their robes were white, though as rough-spun as any penitent’s, and they wore gold bracelets in place of a supplicant’s chains. Each wore an ornate aquila necklace at their throat, and they bowed low in greeting to their king. They did not waste time with song, or idle threats. They simply walked to their places, and were silent. 

			They were a newer addition to the Compact; their father had once served as a worthy seneschal, and had been granted a Warrant for his service. Now he spent his heirs and hangers-on with the eagerness of a merchant prince, as though he could merely buy position with hoarded gold and curdled piety. They kept their heads low, and their expressions sombre, barely even looking at the finery which practically dripped from the walls.

			You’ll enjoy that, Father, Erastus thought. Finally, someone here knows the place you expect them to occupy.

			A sudden fanfare broke him from his thoughts. Where the Helvintr horns had been the baying of wolves, these were more the bugles of the parade ground. The clamour of drums went up, orderly and well drilled. A voice cut across the vastness of the hall, vox-amplified and ecstatic.

			‘All hail the lord admiral, Lord Radrexxus, Lord Gunther of that most noble house! Bearing the glory of ages, and the blood of kings! He who walks in the Emperor’s true sight! Hail! Radrexxus! Hail!’

			The ranks of armsmen that paraded through the central aisle were joyous as they played their instruments. Pipes skirled and wailed alongside the relentless percussion. They stopped ahead of the dais and parted as a figure swaggered forward. He was a storm of motion, of fluttering purple silks and a haze of perfumed air. He bowed low, ostentatiously flailing his arms as he did so. When he looked up again, his pale green eyes sparkled – one orbed with a gleaming gold monocle. Runtish attendants hurried up behind him, holding the long tails of his frock coat up off the ground, as though the vaunted lord admiral was too good for the sacred decking of the Cradle. At his side came Maximillian, his major-domo – black-clad and sombre as a headsman. Where Gunther was a constant, riotous blur, Maximillian was stolid. Stable. Focused. 

			‘Davos!’ Gunther Radrexxus beamed as he raised a hand sinfully adorned with rings to adjust the folds of his powdered periwig. ‘It has been far too long, an eternity!’ He flounced melodramatically, and Erastus could practically hear his father’s eyes roll.

			‘Indeed, Lord Radrexxus. Be welcome.’

			‘Most gracious,’ Gunther said. His eyes were wild with amusement. 

			And who knows how many narcotics, thought Erastus, as the lord admiral nodded with new enthusiasm and led his crews to their places.
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